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Handout: It's My Process and I'll Cry If ] Want To

Overview

With major success in both category romance and mainstream women'’s fiction, Jane
Porter and Lilian Darcy are good friends who use very different writing processes.
In what ways can one writer’s process differ from another’s? In every way! Starting
points, writing schedules, character creation, problem solving, life balance, research
and inspiration, story planning... The list goes on.

Your process is one of the few things in the world of writing and publishing that
belongs totally to you. You can’t always control it, explain it, understand it or love
it, but still it’s yours, and getting the best handle on it that you can will significantly
increase your odds of success and keep you on target toward your goals.

Understanding Your Process
The more you know and understand about your process, the more you can
maximize its strengths and minimize its limitations.

a) If you're new to writing, get clues from other areas of your life. Do you have a
regular weekly cleaning schedule? Do you stay up all night finishing a craft
project?

b) Use our questionnaire and don’t be fooled by its light tone. Answer these
guestions seriously and thoughtfully and you will learn something new about your
process.

c) Keep a writing diary. Record story ideas, craft insights, page totals, contest entry
dates, positive mantras, wells of self-doubt, anything you want. Like your process
itself, the diary can be tightly structured with, for example, a record of daily page
counts and organized lists of ideas, it can be a free-flowing stream of consciousness,
or anything in between.

d) Talk to other writers about their process. Note similarities and differences, ideas
you love and ideas you hate, but remember there’s no right or wrong.

Keeping Tabs on Your Process
Is it working? Is it changing? Is it holding back your career or destroying your
family life?

a) Again, turn to your writing diary. It can help you to identify patterns, successes
and problems. You had two fantastic writing days last week. What were you doing
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right? Yesterday, everything sucked and you couldn’t write a line. Can your
writing diary help you find out why?

b) Look at your other priorities and roles. Are your kids dressed in rags? Are you
fighting with your best friend? Your process isn’t working or sustainable if it’s
messing up the rest of your life at the same time. And if your life is messed up, then
you're not going to be writing well.

c) Analyze the feedback on your work. You plotted your just-completed story in
meticulous detail and your critique partner says, “Um... it’s a little wooden.” You
stayed at your keyboard for 72 hours straight to reach The End of your latest
romantic suspense novel and you got a nine-page revision letter from your editor
because “the story just fell apart.” Is the process you're using the wrong one for
you?

d) If you've been writing for a while, look at your process over time. Which books
stand out in your memory because they were so hard or so easy to write? Can you
work out why? Can you replicate those brilliant conditions, or avoid the crappy
ones?

Trusting Your Process

As writers, we're so often creatures of instinct and intuition, but this runs against
many of the messages we receive from other sources about the importance of rules
and procedures and systems.

a) Remember the cardinal rule. There’s no right or wrong. Do what works.

b) If it feels right, then it usually is. Although we’re suggesting that you examine
your process and try to understand it, it's possible to take this too far. Don’t feel
that you have to know right from the start why your heroine only ever wears red, or
why you can’t write in a room with a view. Trust those instincts. Some people
learn over time that the best way for them to manage their own process is not to
over-think it.

C) Accept that sometimes trusting your process means it’s going to take longer, or
seem tougher. Why do some people understand their characters or solve their plot
problems so fast, while it takes you forever? Why do your stories always fall into a
pit around Chapter Six? Don’t agonize over it. Don’t beat yourself up. Accept your
process.
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d) Your process feeds into other unique things about you as a writer — your voice,
your branding, your core story, your promotion strategy. If you mess with your
process, you may mess with everything.

e) Recognize that what you choose or need to do when you're not writing can be an
integral part of your process, too. Fitness, hobbies, food, friends, anything. If
you're writing a heroine who is an artist, do you find yourself enrolling in a
painting class? If you're writing a kick-ass heroine, do your real life cocooning and
protective instincts come to the fore as a balance? If you skip the gym, do your
words dry up? Don’t fight these things — they’re your process.

Strengthening Your Process

Okay, so to a large extent, whatever your process is, you're stuck with it, right? Not
entirely. By working with not against the broad direction of your process, you can
make it stronger and more effective.

a) Don't fight your process head-on. If you're a natural fly-into-the-mist pantser,
you're just going to make yourself miserable by trying to craft an elegant and
detailed outline before you start writing. Accept your process and find realistic
ways to compensate for its limitations. As a pantser, you may need to allow time
for extra drafts because your first ones will be about finding and exploring your
story, not about shaping it on the page.

b) Make practical arrangements that mesh with your process. If you know you
regularly pull all-nighters as your deadline approaches, make preparations in
advance. Freeze casseroles. Line up child-care. Pay bills, clear your schedule, tell
friends and family, the way you would before going on vacation.

c) Take your process farther. If you discover that you're especially inspired by, say,
colors and scents, don’t let that inspiration come to you by chance or in stingy
doses. Seek it out by, say, going into a beautiful garden, fabric store or perfumery.

d) Don’t let “my process” become an excuse. It’s pretty obvious that if “my
process” only ever involves eating chocolate and shopping in expensive stores,
you're not going to get a book out of it, but the problem can be more subtle than
that. Identify what you most love and hate about writing. Do you love or hate
writing a synopsis? Love or hate promotion? Love or hate polishing a draft?
You're naturally going to be drawn to the parts of the business that you love and
put off or hide from the parts you hate. Develop strategies for tackling the non-
favorite bits. For example, give yourself extra treats and pampering while you're
working on a rewrite you've been dreading, quarantine admin and promotion tasks
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into certain time slots — say, every Friday — so that they don’t encroach on writing
days.

