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INTRODUCTION











In 2001, I presented a radio series for the BBC World Service called Writers’ Workshop. Each week, I talked to two guests. We discussed their work and how they went about it, and at the end I asked them to give me their one, essential piece of advice for aspiring writers. Robert McKee talked about screenwriting and advised people to read his books on the subject. Martin Amis appeared on the episode about memoir and suggested, with great tact, that would-be memoirists should, perhaps, have a little think about whether their lives were really interesting to other people. A radio dramatist talked movingly about a problem common to all writers whatever genre they work in, however famous or obscure they might be: the negative voices in one’s head, the ones that whisper, this is rubbish. No one would want to read this. Who do you think you are?




My favourite piece of advice, however, came from the Australian novelist Elliot Perlman. What would he say to anyone who wanted to write a novel? He paused, then replied firmly, ‘Think what you are prepared to sacrifice.’




Think what you are prepared to sacrifice. A year might be the least of it. When I decided I wanted to be a writer, one of the first people I told was the friendly, bearded man who ran my local second-hand bookshop. ‘Not another book,’ he groaned, gesturing around his premises, which overflowed with titles shelved and tumbling, piled high on the windowsills and on the wooden floor. ‘The world is full of books. Why on earth do you want to add to them?’




‘I want to make something beautiful that will give people pleasure,’ I replied (I was young at the time).




‘Plant a rose garden.’




Think what you are prepared to sacrifice. Writing a novel takes many, many hours, and those are hours you could spend planting roses, raising children, earning money–or even just having a nice life. What, in your life, is going to disappear, to allow you the time to write a book?




 




Throughout 2006, I wrote a column for the Daily Telegraph entitled ‘Novel in a Year’. The title was gimmicky but the theory behind it completely serious. Can you write a novel in a year? Well, it depends on how long it is, how much time you have available, how talented you are etc., etc…. In the feature that started the column, I was careful to explain that for many new writers three years was probably a more realistic estimate. I hoped that readers who decided to follow the column would enter into the year-long process in the spirit I intended, not seriously believing that if they followed my advice they would end up with a finished book but that they would get some idea of the processes involved and enough raw material that might one day be shapeable into a first draft. I also thought that if serious would-be novelists hadn’t embarked on a book before and wanted to set themselves an aim, it was reasonable to suggest that they say to themselves, for this calendar year I will sacrifice x and y, and then see where I am. Many would not complete an entire manuscript in that time, but most would–I hoped–discover whether or not they might be able to do it at all, if they set aside enough time to try.




A year also struck me as a good amount of time to allow myself to talk through the many complexities of writing, to set exercises for readers to follow and to report back on the results. Aspects-of-literature columns had been done before but had been essentially literary criticism examining established, often great writers, not nuts-and-bolts guides for the relative novice. Whenever I teach on creative writing courses, I am always banging on about nuts and bolts–ways of structuring a plot, the difference between simile and metaphor, the usefulness of sucking mints at your desk instead of stopping to make a sandwich. In contrast to many of my fellow novelists, my attitude to writing is pretty nerdy. I like the practical stuff, and I love talking about it. So, why did you write that in the present tense…? You mean you never use flashbacks? Yes, what is it that is so satisfying about writing prologues and epilogues?




Each week in the column, I took a different aspect of writing and then got readers to write examples of the issue or bit of technique in question and send them to me, so I could comment. The idea was that, week by week, the material would build towards a book. I also persuaded the Telegraph to set up a special section of their website, www.telegraph.co.uk/novelinayear, so that people could log on and post their writing on a message board and their fellow writers could also pass comment. Much as I would have enjoyed rabbiting on for a year, giving readers week after week of my little aperçus, that sort of advice was already widely available in a plethora of how-to books. What I was interested in was charting writers’ progress over a year and encouraging them to stick with it for that period.




When I first suggested the idea of such a column to Sam Leith, Literary Editor of the Telegraph, we met for coffee to talk it through. I hadn’t dealt with Sam before but he had been recommended to me by journalist friends as friendly and approachable. He was new in his job at the time, so I guessed, correctly, that he had not yet learned to be snotty to writers who came to him with proposals. (Still hasn’t, bless him.)






