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Preface


Absolutely anyone can write a novel. Yes, even you.


How do I know? Because I’ve spent my entire adult life working with people who wanted to write creatively but didn’t think they could. (Spoiler: they could. Every single one of them.)


I started in further education, teaching courses in communication to teens and adults on programmes like sports coaching, engineering, and service and hospitality. Most of the students I worked with were young men aged 15 to 25: many were at college because they’d left school as soon as they possibly could, and then realized that they didn’t have key skills that the workplace required. The communication courses taught them how to write fluently: letters, reports, presentations, the sort of thing that they’d need to use on a regular, professional basis. A lot of them struggled with dyslexia, dyspraxia, Irlen syndrome and literacy issues. These were young men who arrived with me literally unsure of how to write. And yet, they wrote.


While working in FE, I moonlighted as a writer and writing teacher for hire in community spaces across Scotland. My first community gig was on a fantastic project called ‘Making It Home’, in which a group of women from Scotland who’d experienced being homeless or vulnerably housed were paired up with a group of recently arrived refugee, asylum-seeking and migrant women. ‘Making It Home’ was a project rooted in poetry: the women wrote letters to each other, kept journals and made scrapbooks, but reading and writing poetry was at the heart of everything. On this project, there was no single, common language, and at the start it was hard for some of the women to see how they could possibly connect through shared experience. ‘You’ll write,’ I said, and they looked at me sceptically. And yet, they wrote.


Since then, I’ve unpacked my bag of creative writing tricks in all sorts of settings: schools, church halls, libraries, homeless shelters. An HIV respite care centre. A men’s prison. I’ve worked as the Scotland tutor for the women’s fiction writing initiative ‘Write like a Grrrl’; I’ve been a Scottish Book Trust Reading Champion, the writer-in-residence at the University of Edinburgh, and a Jessie Kesson Fellow at Moniack Mhor in the Scottish Highlands. I’ve delivered therapeutic writing workshops for adults rehabilitating after a stay in a psychiatric ward. I’ve delivered a hands-on writing class in a 20-minute slot to the entire roster of delegates at London’s Inspiring Women in Business conference. And more times than I care to count, I’ve sat in a chilly village hall on a weekday night with the two or three folk who (thank goodness) showed up for whatever drop-in fiction workshop I’d decided to run that particular time.


I’ve built a career out of teaching other people how to write. What’s the thing I’ve heard most often, over more than a decade working with aspiring writers from all walks of life? ‘I can’t write.’ And yet, they wrote.


It doesn’t matter if you don’t have a creative writing qualification, or if you’ve never written anything before. It doesn’t matter if you have small kids or caring responsibilities that make you feel like whenever you’re not looking after a needy person, you’re sleeping. It doesn’t matter if you have a job that doesn’t ‘mesh’ with being creative. It doesn’t matter if you don’t know anything about what a novel is, looks like or ought to be. If you have an idea for a novel – or even if you don’t – you can write one. I promise.  All you need is this book.









Introduction: Novelist(a)


I didn’t invent the term novelista. The Latin suffix -ist denotes a person of any gender who practises, or is concerned with, something: machinist, apologist, novelist. That’s in English. In some of the Romance languages – Spanish, Italian, Portuguese – that -ist becomes an equally gender-nonspecific -ista, as in barista and fashionista, probably the most common borrowings of the -ista suffix in contemporary English.


If I’ve learned anything in my many years of writing and writing teaching, it’s that the term novelist is a scary one for aspiring writers. Writer is bad enough: if I had a penny for every time I’ve been asked, ‘Am I allowed to call myself a writer?’ I’d be floating in a heart-shaped swimming pool right now, drinking a cocktail and dictating this book to my fabulous personal assistant. But at least writer is simply a person who writes. Novelist is a person who writes novels. Plural. A person who has finished at least one novel, and started at least one more. Novelist is a whole other league.


It’s not, of course: you can be a novelist (a person who practises, or is concerned with, writing novels) whether you have an oeuvre or an opening sentence. But that’s easy for me to say: I’ve been doing this a long time, and I do have published novels to my name. The term novelist inspires fear in a lot of people, and we all know fear isn’t logical. Novelista is my solution: you may not feel like you can be a novelist, and that’s fine. But I am here to tell you that absolutely anyone can be a novelista. Yes, even you.


