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Weekly columns in the North Belfast News, November 2007, about my attempt to write a full length book in four weeks, as part of the National Novel Writing Month challenge.

Week 1: Let the challenge begin!

What type of idiot decides to write a novel in a whole month? said a "friend" to me last Thursday, as he all but rolled around on the floor consumed with mirth at such foolhardiness.

Er…

November 1st saw the latest launch of National Novel Writing Month, or NaNoWriMo (try saying that after a few drinks), an epic marathon where participants write an entire 50,000 word novel in four weeks. Yes, that's 12,500 words a week.1785 a day. Foolishly or bravely – I'll know which on November 30, I'm throwing my writing hat into the ring and accepting the challenge.

NaNoWriMo started in 1999 in San Francisco with 21 participants – now it's a global event that nearly 80,000 idiots, sorry, dedicated writers, registered for in 2006. The idea is not so much to produce a publishable novel – many sighs of relief – but to kickstart our lazy little bums back into the writers' chair. There is no editing, no agonising and no rewriting in November – all that is for afterwards.

You don't even need a plot, says Chris Baty, the organiser of NaNoWriMo and the author of No Plot? No Problem!, the NaNoWriMo bible. Agonising about your plot and thinking you have to get it exactly right before you put pen to paper is why so many people never start at all. That and cider.

The friend I have roped into doing NaNoWriMo with me (if I have to suffer I'm not going to do it alone) is in the same boat as myself when it comes to lengthy and drunken procrastination. (Although, to be scrupulously fair to me, I have already written and published a novel, which I like to think of as the Irish Catcher in the Rye). 

We have been thinking about "the next book" for about six years, and whine incessantly about not having enough time, being too tired when we get in from work, not being sure what is going to happen after chapter 3, and anything else that makes us surf EBay rather than use all our time constructively.

So now it's time to do it. Fame and fortune, or at least a book, awaits. I'm motivating myself by following the suggestion in No Plot? No Problem! about bragging shamelessly to all concerned that yes, I will have a book written by the end of the month. The sarky gits here in the office will never let me live it down if I don't…

Week 1
I discovered a small disadvantage with going home after work intending to write 1800 words and not knowing what on – I looked slightly mad walking down Duncairn Gardens muttering possible plots to myself. There was a slight setback when a friend rang to arrange our usual after work pint and I said yes without thinking, but I was very good, stuck to one drink and was in the writers' chair by 630. I typed like a mad one, not even having my tea first, and finished up at 1760 words. But the next day was Friday…

I managed 500 words on Friday evening before going out and, um, nothing for the rest of the weekend. But as long as I have 12,000 words done by Thursday I'll still be on track. 3000 a day for Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday. Easily achievable. I'm not sitting here at all on Monday afternoon thinking about the Katy Daly's pub quiz tonight…


Week 2: Return of NaNoWriMo

"What's it about? What's it called?" have been the bleats of non-contenders when they hear about my foolhardy attempt to write a novel in a month. (This isn't just boasting, honestly. It's very difficult for people not to spot something is going on when you turn up to meet them clutching a notebook and with a wild, manic stare. And yes, I have tried not mentioning it, but as it's all I'm thinking about at the minute I tend to bore people with it sooner rather than later. Apologies to all concerned.)

My "writing buddy" Shane agrees, and is playing his cards even closer to his chest, as his grumpy fiancée testifies. I don't think she's speaking to me any more.

So I'm sorry, but I'm not sharing anything beyond the most general details. Partly because I don't want to jinx myself, but mostly because any novel sounds rubbish when you strip it down to the bare plot. Gone with the Wind – woman during American civil war loves another man then realises she loves her husband after all. Lord of the Rings – small people go on a quest to destroy a magic ring. Yawn.

And my point has just been proved as I finished that last paragraph – one of the nosier Andytown News journos has just rung over to us superior types at North, asking on the way how the book is going and demanding to know what it's about. I forgave him though after he shared his theory that I would be the next JK Rowling. Well, I am writing a book for yoof, and there is a gap in the market now that the seventh Harry Potter book has been finished…

It's Day 2 of Week 2, and I'm back on track, 12,375 words down and not yet having murdered anyone in the street (well, at least not outside the confines of fiction).
Week 2 is the tough one, apparently. It's all very well inventing a troupe of zombies to lurch up the Antrim Road in the first 10,000 words, but what do you do then once they've been dispatched by the fearless locals and you have 40,000 words still to kill?Set something on fire always seems like a good bet, at least judging by Stephen King's books, where hotels, houses and entire towns go skywards regularly.