‘My only hesitation is,’ he said, lighting a cigarette, ‘can it really be true that nobody has done a column like this before?’




I had another concern. ‘What if nobody writes in?’ I said. ‘Maybe I’ll have to make it up, so I have something to write about the following week.’




‘Have you got it all planned out?’ he asked.




‘Mmm…’ I murmured, nodding, fingers firmly crossed beneath the table. The truth was, I had planned nothing beyond the first couple of columns. I had no idea what sort of response I would get.




The first exercise was very simple and designed to entice people in. It consisted of no more than completing the following sentence: ‘The day after my eighth birthday my father told me…’ (In coming up with the exercises, there was a tricky balance to strike. I wanted to encourage those who had never written a single word of fiction while keeping the column serious for the more experienced. The solution I came up with was to keep the exercises extremely simple for the first few weeks, then make them progressively more difficult.) When it appeared, I anxiously checked the ‘Novel in a Year’ website to see if anyone had responded, only to find that there was a problem with the link through from my feature to the message board. I eventually managed to get through myself by a roundabout route but thought that as it was so convoluted I couldn’t expect any responses that weekend. It would have to wait until Monday when the technical glitch could be sorted out. Maybe no one would respond for a week or two anyway. Maybe all the would-be writers out there were still nursing their New Year hangovers.




It was Sunday lunchtime when my partner wandered into the kitchen and said, ‘Take a look at the message board.’ No less than 162 writers had wriggled their way through the labyrinthine processes involved to post their ‘The day after my eighth birthday…’ sentences. To put this in perspective, under normal circumstances, a dozen letters to a columnist is considered a deluge.




By the end of the following day, we were in the high hundreds, and by the time I had to set the next exercise, 1808 people had responded and two bags of post had arrived. As I write this, in January 2007, there are 3174 responses on the ‘Novel in a Year’ message board to the first exercise alone.




After the initial flurry of interest, the responses, counting post and messages, settled down to anything between 300 and 1000 per exercise. As a rule, there were fewer responses when I set an exercise that was technically difficult or involved a high degree of invention, and many more when I encouraged writers to post something autobiographical. This was only to be expected. The letters I received made it clear that the writers responding were everything from octogenarians who had never written a word before to people who had already completed several full-length manuscripts. The overall impression I received was of a vast and varied writing community–and I was determined that the complete newcomers should feel as welcome as the more experienced.




The lead-time of the Telegraph’s books section meant it wasn’t possible to set an exercise every week. I wrote the column on a Monday for the following Saturday, so there was no time for letters from those who responded to the previous Saturday’s column to reach me via the Telegraph. I set one each fortnight, with the alternate columns being opportunities for me to talk about aspects of writing that did not readily lend themselves to exercises, of which there were plenty. This confused some followers of the column, and occasionally confused me too, but it meant that my fifty-two columns included only twenty-six exercises, which considering the collective nervous breakdown the response level gave the Telegraph’s website department was possibly no bad thing. As well as moderating the site, they had to vet all contributions for libel or any other sort of illegality in the same way as if they were appearing in the newspaper. Stern ‘terms and conditions’ included the edict that they would not post anything ‘obscene, defamatory or meaningless’. (Meaningless? I thought. These are novelists we are talking about here.)




The column was also syndicated in the Sunday Independent in Ireland, whose readers added to the Telegraph’s website–although when it came to the Italian version, in Internazionale magazine, a separate Italian website had to be set up and a translator hired to scour it for examples of writing comparable to the ones I quoted in the English version. At one point, there was talk of syndicating the column in Canada, Australia and India as well, but negotiations stalled at the impracticality of managing the responses.




After the ‘The day after my eighth birthday’ exercise, I set a series of three further exercises encouraging people to record an autobiographical incident, again with beginners in mind but in the hope that the more experienced writers following the column might discover something to write about that they maybe hadn’t considered before. The exercises then became progressively more complex but were still designed to generate material. At the end of April, I got writers to write a sentence beginning, ‘My novel is about…’, in the hope that they would begin to fix on one particular idea, but the ‘idea-generating’ exercises continued until the end of July. Only then did I get writers to sit down with their material, spread it all out before them and start to order it into something resembling a plot. After that, the talk about technique could begin.