Part 1 of this book starts right at the beginning: before you write. What the hell is a novel, anyway, and how do you know if you’re writing one? How do you even start to become a novelist – or a novelista, for that matter – and what qualifications do you need? How do people go about this whole novel-writing thing – when do they find the time, and how do they use that time? There’s also the old chestnut, ‘Why would anyone want to read what I have to say?’, which is another if-I-had-a-penny, heart-shaped-swimming-pool question. A lot of books about writing skip over these concerns entirely, assuming that if you’ve got as far as picking up a book on the subject, you must have this stuff all figured out. I know that isn’t true, having met people who have 60,000 words tucked away in a Word document somewhere but are still asking, ‘Is it a novel, though?’


Part 2 of this book brings us to the fun bit: writing! A novel is a giant beast: for many new writers, it’ll be the most words they’ve ever put in one place in the whole of their lives. When you’re pouring out that much of anything, you need to have a solid structure ready to hold it. A novel is basically a tiny world, where characters are born, live and (sometimes) die. Tom Waits once said that a good song is like a town: when you arrive, you need to know what the weather’s going to be like, where you can get something to eat.1 The same is true of a novel: your readers need to know their way around. And did I mention that a novel is an awful lot of words? How on earth do you write over 80,000 of the things and make sure they’re all good?


Lastly, I’ll talk to you in Part 3, which is all about publishing, about the options open to you once you’ve finished your novel. To some aspiring writers, this part is terrifying. To others, the idea of being published is the only thing that brings them out of the cold sweat they break into when they think of the writing part. No matter how you feel about it, publishing is a complicated, many-headed beast of an industry, and to those of us on the outside, it can cast an intimidating shadow. You’ll be glad to hear that, as my first novels were published, I spent most of my time asking everyone I could find – agents, editors, publicists, sales reps, booksellers – very beginner-y questions about money, about submissions, about waiting times, about everything. In short, I’ve been clueless so you don’t have to be. You’re welcome.


This book has only one rule, and it’s the same rule I apply to all the creative writing classes I run. You don’t need to bring anything with you beyond something to write on, and something to write with. A notebook and a pen. A laptop and excitable fingers. Your phone and a voice recorder app. Hell, the back of a receipt and a crayon you dug out of your handbag – whatever. You don’t even need an idea yet. All I ask is that you show up, ready to put words onto paper. That’s it: that’s literally all you need to be a novelista.









Part 1
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Preparing
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What the hell is a novel, anyway?

Daniel Defoe is the writer usually credited with inventing the novel in English, with Robinson Crusoe, published in 1719. The truth is that the first English novelist was a woman: Aphra Behn published Oroonoko: or, The Royal Slave in 1688. Though I have an English Literature degree, I’ll happily admit that I have read neither book, nor do I think that reading these early examples is a prerequisite to understanding what a novel is.1 (I do think it’s handy to know, though, that the practice of ignoring women’s writing in the hope that it’ll just go away is at least as old as the novel form.) But how do they qualify as definitely novels, when earlier stories didn’t? What on earth is a novel, anyway?

Turns out, it’s a surprisingly tricky thing to define. After a lot of searching through books and articles, and crowdsourcing the task on Twitter, I found Professor John Mullan defining Robinson Crusoe as ‘[a] sustained […] fictional account of one individual’s experiences’. Robinson Crusoe, he says, is a novel because it’s about one man’s inner life, presented in such a way that the reader will ‘believe in it’, while also knowing that it’s completely fictional. (Oh, and ‘sustained’ means it’s long.2)

If your head is hurting, don’t worry: the fact that the novel is a slippery creature to pin down actually works in your favour. It’s hard to define what a novel is because this particular mode of writing has been evolving rapidly ever since it was invented. Some folk reckon any work of fiction over 40,000 words long is a novel, while others would say anything under 60,000 is too skimpy. Writing in prose isn’t a requirement: verse novels are very much a thing. Even the fiction part has been called into question: writers like Sheila Heti and Joanna Walsh deliberately mess with the reader, giving us novels that look an awful lot like autobiography or memoir. Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad features a whole chapter written in the form of a PowerPoint presentation. Italo Calvino’s If on a winter’s night a traveler seems to speak directly to you, and in places, tell you what to think and do. The book opens, ‘You go into a bookshop and buy If on a winter’s night a traveler by Italo Calvino. You like it.’3

In 2014, I attended a creative writing conference at which the writer and critic Stuart Kelly said, ‘If you’re not interested in writing a novel that changes what the novel is capable of, get out of the business.’4 I don’t agree with him: I think it’s fine to want to write a novel that does precisely nothing to challenge what the novel is capable of. But I do find his statement comforting. He’s essentially saying, the novel can be whatever you want it to be. In fact, he’s entreating you: make the novel whatever you want it to be.

