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    Introduction


    This book is an invitation to nurture and woo the writer within. It consists of 52 activities for you to get out and do – from climbing a hill to visiting your favourite café, from sampling a new mode of transport to taking part in a hi-tech treasure hunt. Afterwards, you will return to your novel draft with new insight, fresh material, and stronger writing skills. When you sit down to write, you will have more ideas, greater productivity, and stronger motivation. You may rediscover your passion for a project you thought you were almost done with; or intensify your commitment to finish your work-in-progress, whilst improving your ability to do so.


    Each of the 52 dates is designed to give you a creative space away from your everyday life and the daily grind of desk-bound writing. Each is accompanied by a number of exercises, prompts, or observations to help you to focus on one or more areas of your novel. You will be encouraged to look at your writing anew, to be rigorous in testing out your ideas, and – above all – to be playful.


    Perhaps you are lost somewhere in the middle of a draft, or feeling daunted at the beginning or end of such a feat as writing a novel, and a process once sparked by passion feels a long way from being playful. But all writers must play, if their imagination is to be agile enough to fulfill the task they have set themselves.


    Each writing date you go on has the potential to bring something new, unexpected and unique to your writing. You might also find the time, space and enthusiasm to explore something you already carry with you, but is not yet present in your draft.


    You could, of course, plan to work through one date each week for a year. Or one every two weeks, or simply begin by picking several that tackle a particular area of your manuscript, or your writing in general, that you’d like to explore. For this purpose, each date is assigned a key indicating the writing skill or area of novel writing it focuses on, and there is a table at the beginning of the book, showing which writing dates address which areas. For those days you are unable to get out of the house, or simply have less time, the table also highlights a number of dates better suited to taking place at home.


    Many of the dates and accompanying activities will help you in developing a particular facet of your novel – such as character, plot, or setting. They will bring richness and specificity to these areas, and allow you to think through them away from the restraints of what you already have on the page.


    Many will also encourage you to bring an analytical eye to what you have already written, helping you to view your work as though you were a reader fresh to your writing.


    There are also a number of dates which deal with the business of being a writer – finding time to write and staying motivated, making submissions and marketing your work.


    Each will be useful to you at a different stage – and some exercises you may wish to return to as your draft progresses.


    Not all of the work you complete will find its way into your novel. Some will refuel your imagination, encourage you to reflect on your craft, or spark new ideas entirely. Sometimes you might write copious new material, and eventually edit it down to a single paragraph for your final draft. After the 52 dates, there is a short essay on editing to help you think about integrating fresh work into your novel draft, and to support you in achieving a satisfyingly coherent and focused final product.


    At the very end of the book, there are a number of examples, so you can see how a particular activity might work on a particular text. I have picked three well-known novels of different genres, all of which have been in the UK best-seller list in the last 15 years; as well as one novel that was once a commercial flop but has become an enduring classic. These are separate from the main body of the text, so as not to inhibit your ideas and creativity, and in case anyone is keen not to read the spoilers* these include. The novels are:


    


    Atonement by Ian McEwan


    Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone by J.K. Rowling


    The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo by Steig Larsson


    The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald


    As with any handbook, it is easy to simply read through the ideas, walking through the actions in your mind perhaps, rather than in real life. And perhaps for many writers of fiction, used to keeping their work in their heads and at their desks, this is an even more tempting approach. You may find, for instance, that in browsing through this book an exercise appeals and you could sit down and complete it right away. Instead, start a Writing Log, and record any ideas sparked by the process – right from the first reading of the book. It might also help to have ready a large roll of paper for the activities linked to the dates, as you will need plenty of space for your ideas.


    All that is left to do after that is to take out your diary and mark down when you will go on that date!


    * The main body of this book also includes spoilers for season one of TV thrillers Broen (The Bridge) and Forbrydelsen (The Killing). You have been warned!

  


  
    


    


    Key Chart


    Characterization
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    Setting
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    Writing Business
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    * These writing dates can be carried out at home.
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    Cook Something


    Luxurious


    Whether it’s a new recipe or an old favourite; whether you eat alone or with company; whether the attempt goes awry or perfectly to plan, savour the preparation and the results, and at some point afterwards:


    Write about the role of food in your novel.


    Your characters’ relationships with food can evoke setting, bring an awareness of dominant and counter cultures to the fore, and betray their passions and anxieties. For example, does your office worker resist the daily cake round or readily indulge? What does your teenage protagonist spend their lunch money on? Which of your characters is a cautious, faddy or adventurous eater, and why? If you don’t know the answers to these questions, try writing a food biography for each of your central characters. Consider such questions as:


    What is this character’s earliest food memory?


    Who taught them to cook?


    Who do they cook for?


    Who cooks for them?


    What role does food play in their culture?


    Does this character cook from taste or recipe?