The theory behind this was very simple and based closely on my own experience as a writer. It took me ten years to become a published novelist. There were many reasons why it took that long but chief among them was the fact that for most of that period I didn’t really have anything to write about. I wrote two full-length novels and started several others before I finally wrote the one that became my first published book. Authors who followed my column would have spent seven months out of twelve writing in quite a disorganised fashion, with no thought to how their raw material might be ordered, but I felt that was a necessary phase. Sculptors need a block of wood or some other material. Writers need material before they can begin crafting too. It is arguably misleading that we talk about getting ‘an idea’ for a novel. A novel contains hundreds of them–and that is not counting the hundreds more that have been tried out and discarded during the process of writing.




I can remember very clearly what it was like to be an unpublished writer, how hard it is and how horrible everyone can be and although I am now part of an industry that often appears armed and barricaded against aspirants, I still feel instinctively much more on the side of those attempting to scale the walls than those behind the ramparts. This may seem like no more than common decency but it is far from the case with many writers. Many published authors seem to have forgotten that they, too, were once unpublished. Many seem to have an attitude of blanket sneeriness to all those trying to climb the greasy pole behind them. This is partly self-protectiveness–all writers get bombarded with requests for help from friends, friends-of-friends and total strangers, on a regular basis–but it is also fundamental and unimpressive insecurity. We all like to believe we have ‘made it’–stupid phrase–because of our innate and manifest talents. If others are helpable, then doesn’t that imply that maybe, somewhere along the line, we have been helped too?






This probably explains the hostility I received from some writers when I told them about the column. ‘Good lord,’ said one, ‘do we really need thousands of bloody Telegraph readers flooding the market with their unpublished manuscripts? It’s tough enough as it is.’




‘Isn’t there some kind of novelists’ Magic Circle that you’ll get expelled from for revealing trade secrets?’ asked one journalist friend.




‘Don’t you think it’s a bit irresponsible, encouraging them?’ said another, as if I was handing out crack cocaine.




What was obvious from the start was that very few of my readers needed encouraging to write. For most, the desire to write was so pressing, so all-consuming that no encouragement was necessary, but many did need help with technique. I don’t believe there is any shame in this. As many others before me have pointed out, no one expects to tuck a cello between their knees and launch straight into Bach, but there are many who will throw their hands up in horror if you suggest that a talented writer has something to learn about prose style or plot construction. I do believe in innate talent and, of course, that can’t be taught, but I also believe that a novel is put together with nuts and bolts and anyone who says it isn’t either hasn’t tried to do it or is lying because they don’t like the idea of competition. I have met authors who claim they never think about technique, that they regard the process as some sort of mystic visitation whereby they sit at their desk and commune with their own inner genius. Considering the many blows that writers receive, I can understand their need to flatter their vision of themselves but I do not regard it as particularly honest or honourable.




When it comes to nuts and bolts, there are a vast number of books or websites available to advise the tyro. Many of them contain interesting nuggets of information, although you sometimes have to wade through a fair amount of what is unhelpful or irrelevant to get to them. In the eighties, I was lucky enough to do the MA in creative writing at the University of East Anglia. The course’s founder Malcolm Bradbury said to us at our first seminar, ‘Ninety per cent of what you hear in this room is going to be completely useless to you, but the 10 per cent that is useful will be invaluable.’ The same is probably true of any how-to-write book, including this–and it will probably be a different 10 per cent for different readers. What advice people need in the early stages of their writing depends so much on their level of skill and experience–not to mention personality type–that I wouldn’t dream of being proscriptive. I make no larger claim than this: this book gives you an idea about how I do it, and here are a series of exercises that might help you have a go at it more or less my way. And before the brickbats start flying, I don’t think that my own novels are perfect examples of the genre–far from it. I have published five to date and if you can be bothered to read them, you will find in each several clear examples of mistakes you should avoid. I see those very clearly myself now, and with subsequent books will avoid them too, preferring to make a whole different set of mistakes.