I’ve met more writers than I can count who spend all of their time worrying about what kind of novel they are writing. They ask me questions like ‘How long should each chapter be?’, ‘What tense should I write in?’, ‘Do I need to know which genre my novel belongs to?’ Fundamentally, these questions are all just different ways of asking, ‘Am I doing it properly?’ – a totally reasonable enquiry when you’re trying your hand at something for the first time. And I understand that it’s frustrating to be told that you can essentially just do whatever you like. Therefore – to minimize the risk of you getting vexed and giving up before you’ve even started – I’ll give you my basic novel-writing rules. I’d encourage you to break them, if you feel so inclined.

•   Once you get to the 70,000-word mark, you’ve got a novel. Anything shorter than that and you’re steering into the territory of the novella (an even more slippery creature, compact and speedy).

•   Once you get to the 120,000-word mark, people will start telling you your novel is long. This isn’t a deal breaker: my first novel, All the Hidden Truths, was 135,000 words, or 384 pages in paperback. Hanya Yanagihara’s Booker Prize-shortlisted A Little Life is 736 pages.

•   I usually start a new chapter when I’m moving to another character’s point of view, or when there’s a significant temporal or geographical shift. I tend to keep my chapters under 5,000 words, simply because any more than that feels like too much to hold in my head all at once.

•   Speaking of points of view (POV), I learned the hard way that too many POV characters can cause your novel to get unwieldy. All the Hidden Truths has three. My second novel and third, What You Pay For and Cover Your Tracks, have two. Writing two points of view felt far more manageable than writing three, so I stuck to that pattern!

•   I like to write in the third person, past tense – not exclusively, but mostly. This is very much a personal taste thing: I also like to read novels that use this mode of narration. Numerous options are available, and among them, third person, past tense is the safe bet. Whether you decide to choose it based on what I’ve just said probably depends on how you feel about the word safe.

•   When I’m writing, I force myself to focus on the story I am telling. There’s a part of my brain that loves to distract me by suggesting I stop to eat snacks or check Twitter or clean my skirting boards. That same part of my brain likes to ask me, yes, but what kind of story is it? Is it a crime novel, or is it more thriller? Is it commercial? Who’s going to read it? I am here to tell you that you listen to that voice at your peril. It will only distract you from doing your job, which is to tell the story. Once your job is done, you can get help with the other stuff.

As Stuart Kelly suggests, rules are there to be broken. Some novels don’t even have chapters. A hell of a lot of fiction is now being written in modes of narration that challenge the novel’s safer parameters. Here’s a section of Joanna Walsh’s Break.up, for example, written in first person, present tense:


Nice, tricksy city, turns me a couple of times before I find my way back onto a street I can name. I round a corner and a wall of flowers slaps up against my sight-lines with the crack of waves on the concrete piers. Plastic. There are real flowers that look like this for sale all over town, just as bright, and a bunch of them costs about the same as the fakes. Along the dark trenches of streets, clothes shop mirrors flashing light fly at angles to meet me, tip my tipsy sea legs landwise.5



You can also have as many POV characters as you like, as long as you can pull it off. When All the Hidden Truths was still just a secret Word document on my laptop, I had the idea that I wanted a different POV character for every chapter. I’d seen Jennifer Egan do this with A Visit from the Goon Squad, and I basically want to be Jennifer Egan when I grow up.6 What I hadn’t realized is that Goon Squad is Egan’s White Album. Just as the Beatles had to get really good at the three-minute pop song before they could put out a sprawling, rule-breaking epic, Egan spent years writing brilliant but ultimately far simpler fiction than Goon Squad. I was trying to run before I could walk.

It turned out, there was a lot I didn’t know about my first book. While I was writing it, I was convinced that All the Hidden Truths was a literary novel. I’d been to an author event with Emily St. John Mandel, at which she spoke about the books she’d published prior to her massive international hit, Station Eleven. ‘I still don’t see them as crime novels,’ she said. ‘I see them as novels that happen to have crimes in them.’7 This struck a chord, and I decided that I too was writing a novel that just happened to have a massive, catastrophic criminal act in the first 30 pages.

All the Hidden Truths went to auction, and I had the great privilege of being able to decide which of the four interested publishers I wanted to work with. In order to make that decision, I spoke to some of their editors over the phone. I remember one saying that the novel would be the perfect opener to a book-a-year crime series. She made comparisons to writers like Ian Rankin and Val McDermid: crime writers. Genre fiction. I kept quiet, listening, nodding, though she was 400 miles away in London and couldn’t see me. It was then – after three or more years of writing – that I realized what it was I’d actually written. The feeling was something like a lightning bolt coming to earth.

When the time came, it was my chosen publisher, Hodder & Stoughton – with input from my agent – who decided how All the Hidden Truths would be packaged and marketed. It is – you guessed it – the first novel in a commercial crime fiction series, and bears no resemblance to the fancy literary novel which, way back at the first-draft stage, I allowed myself to imagine sitting on the shelves of bookshops.