    Convenience foods or home-cooking?


    How extravagant is their weekday lunch?


    Any weekend or holiday food rituals?


    Now you have an enhanced knowledge of your characters’ eating habits, take a closer look at a mealtime / refreshment scene you’ve already drafted. As the daily activity of eating is so familiar to us, these can sometimes suffer from underwriting, with a sketch given of a generic bar / meal scene. Can you bring more precision to your writing here?


    To generate some new material, you might:


    Set two of your characters into conflict on a food-related matter.
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    Go Geocaching


    Register at www.geocaching.com to enjoy the thrill of tracking down a hidden cache following coordinates sent to a GPS device or smartphone. Whether you begin your adventure on your doorstep or further afield, your hi-tech treasure hunt can help to put you in the position of your reader – who must navigate your novel using the clues you provide.


    Afterwards:


    Conduct a survey of the major revelations of your novel. Make a list / chart of where the key information in your novel is revealed. Is it all bunched up near the beginning, or in certain chapters? Make note of the clues you leave before any revelations, as well as the questions the novel raises concerning your plot. Pay special attention to the end pay-off.


    Having the facts about the challenge you are setting your readers laid out in front of you will make it easier to plan any adjustments. It’s important to have a handle on this, because the excitement of ‘solving’ your novel is what keeps your reader with you. Whilst most obvious for a crime novel or thriller, all writers must ration the information they provide to their readers, and think carefully about the order and pace of each new revelation.


    You might also:


    Record your adventure on the geocaching website and in your Writing Log.
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    Attend a


    Celebrity


    Appearance


    No matter if you celebrate or scorn modern celebrity culture, there’s something worth learning from the cult itself. Looming large in modern life, attracting the fickle beacon of public attention, a little time observing one of these feted individuals can make you ask the question every writer must. Do I have a character worth writing about?


    At its most basic, the question invites some reflection on what sets your character apart. For the celebrity you have encountered, the answer might be: their ambition, their talent, their failings, their failures – all magnified or manufactured for public consumption. And what of your character? What is the quirk or nub that sets him or her apart – and will this get through to your reader? To help make sure of this:


    Plan one change to give greater definition to one of your central characters – a detail that really makes this character stand out.


    [image: example_texts.jpg] See Example Texts


    Perhaps you observed others in attendance at your celebrity event, their interest ranging from the curious to the fanatical. What was it that claimed their attention? The charisma, talent or allure of the individual; or the pull of the narrative of triumph and tragedy that surrounds them? You might ask this same question of your own protagonist – for ultimately, your readers’ interest must also span from curiosity to fanaticism.


    Of course, most of us have mixed feelings towards our celebrities. Do we admire, despise, pity or envy them? The characters that most enthrall inspire something of all of these emotions. But what if we adjust the balance?


    Thinking of your novel, how much of the time do you expect your reader to admire your central character? Come up with a percentage. And how much of the time do you expect your reader to despise your main character? Again, come up with a percentage.


    Reverse these percentages. What changes to the novel would be required to achieve this?


    Re-write one of your key scenes to satisfy this new balance.


    You might repeat this exercise using ‘envy’ and ‘pity’.
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    Climb a Hill


    or Ride a


    Ferris Wheel


    View things from a new perspective, and afterwards:


    Choose a section from your novel to write or re-write from this expanded viewpoint. What can you zoom out to include? For example, a scene of two people dining in a restaurant might move first to the other diners, then to the restaurant kitchen, then the adjoining street, and out to the neighbourhood and surrounding area, ad infinitum. What’s happening in each of these places? What do they tell you about the world of your novel? That street, for example, might be almost empty, or full of luxury cars your protagonist can only dream of owning, or of old bangers and your protagonist has rolled up in a show-stopping sports car. There might be a burglary taking place, or a proposal – or a murder.


    Experiment with zooming in on different moments in the novel, too. What do you see? That same restaurant scene might reveal the stain on her blouse your protagonist is trying to hide, the poster in the men’s room, the carefully chosen wine glasses or carelessly stacked chairs. Or, by zooming in, you might find yourself inspired to allow the colour of the walls to seep into the scene – creating a powerful emotional charge.


    It’s easy to stay in one fairly safe descriptive mode throughout your novel. Experimenting with perspective can help you develop an interesting and distinctive style. You might not directly use all of this material, but by both opening out and focusing in on key parts of your novel, you will certainly spark some fresh ideas.
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    Visit a


    Crematorium


    or Graveyard


    The barest detail on a gravestone can move or intrigue us, or send a shiver down a spine. Make note of those markings or entries that stayed with you, and then, in a free-writing exercise, take an hour to:


    Write something inspired by your visit.


    Turn your thoughts to your novel, and to the losses endured by your characters. What different beliefs and attitudes towards death do they hold? How openly, and in what ways do they grieve?