But unlike last week, I finally have a rough idea of where the story is going, and after writing the previous paragraph have now decided to blow one of my characters up in the final chapters. From being a chore last week, this week I'm looking forward to getting another 12,000 words on the screen. Whether I do is another matter…

For anyone else who is doing the challenge, here is what I learned in Week 1:
• Do not plan to do anything on weekends. (I should know myself better by now.) 
• Having a friend crash over on Friday nights is fine when you're sitting playing cheesy music, calling Dial a Drink, and eating lasagne and chips from Spuds, but it only means you have a partner in crime from the minute you wake up on Saturday. All you can eat buffet at the Morning Star? Certainly! Word count? Certainly not!
• Only think each day while going home from work about what you're going to write about that day. Put the zombies onto the Antrim Road today – you can figure out tomorrow how they got there.
• Have two strands in your story so when you get sick sore and tired of writing one of them, you can switch to the other. Juxtaposition, that's called. That's, like, a proper writerly technique and everything.
• Disconnect the internet. Yes, really.
• Have someone to do the challenge with you. You might think this is for support and motivation, but of course it's not. It's all about kicking their ass.
• You can write the day's quota in three bursts, leaving time for other important things, like dinner and Eastenders.
• Like editing, November is not the month for dieting.

But I think the main thing I have learnt is that 1700 words a day does not suit me. Every time I've have written before, I've aimed for around 1000 words a day, and 1200 seems to be my maximum before I start staring out the window. How about 70,000 words by Christmas?


Week 3 - Setting everyone on fire

"I read your writing column yesterday," said Mr Editor as I arrived in the office last Thursday, two weeks into National Novel Writing Month. "Zombies on the Antrim Road? You're a sad individual."

(He actually put it in a somewhat stronger manner, which I shall virtuously not repeat in a family newspaper, but which can be safely said to be a slur on my character and indeed the whole of womankind. And I was giving the ungrateful git a cup of coffee at the time. I'm sure this type of abuse is illegal.)

He was referring to my plot bunnies, which say that if you can't think where your novel is going, introduce a few zombies or blow something up. No, my novel is not about zombies, and I haven't blown anyone up (although everyone is going to be set on fire a few more thousand words in), but the principle is a good one. 

But this week, as NaNoWriMo hits its third stage, what the organisers have promised will happen is starting to happen. Characters I didn't know about when I started writing are now crawling out from under their various stones (one in particular will regret that, as he's going to be killed off in Part 3. Tee hee). 

And I didn't know at the start either that my two main characters were going to get a kicking last night as they ambled drunkenly through the park on their way home. Bless. (Happily, they're not too badly hurt, although it was close at one stage until the cops turned up.)

Unfortunately, however, I find that I would still rather aimlessly surf Ebay than write, although I have managed to ban myself from 4 On Demand. I'm also harbouring dark fantasies of finding out where our building's fuse box is, so I can disable everyone's electric and therefore not have to be distracted by bloody trance music as I stagger along the path to literary genius.

Obviously I'm wittering on here in order to avoid having to disclose my word count, so I'll spit it out – on Day 1 of Week 3 I'm at just under 19,000 words. OK OK, so I'm behind, but not by much. I'll get to the 50k by November 30 as planned, if only because I'm a stubborn git. 

And I've had a bit of support this week too (even though my writing buddy Shane seems to have fallen off the typewriter, like a USELESS LOSER), when a fellow Belfast NaNoWriMo-er messaged me through my Myspace (what a 21st century chick I truly am). Anyhoo, it turns out that there are "write-ins" twice a week over in the south of the city, where a bunch of manic hacks turn up and clatter away at the laptops in a haze of harmony, coffee and curses at the smoking ban. 

I probably won't be partaking in that - I'm an anti-social sod at the best of times, and prefer sitting in the armchair in my jammies with a cigarette, bucket of tea and wild pillow hair, looking out the window after every paragraph and musing on how many zombies it would take to fill Writers' Square. 

But, true to form no doubt, I made my first, and probably only, post on the Belfast section of the NaNoWriMo forum this week, not for help with plots/characters etc, but instead to demand whether there is going to be a celebratory pissup on December 1. There is a silver lining in every cloud (which is an example of the type of overused cliché that you wouldn't find in any novel I write. Oh no.)

So, not true to form, as no doubt my long-suffering fellow hacks here would say, I'm feeling not too bad as we go into Week 3. I still don't think I'll ever end up actually publishing the book, but as the organisers have promised, it's given me the necessary kick in the arse to restart my international novelling career. The first book is being relaunched in the next couple of months, and, with the likes of Myspace and the interweb, I can happily share my random little thoughts with the world, with impunity. That'll be £5.99, please.