I include this story because a lot of the unpublished writers I meet are troubled by what they think is an up-front need for these kinds of definitions. They want to tell me the genre or category they think their novel belongs in, to see if I agree. That, or they’ve no idea, and ask me to choose a genre or category for them. I maintain that it doesn’t really matter, because it’s not the writer’s job to figure it out. You won’t know for sure quite what you’ve written until other people – an agent, a publisher, a panel of contest judges, beta readers, your writing group – start to tell you. For that reason, it’s better to keep an open mind. What’s important is the story you’re writing: that’s your job, remember? Sit down and write that story already. Then you can decide where it’s going to be shelved.

Whether you follow my rules or break them, it’s your duty to write the best novel that you possibly can. In November 2018, I went to see Sarah Perry talk about her third novel, Melmoth, then newly released in hardback. The book was written while Perry was in the grip of illness and injury: the writing, she said, felt hallucinatory at times, and she was often uncertain what the novel was or would be. Her guiding principle? ‘Strive for excellence,’ she said. That’s it: three words. Because if your novel is excellent, everything else – chapter length, mode of narration, genre, whatever – becomes secondary.8 Here’s an excerpt from the start of Melmoth:


Look! It is winter in Prague: night is rising in the mother of cities and over her thousand spires. Look down at the darkness around your feet, in all the lanes and alleys, as if it were a soft black dust swept there by a broom; look at the stone apostles on the old Charles Bridge, and at all the blue-eyed jackdaws on the shoulders of St John of Nepomuk. Look!9



Melmoth – with its very interesting mode of narration, you’ll notice – is sometimes a literary novel, or a Gothic novel, or a horror novel, depending who you ask. What it always is, though, is excellent.

Perry is not the first person I’ve heard say this, about excellence. I’ve spoken at, organized and attended a lot of industry events at which agents and publishers nobly sacrifice themselves before the altar of the audience Q&A. Over and over, aspiring writers will clamour for the secret to success: ‘How do I impress you?’ And over and over, the agents and publishers will reply, ‘Write a really, really good book.’

I own a notebook with the words ‘Be so good they can’t ignore you’ embossed on the cover. If you need a single, golden, novel-writing rule, make it that.


Exercise

Write down the weirdest idea for a story (of any length) you’ve ever had.

It might be that you had one of those middle-of-the-night revelations that you scribbled down at 2 am and when you looked at your notes the next morning, you found something like mutant octopi try to take over the world!!! It might be that your idea came to you in the cold light of day, but you’ve shelved it because you don’t think it’s ‘readable’ or ‘marketable’ or ‘publishable’. Maybe you’ve got an idea that you just think is a bit silly, or you’re a little bit embarrassed about. (I have one of these: it’s my own rather bizarre take on the zombie novel, but I will write it one day.) Write the idea down. Give it some space on a page. Prod at it a bit. Who’s the protagonist? Is it present day, historical, set in the future? What does the world of the novel look like? Do you know the title? Make your weird story a mind map, and see what it looks like.

Now, add to the mind map all the positive things about this story. Is it funny? Is it unlike anything else that’s out there? Would it be good fun to research? Good fun to write? Is it the sort of novel you’d like to read, or that your kids would like to read? What good would it bring into the world, if it existed?

Now, just out of interest… what’s stopping you from writing that story?
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Who the hell is a novelist, anyway?


In her book on writing, Negotiating with the Dead, Margaret Atwood writes:


A lot of people do have a book in them – that is, they have had an experience that other people might want to read about. But this is not the same as ‘being a writer.’

Or, to put it a more sinister way: everyone can dig a hole in a cemetery, but not everyone is a grave-digger. The latter takes a good deal more stamina and persistence. It is also, because of the nature of the activity, a deeply symbolic role. As a grave-digger, you are not just a person who excavates. You carry upon your shoulders the weight of other people’s projections, of their fears and fantasies and anxieties and superstitions. You represent mortality, whether you like it or not.1



It’s an analogy I really like, because it’s hard to say what exactly it is that makes a writer a writer. Just as a grave-digger is not simply someone who can dig a decent hole, a writer is not simply someone who writes words down. There’s more to it than that. When my students tell me – usually in hushed, furtive tones – that they want to be a writer, it’s a complicated and very personal mythology that they’re aspiring to. When they say writer they almost always mean novelist (I think this is a pretty universal correlation: the tortured ‘writer’ character in TV series and movies is usually grappling with a novel). And in front of the word writer they’re almost certainly placing unspoken adjectives. Writer is not aspirational on its own, but when you add a word like acclaimed, or commercial, or respected, or popular, the appeal becomes more obvious. Everyone’s adjective is different. Figuring out what yours is – and perhaps interrogating it a little before you start writing – will help you a whole lot in the long run.