    Death brings family relationships into stark relief, and places them under pressure. To explore this:


    Write a scene in which your protagonist travels in the funeral car of a family member.


    The deathbed can also bring unlikely soothsayers. Disappointments and long-held grievances may finally be aired, or ominous warnings issued. To give this a supernatural twist:


    Create a ghost to haunt one of your characters. The ghost brings a warning of a choice your character must make – one thing they must do differently to change the outcome of the novel. Write an encounter between the ghost and your character.


    Whilst you might not transfer the idea of a ghost to your draft, this juncture where the novel could have come to a different conclusion had your protagonist made a different choice is an important one.


    



    


    


    


    [image: open_book.jpg] The Trick is to Keep Breathing by Janice Galloway is a harrowing and breathtakingly inventive portrayal of grief.
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    Transform Your


    Writing Space


    Making space for writing is sometimes one of the most difficult things a writer can do. For all of us there are days when we would rather not sit at our desk – especially if we work another job that is also deskbound. Whilst many of the dates in this book are an antidote to the sitting writer, there are inevitably hours when we must pound the keys, or perhaps for a few of us, scribble away.


    This date invites you to pay attention to where you write when you must cover some distance, to think about how you can create an environment conducive to this.


    Decide on a colour to symbolize your novel and incorporate it into your writing space. This might change as you work through different sections of your novel. Take a photo before each change, to document your changing space.


    Create a writing date table, on which you can display objects from your dates.


    Keep a Writing Log* visible and update it often.


    Make one other change to your writing space.


    You might also:


    Reverse your preferences to work in order or chaos for as long as you can bear. If you prefer to tidy your desk at the end of every writing session, leave it messy. You may find an unexpected jostling of objects or notes gives you a new idea. If you prefer to keep your writing tools and notes spread out where you can see them, focus on bringing order to your workspace. You may find the discipline of tidying your work away each day helps bring a new clarity to your work and goals.


    Changing your writing space is also a good way to mark the beginning of work on a new manuscript, or a distinction between different projects.


    *I’m sometimes asked what to include in a Writing Log. The idea is simply to ensure you have a space to record whatever seems useful to you of the process of engaging in the writing dates, or revising your novel. What we record is often what we accomplish, and simply keeping a Writing Log can add accountability for your writing goals. A record of the process can help you identify the anxieties and obstacles you face as a writer, as well as what motivates and inspires you, and how and when you are at your most productive or creative (which unfortunately may not coincide). You might want to keep a track of your progress in terms of word count or tasks ticked off, or you might decide to capture your feelings about your draft, or to note down the fresh decisions you have made. You may find yourself writing fragments of your novel, or those details you encounter in your day-to-day life that seem to you to belong to the world of your narrative. Whether you write just a few words to ‘sign in’ each day, or find reward in writing a longer account of your work, the Writing Log is an incredibly personal document. It is also something you can always turn back to.
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scarch together, and
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> The mother makes
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are left on their own.
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1. Cecilia quarrels
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Robbic, the cleaning,
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alone and discovers Lola

outside the island temple

‘man. Neither sce his face,
but Briony convinces her
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12. Robbie goes off on

his own
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up to go and look for

them.

in the dark, attacked by a

2.1n their quarrel,

a priceless vase is
smashed over a
fountain. Cecilia strips
to her underwear to

retrieve it.

14. Robbie is accused
of molesting a young
girl, and at once loses
Cecilia and her father’s
sponsorship; his

freedom and future.

10. In the middle of a
disastrous dinner, twins
Pierrot and Jackson

run away.

> In the middle of

a disastrous dinner,
Briony blurts out what

she has seen.

> Only to find...

> Cecilia’s father
continues to sponsor
his education and
Robbie achieves his
ambition and returns

for Cecilia.

> Despite realizing he is
in love, Robbie decides
first to complete his

‘medicine degree.

3. Robbie writes a letter
declaring his love for

Cecilia.

> Briony tells him to do

it himself.

9. Briony walks in on
2 moment of passion
between Robbie and

Cecilia.

> Briony runs away.

4. Cecilia’s brother
Leon visits, bringing his
friend, Paul Marshall.
He invites Robbie to

dinner.

5. Robbie chances upon

Cecilia’s younger sister

Briony and asks her to

deliver his letter.

6. Robbie realizes itis
an early draft of the
letter - crudely stating

his desire.

7. Briony reads the
letter before delivering

it.

8. And tells her cousin
Lola.

> Robbie refuses an

invitation to dinner.

OR > Leon obliges
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Robbie’s invitation to
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> And tells her sister.

OR > And tells her

mother.

> Snubbed, Robbie
leaves home and refuses
further sponsorship from

Cecilia’s father.

> Who feigns disgust

and makes plans to....

> Who rips it up.

> Instead, he ...
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