The columns were written in 800 word chunks, to be consumed weekly, and that is probably the most fruitful way to read the chapters in this book too. If you are lucky enough to be able to write full time then you might want to skim through it, cherry-picking what points you find useful and disregarding the rest. If, like most of us, you are combining writing with a hectic life schedule, then try to find a time each week that is yours and yours alone, Tuesday evenings or Sunday mornings, whenever you can manage. Try reading a chapter a week and using each as a jumping-off point for your own work. The point is not whatever may or may not come out of the exercises so much as what they inspire you to do on your own. If you do so week by week, then in theory you will be able to watch your material build up gradually over the course of a year. It was often frustrating to keep a particular point or piece of advice down to a set length, so nearly all of the columns have been edited and/or extended before they were included in the book, but they are still no more than an introduction to each topic area.




As I write this, in January 2007, the Daily Telegraph has agreed to keep the ‘Novel in a Year’ website live for as long as people are logging on and interested. This means that, in theory, you too can post the results of each exercise online, should you be so inclined–I will watch with interest to see what new stuff pops up. Throughout this book, I have quoted what people sent me in response to each exercise and if you find any of them intriguing, you can go to the message board and do a keyword search to find the unedited version of what they wrote. If you have time to spare, take a wander through what you find on the message board–the sheer variety of what was sent in was one of the most interesting aspects of writing the column.




It is possible that by the time you read this, the message board will have been taken down or be dormant–or perhaps you are simply allergic to the Internet. If so, then take the examples I quote from the work I was sent as illustrations of the many ways in which the exercises can be interpreted.




Although the huge rise in formal creative writing courses and classes is a relatively recent phenomenon, there is nothing new in the belief that it is interesting to write about or discuss the various ways of making a novel. ‘Sooner or later some such book as this had to be written,’ said Basil Hogarth in The Technique of Novel Writing, published in 1934. Old Basil’s book makes for interesting reading, not least because of the insouciance with which he refers to well-known contemporaries who have now sunk into relative obscurity. ‘According to Frank Norris, famous writer of The Octopus…’ That aside, much of his advice is the same practical stuff that any sensible writer would give a novice today–bar, perhaps, his insistence that ‘the disputed succession’ is a plot device that has been done to death and is therefore best avoided.




Even before Basil put his advice down on paper, writers had always banded together informally to read and criticise each other’s work, agonise together, support each other and quietly stab each other in the back. It is not normal to spend most of your life in a room on your own making up stories. I think we deserve all the help we can get.




It is tiresomely fashionable to slag off would-be novelists: in the press, at literary festivals, in the mean little conversations of the congenitally insecure. It is also fashionable to suggest that the huge growth of the creative writing industry is somehow indicative of our intellectual decline, as if the democratisation of artistic ambition is a terrible thing when so few are destined to be artistically talented enough to make a living out of it. What rubbish. At the age of forty, I started learning the piano. I am fully aware that I will never have a solo concert at the Barbican, but I have got hours of pleasure from plinky-plonking away in my own ham-fisted fashion, although I’m sure my neighbours would beg to differ (sometimes, I sing as well). Just as importantly, I listen to piano compositions now with an immeasurably enriched understanding of the skills of those who compose and perform them. Many would-be writers are also voracious and careful readers–they certainly should be if they aren’t. Many are the ones who show up at festivals and pay their six quid on the door and queue to get their books signed or join reading groups or simply log on to Amazon when they’ve heard of something interesting. It infuriates me that some authors look down on those people. Without them, authors wouldn’t exist. I don’t think it is indicative of any sort of decline that so many people want to write a novel. I think it is marvellous. Lots of other people want to appear on reality TV shows or make rock music or assassinate presidents. Isn’t it wonderful that in an age where we are constantly assured that the printed word is dead and we all have attention spans of gnats that so many of us want to spend hour upon hour grappling with the complexities of writing fiction? How lovely that so many want to write something as old-fashioned, slow and arduous, as beautiful and instructive and magical as a novel.




If you are one of those people, reading this book will only help you a tiny amount. It is no more than an introduction to what is involved and it certainly provides no shortcuts to the sacrifices you will have to make, but I hope it will demonstrate that the process can be interesting and challenging in its own right, whatever the end result. Can you write a novel in a year? Can you write a novel at all? There’s only one way to find out.


