Aspiring novelists – and especially those whose secret adjectives are things like serious and respected – will often ask me if I believe it’s necessary to undertake a creative writing qualification. (By this, they generally mean a Master’s degree, or MFA.) The question dangles like that, unfinished. ‘In order to what?’, I usually need to ask. Sometimes they answer, ‘In order to be published’, but other times they’re more honest, and add, ‘In order to be noticed’ or ‘In order to be successful’.

I find it fascinating that this is the way the question is asked: the qualification viewed as a sort of necessary accessory. Only very rarely will someone ask me, ‘Do you think my novel will be better if I do a creative writing qualification?’ I believe this is because we live in a world that loves the narrative of the silver bullet: if you do – or, often, buy – this one exact thing, then success is guaranteed. Just think of those click-bait ads for anti-wrinkle and weight-loss treatments that you see in the side-bars of websites: ‘Try this one weird trick for the body you’ve always wanted!’ There are some novelists who’d really like to believe that some particular MFA course out there is the one weird trick that will give them the writing career they’ve always wanted. What they’re really asking is, ‘Will doing a creative writing qualification make me a successful/serious/respected [insert adjective here] novelist?’

Sometimes, though, the question is loaded. Sometimes, the answer the questioner wants to hear is, ‘Of course not, creative writing qualifications are a waste of time!’ (Most folk know better than to expect such a response of me, given that I have two such qualifications – but not everyone has gotten the memo.) Again, it depends on your private adjective: if you want to be a hit novelist – or a hip one – then you might well like the idea of appearing out of nowhere, producing something brilliant without any formal training. If you want to be a popular novelist, then you might perceive the creative writing degree as an ivory tower that could distance you from your audience. Some of the serious and respected novelist types are keen on the idea of innate talent: the ability to write a brilliant novel is just something that resides within them, and has done since birth. Basically, the idea of the creative writing degree – and perhaps especially the MFA – gets a lot of people’s backs up.

Alexander Chee describes the two types of reaction he gets when he tells people he studied at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop (arguably the most prestigious creative writing MFA in the world):


The first is a kind of incredulity: The person acts as if he or she has met a very rare creature. […] The second reaction is condescension, as if I have admitted to a terrible sin. To these people, I’m to be written off. Nothing I do could disprove what they now believe of me. All my successes will be chalked up to ‘connections’; all my failures will prove the dangers of overeducation.2



When I read this, in Chee’s breath-taking book of essays How to Write an Autobiographical Novel, I wanted to underline, highlight and circle it for all eternity, because it so closely matches my own experience. (I believe what I actually did was write this!!!! in the margin.) I have an MSc (yes, somehow, creative writing is a science) and a PhD in Creative Writing, both from the University of Edinburgh. In the eyes of some folk, this makes me a proper writer (another adjective that is regularly bandied around). In the eyes of others, this makes me a talentless hack who bought whatever success I’ll ever have. The upshot of having gained these qualifications is that, when I give author talks or sit on panels with a Q&A element, I am asked about creative writing degrees more often than I am asked about almost anything else.

How do I answer? Well, first up, it’s important to acknowledge that attaining any university-level qualification is a prohibitively expensive business. For a whole lot of people out there, the point is moot: they just couldn’t afford it, ever. Even if you manage to find funding (and by find I mean go through the fraught, difficult and time-consuming hell that is filling out an eventually successful funding application), you still have to pay rent on or near campus, eat, and potentially buy books for your course. It’s no coincidence that creative writing Master’s classrooms are not always diverse places: there are a lot of aspiring novelists out there who just can’t get into the room.

However, the people who ask me questions about creative writing qualifications generally could afford to do one. To those people I say, think carefully about why you want such a qualification. If you want it in order to ‘open doors’ in the publishing industry, don’t do it. If you want it because you think it will make you a ‘proper’ novelist in the eyes of others, don’t do it. If you want it for prestige or bragging rights, don’t do it. In short, as Charles Bukowski said, ‘if you’re doing it for money or / fame, / don’t do it’.3

Similarly, if you’re in the ‘it’s all a waste of time!’ camp, I’d suggest you have a careful think about what put you there. Is it because you’re jealous of the success you perceive novelists with MFAs as having? Is it because you think that going to university to learn how to write is somehow cutting a corner on the road to becoming a novelist? Is it because you think that (oh, how often I have heard this old chestnut) creative writing cannot be taught? It might be because you believe that creative writing qualifications produce cookie-cutter novelists who all write in the exact same way. I’ll leave that last one to Alexander Chee, refuting the suggestion that everyone who studies at Iowa writes like Raymond Carver, its most famous alumnus:


Carver’s real legacy [is] as a professor: Carver was known for being drunk much of the time, at least in the stories I’ve heard. His generation of writing professors – most of them literary writers given jobs because of their published work alone – resulted in the reputation that all writers are like this! […] The boom in the MFA, whatever you might think of it, didn’t come about because young writers wanted to imitate Carver’s work [… but] because too many of them imitated Carver’s life, and administrators of writing programmes began to demand some sort of proof that the writer hired to teach have the skill and the will to teach, to be a colleague, and to participate in the work of the department.4



That’s one reason to complete a creative writing qualification: if, as Chee suggests, you want to be a teacher of creative writing. (I’d suggest you also get some sort of teaching qualification too, as the behind-the-scenes stuff of lesson and curriculum planning is not as easy as it looks, but is far more important than some of my own past writing teachers seemed to realize.) Another good reason is to become part of a community of writing peers. This was by far the best thing about my own creative writing Master’s experience: I went from knowing a few people who also dabbled in writing, to being part of a small, committed group of folks who were all focusing on their craft with the same level of dedication. In my programme, we were encouraged to call ourselves writers and to act like it, too. As well as a workshop group, I suddenly had an instant network of peers with whom I could talk in depth about my writing work, and the future of that work. I could take the work seriously and have it taken seriously. Apart from anything else, doing that for a whole year gets you into the habit of prioritizing your actual writing over daydreaming about writing, over procrastination, over work that makes you money but isn’t your writing. What it did for me was make it real: not just something I was trying, but something I was doing.

I also learned a huge amount about craft, and this is the reason I wish the question about creative writing qualifications was more often worded, ‘Do you think my novel will be better if I do this thing?’ The answer is, undoubtedly, yes, as long as you pay attention, take the criticism you get, and work hard.

Creative writing can be taught. Of course it can. Sure, some people begin with more of an aptitude for it than others (I use aptitude where others might use talent: I think, in our post-X Factor society, we lean a little too heavily on the idea of talent). But writing is like any other craft: no one sneers at sculptors or painters or dancers for taking up a course of study in order to improve. The idea that creative writing can’t be taught grows from the same poisonous root as the idea that cisgender, heterosexual men are better at writing than folks of other genders. It feeds off the same soil as the idea that white, English-speaking writers can tell whatever story they like, regardless of whether to do so is damaging or appropriative. Such ideas seek to wall off the garden of writing to ‘outsiders’, to keep it elite and familiar. But I know that it’s possible to start out as a decidedly average writer and become a much better one through a programme of study, because I did it, and I’ve since taught a hell of a lot of students how to do the same. I started out with an English Literature undergraduate degree, so I already knew how to read other people’s work with a critical eye. What my Master’s degree taught me was how to read my own work with a critical eye; also how to listen to a chorus of voices all critiquing my writing, and then how to pick out the high notes in that chorus. (Alexander Chee again: ‘It is a rookie workshop mistake to go home and address everything your readers brought up directly […] I learned to use a class’s comments as a way to sound the draft’s depths, and as a result had a much better experience.’5) I learned – thanks to careful but ruthless feedback from my supervisor, Alan Gillis – when to put red pen through three superfluous lines, and when to lose the whole page. I learned how to give the writing the most that I could, rather than just doing enough to get away with it. I learned, in short, how to strive for excellence.6

The good news – for those of you who don’t qualify for a scholarship (as I did, for the Master’s), have a nest egg, or want to work full time while studying full time (as I did, for the PhD – word to the wise, don’t do this) – is that you can learn all of this stuff without a creative writing qualification. It will require more will power (the deadlines you set for yourself are never as iron-clad as the ones set for you by your course schedule) and may take longer, but that’s all. In place of a Master’s cohort, you can find or form a writers’ group. And you can teach yourself the craft part: all you have to do is read.

Everyone, I reckon, has heard of Malcolm Gladwell’s 10,000 hours theory of success.7 If you spend 10,000 hours doing anything, you become a virtuoso at it. Creative writing included. The theory essentially takes the expression ‘practice makes perfect’, and assigns the magic number of hours one must spend practising in order to achieve perfection. However, permit me to blow your mind by telling you that the practice you need to do to become a writer (novelist, poet, screenwriter, whatever) is not writing. You practise being a writer by reading.

