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    A big thank-you to my readers for insisting that I write this book. It is one I have wanted to write for some years, but it took my readers’ encouragement to make me find the time.

    My thanks – as always – to my editor Holly, my literary agent Andrew and to Carole, Vicky, Laura, Hannah, Virginia and all the team at HarperCollins. I certainly couldn’t have done it without you!
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    I receive many emails asking for advice on writing, and many of those I’ve helped have gone on to publish their work. Unfortunately, I don’t have the time to help everyone who contacts me asking for advice, so I’ve written this book, which I think will help all you budding writers. But first, a few words about me – the author.
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    I have been a writer for as long as I can remember. To begin with, I published poems and short articles in the school magazine, and also kept a detailed diary. In my teens I progressed to writing short stories, newspaper articles and a few radio plays, and began to enter writing competitions. Then, in my early twenties, I wrote a full-length book. So writing has always been there in my life. However, for me, as for many, it was initially a hobby; something I did in my spare time while I earned a living and then later fitted around being a mother and foster carer. It wasn’t until I wrote my first bestseller – an inspirational memoir – that I began to claim time for writing, although even now, seventeen books later, my writing time is still early in the morning so that it doesn’t impact on my family commitments. It is also the only time the house is quiet and my thoughts uncluttered. I have three grown-up children, and many of my books have become international bestsellers. For more about me and my work, please visit my website: www.cathyglass.co.uk.
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      The simple answer is that you write because you want to; because you have a compulsion, a desire – often a burning desire – to share your thoughts, ideas and experiences through writing. It’s like an itch that won’t go away and will only be relieved when you put pen to paper or start typing. If you are thinking of writing to make a fortune, forget it. While top journalists and a few bestselling authors make a good living – with a lot of hard graft – from their writing, the majority do not. Less than 1 per cent of published authors earn the minimum wage; that is, enough to live on.

      Most authors, therefore, write for reasons other than money – although of course it’s nice to be paid, and if you have a piece of work published then you should be paid. With so little chance of receiving reasonable remuneration for their work, why do people write? Depending on the genre you choose (genre meaning the category your writing fits into; for example, a memoir or novel), the reasons for writing vary. These may include:

      A wish to share experience; for example, by writing a true-life story.

      To entertain others with novels, plays, sketches and short stories.

      To educate, warn or inform others through writing general non-fiction.

      To raise public awareness; for example, by writing articles on subjects you feel strongly about.

      To promote a good cause; for example, by writing and producing campaign literature.

      To heal yourself through diary or memoir writing.

      To share and preserve a person’s history through biographical writing.

      To express deep feelings and emotions through poetry.

      Regardless of which genre you are writing in, you will find the creative process truly amazing as notions, thoughts, settings, characters and descriptions miraculously rise from your subconscious and materialize into words. I am still amazed by the creative process, even after thirty years of writing. It’s as though someone else takes over and guides my hand, which in a way they do – that someone is my subconscious. But more on that later. Let’s get started with that important first step and start writing.

    

    
      
        First step
      

      Many of the emails I receive from those seeking help and advice about writing ask: ‘How do I begin?’ The person has the desire to write, they have done any necessary research and their ideas have reached fruition, but they just can’t seem to get started. The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak. As writers, we’ve all been there. You can think of any number of reasons why you shouldn’t start writing, from changing a light bulb to washing the car or clearing out the cellar. Everything seems more urgent than sitting down to write. This is largely due to being afraid of writing and failing. While your thoughts are safely in your head they are marvellous, original and like nothing else anyone has ever written before, but as you set them down on paper they become less wonderful. Maybe even insipid and uninspiring. Surely everyone else’s writing is better than yours? Do you really have a story to tell? Who would want to read this? You lose faith in your ability to write and tear up your work, or press the delete key and start all over again, often with the same result. Sometimes, overwhelmed by the enormity of the task, we don’t start at all and our masterpieces remain firmly in our heads. As Steven Wright, the American comic and writer, said: ‘I’m writing a book. I’ve got the page numbers done.’ All writers have experienced ‘writer’s block’, as it’s referred to. Don’t worry; it can be unblocked.

      This is what you do: choose a quiet place where you intend to write. It’s a good idea to use the same place (and time) each day for your writing so that you fall into a writing routine. I’ll explain more about that shortly. Now, pick up your pen or switch on your computer and, thinking of the story you want to write, start writing down the words that come into your head. Don’t worry if what you have written doesn’t make much sense, seems irrelevant or contains poor grammar; you’ll sort all that out later when you rewrite. The main objective has been achieved – you are writing. Let the words flow however they care to, just as they come. Then give yourself a pat on the back – the creative writing process has begun.