WEEK 1











Some years ago, I was sitting in a café with a writer friend. He was a comedy-sketch writer whose first full-length work for television was in production. I was a part-time secretary who had published a few book reviews, had a play accepted by BBC radio and was working on my first novel. We were both living in cheap rented rooms, earning a living doing bits of this and that and full of hopes and ambitions for our professional futures.




My friend had just come from giving a talk to a group of sixth-formers. One of them had asked, ‘Why did you become a writer?’






‘You know what?’ he said to me, stirring his cappuccino. ‘I gave them some flannel about the joy of language and the process of creativity, but actually, the real reason I became a writer was so that I could move to London and sit in cafés with other writers and talk about why I became a writer.’




I knew exactly what he meant. For those of us, like me and him, who come from decidedly non-literary backgrounds, there is something wonderful about Being a Writer–all the shallow stuff we are supposed to despise: the café talk, the book launches, the scanning of literary pages feeling guiltily gratified when a friend gets a bad review. Forget for a moment the loneliness and fear, the paranoia and financial insecurity, Being a Writer is great fun.




But there is a catch. You have to write. This is something that would-be writers sometimes seem not to have grasped. Like many novelists, I often give talks at festivals or teach on residential writing courses, and the commonest question is, ‘How did you get your first novel published?’ This is a perfectly valid question but I sometimes feel the motivation behind it is suspect. What was your trick? is what they mean. Tell me your trick, because when I know it, I will be published too. It would sound arrogant to reply, ‘I was published because I wrote a good book’, but it would be more honest and perhaps disabuse aspiring writers of the notion that being published is some kind of holy mystery, or only happens if you have ‘contacts’. For the record, I had absolutely none, even after I had done the MA in creative writing at the University of East Anglia, a course widely and mythically believed to offer a passport to publication. I got an agent because I won a runner-up prize in a short-story competition that was open to all unpublished writers. I got a publisher because I eventually wrote a novel good enough for the agent to sell. If you are a would-be novelist, it may seem baffling to you that so many bad novels get published but it doesn’t change the very unbaffling fact that if you want to publish a novel yourself, you have to write a good one.




Very few people write a good novel on their first attempt. I certainly didn’t. My first published novel was actually the third one I had finished, and that’s not counting the numerous false starts, often thousands of words long, novels that came to nothing after months of work. If you, too, have had those false starts, it is important not to get disheartened by them and to remember that they are a necessary part of the process. I always chortle when I read an earnest biographer writing of Mr or Mrs Great Dead Author, ‘If only he/she had not destroyed those early manuscripts, what treasures must have lain therein!’ Poppycock. Mr or Mrs Great Dead Author burned the early stuff because it was rubbish.




The work you will produce if you follow the remaining chapters of this book may well be one of those false starts–if you don’t have a good idea for a book, then there is nothing I or anyone else can do to plant one in your head. If you do the exercises I set, what you will end up with will not be a novel, it won’t even be the first draft of a novel, it will be a body of work, the raw material, which you may one day be able to shape and work on until it becomes a book.




How long does it take to write a novel? Well, it depends. My first novel, Crazy Paving, was written while I was a part-time secretary and took me eighteen months. That’s quite quick, actually, but I was young and single and had no domestic commitments. By the time it came to writing my second, I was theatre critic for a Sunday newspaper, which meant I had all day to write before leaving the house, owl-like, to go to the theatre in the evenings: as day jobs go, it was a corker. Dance with Me was written in seven months. My third novel was sold on the strength of a one-page proposal when I was pregnant with my first child. I promised my publisher the book would be delivered before the baby but I was lying through my teeth. Baby arrived when I was one chapter in. My partner worked full-time and we had no childcare but I still had to finish the book as we had spent the advance on buying a flat to have the baby in. Honey-Dew was written in eight months while I was half-dead with exhaustion. There’s a reason why it’s my shortest book.