Think about Formula One motor racing for a moment.8 Lewis Hamilton does not effortlessly win World Driver’s Championships by simply getting in his F1 car every week and taking it round the track a few dozen times. He wins so often because he’s also spent thousands of hours – 10,000 perhaps? – in the F1 race simulator. By practising in this way, he gets to know every track he’ll ever drive on intimately. He gets to know the tracks’ moods, how they feel in all different weathers, which tyres suit them best. There’s the hairpin, there’s the chicane. He has a feel for how the race will go before it has even begun.

If you’re an aspiring novelist, your race simulator is other people’s novels. The writing of your novel is the race itself: the turns you must navigate, the weather on the day. You prepare for that race by reading as many novels as you possibly can. In this way you can pick up the same lessons about craft that I was taught in my Master’s degree: you just have to pay attention, because you won’t have a teacher on hand to say, ‘Look at what Toni Morrison does with this sentence.’ Read Margaret Atwood’s The Blind Assassin and notice how quick and light her dialogue is. Read Annie Proulx’s The Shipping News and observe how she transports you into her story’s world. Read Eleanor Catton’s The Luminaries and pick out the million clever things she does with the novel’s structure. Read Zadie Smith’s NW and watch as she creates a pinpoint specific sense of place and time.

Take these lessons, and apply them to your own writing. Don’t be intimidated: even Margaret Atwood started somewhere (‘I had been writing,’ she says, ‘compulsively, badly, hopefully [… typing] these pieces out, using all four of the fingers I have continued to employ until this day’9). Also, don’t steal. But study. Ask yourself questions: why does the final chapter of Douglas Coupland’s Hey Nostradamus! make me cry like a baby every single time I read it?10 How has Coupland done that? What techniques has he employed? Can I have a go at that myself, in my novel? The answer is yes, you can. But you won’t know what to try – or what works and doesn’t work – until you’ve put in the practice. Until you’ve read, and reread, and re-reread.

In short, a novelist does not need to have a creative writing qualification, but if the opportunity is open, then it can’t hurt. A novelist does need to be a reader: an avid, careful, critical, receptive reader. And there’s something else. Here’s DBC Pierre:


A comprehensive report was published a few years ago on human reactions to imminent death. […] And the upshot was that when the shit seriously hits the fan, 85 per cent of people will do nothing. Five per cent will become hysterical, and only 10 per cent will act to save themselves. Why? The rest are waiting for someone to tell them what to do. To take charge of them. The writer can’t be that way. We have to fall into the 10 per cent, and that’s how we justify our licence. We can be obedient and die; or we can survive.11



In other words, a novelist – set aside adjectives, right now I just mean a person who finishes a novel – has to be proactive. Reading, finding a community, developing and honing your craft is a big part of that. But the other big part is just keeping on going, being determined not to give in. As Julia Cameron writes in The Sound of Paper, ‘My job as a creator is to create regardless of outcome, regardless of doubt, despair, discomfort.’12 Alexander Chee agrees, saying, ‘if you cannot endure, if you cannot learn to work, and learn to work against your own worst tendencies and prejudices, if you cannot take the criticism of strangers, or the uncertainty, then you will not become a writer.’13 DBC Pierre adds – of writing his Booker Prize-winning novel Vernon God Little – ‘it just needed doing, and all thoughts were spent towards doing it. I closed my eyes, put my best foot forward, and punched through it.’ That’s exactly what you need to do, no matter what adjective you’ve attached to your novelista self: dedicate yourself to the writing. Find the time. Get on with it.


Exercise

Write the word novelist in the middle of a piece of paper. If novelist is too scary, write novelista.

Now write down all the adjectives that you secretly – guiltily, or not – attach to your version of that word. What type of novelist/a would you ideally like to become? What do you aspire to?

There are no wrong answers here: no type is more virtuous or more aspirational than any other. This is an exercise in starting to think about what matters to you, when it comes to writing.

If you’d like to make money from your writing, write commercial. If you’d like to garner positive reviews in broadsheet newspapers, write acclaimed. If you’d like to write a novel on a subject you don’t think anyone’s ever tackled before, write pioneering. If you just want a lot of people to read and enjoy your eventual book, write popular.

Write as many adjectives as apply to you. It doesn’t matter if some of them seem to argue with each other.

This exercise is about getting a sense of who you are, and would like to be, as a writer. It’s about figuring out what your priorities are. A lot of people just want to finish their book, and they think that, once they’ve done that, they’ll be content. In my experience, almost no one actually is, when they get to that stage. They find themselves asking, okay, what next?, and they don’t know what the answer is. This exercise is a baby step on the path to knowing what next? Next, I want to get out there and find my readers, says popular. Next, I want to find the very best agent to represent me that I possibly can, says respected. I don’t want you to get ahead of yourself, don’t worry: you’re just figuring out what’s most important to you, so you can move your writing in vaguely the right direction.
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When am I supposed to find the time to write a novel?