      If nothing comes into your head then try one of the following exercises to kick-start your subconscious into action:

      
         Think back to your earliest memory and describe the scene in a small paragraph (about six sentences). When you have finished that scene, add a ‘what if’. What if I had done or said this instead of that? What if I had taken a different route? What if that person hadn’t been there? Now write another small paragraph describing the outcome. This is obviously pure fantasy, so you are writing creatively, imaginatively and from your subconscious.

         Once you’ve finished your ‘what if’, turn your thoughts to the story you want to write and construct a small paragraph applying the same ‘what if’ principle. The scene you choose doesn’t have to take place at the beginning of your book; just write whatever comes into your head. Well done, you are writing creatively.

         Describe an object you can see; for example, a table or an apple in the fruit bowl. Imagine the person who made that object or picked the apple and write a paragraph about him or her. Obviously you are unlikely to know anything about that person, so you are writing creatively. Once the words are flowing, turn your thoughts to your story and write a paragraph as above, applying this imaginative approach to your characters.

         Concentrating on one of your senses, describe what you can see, hear, smell, taste or touch. It can be just a short paragraph, and then, once you have written that, think of a scene in your story. What can your characters see, hear, smell, taste and touch? Well done, you are writing creatively.

      


      I’ve used these techniques in my own writing in the past and also in writing groups. They do work, whatever genre you are working in. You may not need to use them, but if you are struggling to write that opening paragraph then try the above. Once you have started writing, keep going until the words stop and then finish for the day. You can check your work, but don’t try to force any more words from your imagination. That rush of creativity is always limited and if you try and force it to go further you’ll achieve little and may lose faith in what you have written. Three hours a day is my maximum for writing creatively, after which I may check over another document, answer emails, etc., but I do not attempt any more of that creative first draft. I imagine the process of creative writing as having a basket full of words and once that basket is empty I have to wait until the following morning for it to be replenished. Ernest Hemingway, writer and journalist, described it as a ‘well’ that refills overnight from the spring that feeds it. The creative process needs to be respected for its limitations, as much as for what it gives us.
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      The creative process is usually helped by having a writing routine: a place and time set aside for you to write and with a little ritual leading up to the writing. If you approach your writing in the same way every day, very soon you’ll find that by the time you sit down to write your subconscious will be fired up and ready to go. Your imagination will instantly start producing the words you need to write creatively. Like Pavlov’s dogs, which were trained to expect food and therefore salivate whenever they heard a bell ring, you can train your creative juices to start flowing on your command by following your writing routine. The process is called classical conditioning and is triggered by the ritual of your writing routine.

      I’ve had the same writing routine for the last fifteen years: I rise early (at approximately the same time each morning), put on my joggers and a comfortable top and creep downstairs so I don’t disturb my family. I make a large mug of coffee and then go through to the front room where I collect my paper, pen and the text I’ve written the day before. I then go into the living room and quietly close the door. I sit in the same chair and, with my coffee within reach, I begin by reading what I’ve written the day before, editing as necessary. By the time I come to the end of the previous day’s work, my new words are ready to flow. I still use pen and paper for the first draft. I write very quickly, often unaware of my surroundings as my pen dashes across the page. As the author Ray Bradbury said: ‘My stories run up and bite me on the leg – I respond by writing down everything that goes on during the bite. When I finish, the idea lets go and runs off.’

      I know exactly what this author means. When ‘the idea has run away’ and my basket of words is empty I type what I’ve written into my computer – first the revised draft from the day before, and then my new work. I print out the new pages ready for revising the following morning. This is my writing routine and it works for me. Your routine is likely to be different to mine, to suit your work and family commitments, and will also take into account when you are at your most creative. Some writers are early birds, like me; some are night owls, while a few lucky writers can turn on their creative juices at any time of the day or night. However, most writers (although not all) need silence and no interruptions while they are writing that first creative draft. I certainly do. I can’t even have music playing softly in the background while I’m concentrating. Stephen King, the bestselling author, calls it ‘the door closed’; that is to say his study door has to be closed against interruptions while he is writing creatively. You’ll soon discover the situation and time that suits you best and, once you do, I recommend that you keep to your routine. It will act as a catalyst for your day’s creative writing.

    
    
      
        ‘What shall I use to write?’
      

      … Some people ask. You can use whatever you like for that first draft, which only you will see: pen and paper, Dictaphone or you can type it straight into the computer. However, if you are intending to publish your work, at some point you will need to type it into a word-processing document (such as Microsoft Word) so that it can be sent electronically by email. I explain about publishing in the third section of this book. Whatever medium you use for your writing, make sure you have at least one copy of your work. If you are using only pen and paper then I suggest you photocopy your work each day. Once your work is on the computer, back it up by saving it on a ‘memory stick’, a CD or to a ‘cloud’ – where a third party stores your data on the internet. I can’t emphasize enough how important it is to back up your work. You’ve invested a lot of time and energy in your story and paper copies can become lost or accidently thrown away, and computers do fail. I always have three copies of my work: the paper copy, on computer hard drive and on ‘memory stick’.
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