Then came my fourth, Fires in the Dark, which was a huge departure for me. My first three had all been contemporary and peopled by women characters roughly the same age as myself. The events in them weren’t remotely autobiographical–Honey-Dew is about a girl who murders her parents–but it’s fair to say that in terms of their landscape, language and scope, they were within my own experience. Fires in the Dark is set in Central Europe over three decades of the twentieth century. It is about a boy who is from a tribe of nomadic Kalderash Roma. Born in a barn in rural Bohemia, he grows up during the Great Depression and the rise of Nazism, is interned in a camp, and escapes to take part in the Prague Uprising of May 1945. It was three times the length of Honey-Dew and took me four and a half years to write. My fifth, Stone Cradle, was also a long, historical novel but was written in a quarter of the time because I had learned that you don’t need to know absolutely everything about an historical period to write historical fiction.




So, in other words, how long is a piece of string? Your novel will take you as long as it takes you–but I’m going to stick my neck out and say that if you haven’t written a book before and are really serious about it and have the normal encumberments that many of us have, a job or a family or–heaven forbid–both, then you are looking at around three years from start to finish. This book can guide you through Year One, which is when you will get started, gather material, make notes, plan, write some scenes. In Year Two, you will despair, put it aside, come back to it, think you are wasting your time and then realise you want to go on anyway. Year Three is when the real work of rewriting and honing will begin.




Still want to do it? Good, we’ll get started in a minute.






Before we do, let’s establish a few things that this book does not do. It does not, bar a few general pointers at the end, give advice on how to get into print. When I was writing my newspaper column, I was absolutely firm that any letters or emails asking me how to get an agent or publisher would be made into a ceremonial pyre in my back garden and torched. This may have been cruel but I stand by it. Any aspiring author should be spending only 1 per cent of their time thinking about how to get an agent and the other 99 per cent on devising an engaging plot, creating convincing characters and writing clear and beautiful prose. Too many would-be writers have that 1 per cent and 99 per cent the wrong way round. Getting published may seem impossible, and often is, but if you haven’t written a good book yet then quite frankly it’s the least of your problems. Your only concern right now should be to write. Write your book, write it well, then rewrite it even better.




It’s at this point, I suspect, that one or two of you might be getting a little sneery, particularly if you’ve already written a novel that hasn’t been published, or are a veteran of a creative writing evening class. Engaging plot? Convincing characters? Clear prose? Pah! That’s for beginners.




I used to teach on one of those evening classes. My least talented students were invariably the ones who came with a curled lip, convinced that they were far cleverer than anyone else in the group and that the only reason they weren’t a published writer like me was because of some vast conspiracy against them, of which I was naturally a part. On the one hand, they wanted to touch the hem of my garment, as if being published was a virus they would catch if they rubbed up against me long and irritatingly enough. On the other hand, they were convinced they had nothing to learn about actual writing and despised themselves and their fellow students for even being there. Here is this week’s aperçu: we all have something to learn. Even Ian McEwan or Margaret Atwood or Toni Morrison still have something to learn, and the reason they are great writers is because they know it and work bloody hard on each and every book.




Nobody can teach talent, and if you read this book you will be no more or less talented at the end of it than when you started. Nuts and bolts can be taught, though, and there is more nuts and bolts to novel-writing than many novelists care to admit. Take plotting and structure, for instance, one of my favourite topics. ‘All stories have a beginning, a middle and an end,’ said Jean-Luc Godard, ‘just not necessarily in that order.’ It’s cute, but it isn’t true. Even books that appear to be completely artless and plotless have a structure of sorts by reason of the fact that they are novels and if they didn’t have any structure they would be thoughts. ‘Every time I am about to start a novel,’ says the highly accomplished and experienced Susan Hill, ‘I look at it, and it is like a mountain and I say to myself, oh no, this time you have gone too far.’ If you simply sit back and think about the enormity of writing a book, let’s say of 80,000 words, it will seem a vast and unconquerable task, impossibly daunting. The way to make it less daunting is to break it down into its constituent parts, to do it bit by bit. Over the chapters that follow, different aspects of technique are divided up into bite-sized chunks, the better to aid digestion. Many of these topics overlap, of course, and doing an exercise on dialogue, for instance, may well send you shooting off into writing a passage of description. That’s okay. At this stage, your writing does not have to be perfectly ordered, there would be something a bit peculiar if it was. The main thing is to get as many words on the page as possible. You can always sort out the mess later.
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