Week 4 - NaNoWriMo ate my soul

NaNoWriMo ends on Friday. That's in four days' time, people! And yet, here I am, having been chained to a desk all day (and not even in the good way either), 23,000 words still to go and not a word written yet all day! Not even a comma!
Can you tell I'm panicked yet? Can you? CAN YOU?!

But even though this is my fourth and supposedly last column on this oh so foolhardy attempt, I won't know if I've completed the challenge until Friday night at midnight, after this week's paper is out. So this fourth column will have to be used as a brief check-in, to say the next four days are going to be a nicotine and caffeine fuelled haze, and that I'll have to let you know next week how I got on. Also, it's 4:58.

Without referring to the final November 30 word count, here are the latest things to come out of Week 3:
• The flat is a tip. There are unwashed dishes all over the kitchen bench and my bedroom floor hasn't been hoovered in two weeks.
• I have not cooked in ages, nor consumed any vegetables not in pizza or Bloody Mary.
• November is not the right time to meet a new man, as the "aw aren't you great writing a novel?" honeymoon comments quickly get replaced by a frightened rabbit-in-the-headlights look as you treat even the flick of a lighter as a noise on the same level as a tractor starting up underneath your laptop. (Still, it's best to break them in early.)
• People who play music during the day, when you're OFF, and TRYING TO WRITE, should be summarily shot. Or any time if it's techno.
• 4 On Demand should be banned.
• I have no willpower.
So I'll check in next week for the final column, to say how I've got on. Mind you, it will probably be obvious either at midnight on Friday, as, with a blood-curdling roar and a crash of glass I chuck my sorry self out the window, or on Monday as there is a massacre at the North Belfast News office when someone is brave/stupid enough to say brightly, "So! Did you finish?"
Or, I could actually, like, finish the damn thing. 23,000 words to go. In four days.
Why am I still sitting here at 5:05?


Week 5 - thank God for December

There is good news and bad news at the end of National Novel Writing Month, my attempt to write a 50,000 word novel in November. Yes, it turned out to be foolhardy rather than brave…

The bad news is I didn't finish, ending up on Friday with 43,000 words done. (Well, 42,667 if you're going to be picky, but seriously, I wouldn't recommend it.)

You'll be fine, chuckled the collective staff of the North Belfast News on Friday afternoon, in between discussing their extensive plans for the weekend and refusing to let me write my "End of NaNoWriMo" column a day early. 7,000 words in six hours? Easy! 

Bunch of gits.

And it might have been possible. I started the last four days a whopping 23,000 words down, and managed to get 17,000 done by Friday morning, nearly battering the poor oul laptop to death in my quest to avoid the inevitable slegging that I knew would befall me in the North Belfast News office on Monday.

I set a house on fire, orchestrated a thrilling rescue, and had my main characters banged up. Then I left them to it.

Well, it was Friday night after all. I write better when I'm not stressed. Hic.

But there is good news as well. I am perfectly entitled now it's December to chuck my manuscript out the window (along with my sorry self), and never think of it again. But I'm going to finish it. December is apparently National Novel Finishing Month (will this misery never end?), with a much more achievable 30,000 word count target for the month.

I am going to finish the damn book, even if it kills me (or, more likely, the staff at the North Belfast News). I might not make 30,000 words in the month – I've learnt my lesson with these bloody targets – but I am FINISHING THE DAMN BOOK. 
I'm back writing again for the first time in ages, have the next book all worked out to start in January, and have realised that yes, it is possible to spend an hour every night after work writing instead of lounging around on the sofa watching crap telly (Eastenders excepted). Fame, fortune and a house on Rathlin Island awaits.

Also, while I'm a useless 43,000 word loser (no, not 42,667), at least I didn't stoop to the word count boosting techniques used by some of my fellow NaNoWriMo-ers. Don't call your character merely "Bob", boasted one writer who, yes, did make the 50,000 word target. Refer to him every time as "Bob, Lord of the Underworld and Arch Enemy of Evil Emperor Zark". That'll bump up the old word count. 

Pah. As Mr Editor said when I threw a hissy fit last week at the fact that some smug gits had reached their 50,000 A WEEK EARLY, it's quality not quantity that counts.
I think his motivation in saying this was less "encourage the poor tired writer" and more "Ha ha you're an eejit", but I am firmly believing it nonetheless. 

Can I have a pint now?