Many things in our modern era use up fuel that cannot be replaced and thus damage our natural world. Happily, writing isn’t one of them, given that the primary resource required by writers is free and non-toxic, though unfortunately not renewable. Contrary to what some people may think, it isn’t money and it isn’t luck: it’s time. The thing we all think we need more of – sometimes lots, lots more of – before we can begin a meaningful writing practice. The thing we so often cite as the reason for not having done the writing we want to. I write, on average, one novel a year, as do many of my fellow crime writers. The truth is, compared to some novelists I know – Glasgow-based crime and adventure fiction writer Jay Stringer, for example, who has been known to complete a first draft in under six weeks – I’m practically a slacker. And yet, novelistas and readers alike widen their eyes at me and ask, ‘Where do you find the time?’

Novelists, novelistas, writers of all stripes: we’re obsessed with time. If we’re not when we set out, we soon become that way. We do complex mental gymnastics to figure out how much of it we really have, and how we can find more. Mia Gallagher, author of the novel Hellfire, wrote in The Irish Times:


Most writers are familiar with begging time, through social welfare, career-breaks, or material/emotional support from family. They often steal it, by working long hours into periods Other People reserve for eating, sleeping and playing. Borrowing time is also a familiar activity: if, the logic goes, I work x hours at y euro per hour doing Another Job – e.g., teaching/journalism/stacking shelves – I can borrow x to the power of n hours at 0 euro per hour to write.1



I’ve met novelistas – usually women, though not always – who flatly tell me that they just don’t have time. Any of it. They don’t have time for writing, they don’t even have time they can call their own. They spend what feels like every single waking minute doing things for other people: caring for a small child or a sick person, working to make money, commuting, and doing domestic chores. The writing they want to do becomes an albatross around their necks: their not-doing of it makes them feel guilty, but they can see no way to do the logistical shuffling Mia Gallagher talks about. Not doing the writing makes them resent the things they are doing, vital and enriching though they may be, and the writing’s persistent refusal to somehow magically do itself makes them resent the writing, too. It’s a terribly common tale: indeed, it’s novelistas like the people I’ve just described that I’m keeping in mind as I write this book.

Those novelistas are also who Dr Kerry Ryan had in mind when she invented the ground-breaking and hugely popular six-week creative writing course ‘Write like a Grrrl’. As the name suggests, ‘Write like a Grrrl’ is a fiction course for women and non-binary people, and was built out of Kerry’s own experiences as a burned-out would-be novelist with a small son, no writing community, and a real lack of time management. ‘I didn’t produce very much,’ Kerry says of her writing practice circa 2014:


I took months to write anything – I spent a year on one short story… it was miserable. I wasn’t happy. But I kept setting aside time and then procrastinating for hours. I would refuse to socialise. I would say, I’m going home to write my novel – except I wouldn’t, I’d be scrolling, I’d be on Twitter for hours. Anything to avoid actually doing it and coming face to face with my own inadequacies.2



She had completed a PhD in Creative Writing, for which she’d needed to produce a novel manuscript – the novel she refers to above – but she says a lot of the engrained negative myths she’d learned about writing over the years prevented her from doing the work she wanted to do.


I had lots of anxiety and lots of self-doubt. I was so anxious doing my PhD, as I’d only ever written three short stories. I started mindfulness, which helped enormously in every other aspect of my life – except then I’d sit down to write and all the negative beliefs would come crashing back in, and I’d procrastinate and beat myself up for procrastinating. I didn’t give myself space and time to learn my craft. I wanted to be brilliant right away. And no one is brilliant right away.



So, what changed? ‘I don’t remember exactly when I found Robert Boice,’ Kerry says. ‘I was probably procrastinating! But I found Boice, I read Boice, and that absolutely changed how I approached things.’

Robert Boice (b. 1940) is Emeritus Professor of Psychology at Stony Brook University, New York, and the author of numerous papers and book-length works on time management and the psychology of procrastination. These include Professors as Writers: A Self-Help Guide to Productive Writing (New Forums Press, 1990) and Procrastination and Blocking (Praeger, 1996). Arguably, his most famous book is the one that Kerry happened upon, having earned a free book download on an online library website. Its title is How Writers Journey to Comfort and Fluency: A Psychological Adventure, published by Praeger in 1994, and currently out of print. The book presents the findings of what Boice calls ‘my program’ – essentially a psychological study of two groups of writers, conducted over almost 20 years. Boice describes the study thus:
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