Trouble-shooting Your Process

Occasionally, a writer’s process can become so flawed that completing or even
progressing with a project is impossible. This problem can masquerade as burn-out
or writer’s block, or can be related to those things, but there are differences.
Pathological perfectionism, fear of failure, chronic disorganization... If your
process is seriously flawed, you'll need to do some in-depth thinking and develop
major strategies to solve the problem.

a) Think about what's going on in the rest of your life. Death, divorce, a big house
move. All of these things can wreak havoc with your inspiration and with your
process. For example, if you have a new baby your priorities will change, you may
need to completely restructure your writing schedule — 48 hour writing marathons
just aren’t practical any more - and adjusting may take longer than you expect.

b) Get professional help. Counselors, therapists, creative coaches, life coaches. The
right professional can help you work out what’s going on and develop ways to deal
with it.

c) Work with another writer whom you know and trust. Your critique partner or
writing buddy may have insights into the strengths and weaknesses of your process
that you can’t see so easily yourself. Knowledge and trust are the keys, here. It's no
good downloading to someone who doesn’t have your best interests at heart, or
who doesn’t get you.

d) Change your goals. Maybe in the middle of a process meltdown “Finish the
book” is not realistic for you. Set temporary goals or tasks that are more open-
ended and kinder to yourself such as “Write with joy,” “Work on a poem,” “Avoid
editing,” or “Brainstorm my characters.”

Jane’s Process:

Pros:

Cons:
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Melissa’s Process:

Pros:

Cons:

Your Process:

St |l | Donodt Know -Y¥our Proces:cs

Self-Assessment Questionnaire

Directions: Complete each sentence introspectively and truthfully!
1) When | was writing term papers in school,

(e.g. usually had them in early / a@ws had to ask for an extensigot my boyfriend to
write them for me)

2) When |1 6m writing, as far as scheduling my

(e.g. get ovetoaded and need a break every couple of hours / write when the urge strikes
me / forget | evehavechildren)

3) My starting point for a book is wusuallyeée

(e.g. a good higltoncept premise / something quirky like a random line of dialogue or a
face glimpsedim he st r eet i/ljust chamgeothe settisglasdeh@ sames)

4) For me, the process of writing a book usu:
(e.g. starts at the beginning and ends at the last word / is a mess of scenes and notes and

characters and images that | have noechbout until about draft number five / involves
chocolate)

5) When my word count slows to a crawl it ds
(e. g. |l dm being | azy [/ I dm on Page 204 and h:
my characters | 6ve fallen asl eep)
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6) Whenlhear about a new trend in whatos sel

(e.g. ignore it / think about a hatfone project that | can tweak to fit / change my nailpolish
tosuitthemoodcurrently itbés a perfect match to

7) My favorite part of the writing process i

(e.g. creating characters so real | can touch them / solving a knotty plot problem / the
chocolate)

8) My | east favorite part of the writing

(e.g. coming up with an idea / throwing out a crappy scene i all those wasted words / the
calories in the chocolate)

9) When | need to rewrite, |Eé&

(e.g. look for my own solutions to the problems my critique partner raised / do exactly what
|l 6m told / start screaming)

10) When it comestoselfpr omot i on, | é
(e.g. am a marketing genius / do it becausedd td hide behind large leafy plants)

Favorite Writing Resources:
o The Writerods Life: | myluligdameson f r om The
o The Courage to Write: How Writers Transcend FeaRalph Keyes
o Writing On Both Sides of the Braly Henriette Anne Klauser
o On Writing Wellby William Zinsser

Bio
Award winning author,J a n e P,¢-LIRTENG 8VETH FORTY was picked by Redbook
Magazine as its Red Hot Summer Read for 2006. It went back for seven printings in six
weeks and is now being produced as a Lifetime 2008 Christmas movie. The author of more
than twenty four bestselling Harlequin titles, Jane won the Golden Heart in 1998, and was a
finalist for the prestigious RITA award from Romance Writers of America in both 2002 and
2003. Jane currently resides in Bellevue with her two sons. Her most recent releases were
MRS. PERFECT in May, the sequel to her critically acclaimed September novel, ODD
MOM OUT, and two Harlequin Presents this spring. Visit www.janeporter.com
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Lilian Darcy has written over 75 books for Silhouette Special Edition, Silhouette Romance
and Harlequin Medical Romance in a career spanning more than 25 years. With that figure
in mind, she wishes to stress that she sold her first book at age 10. Under another name

she has also written for Australian theater and television. A frequent visitor to the
Waldenbooks bestseller lists and three time RITA finalist in three separate categories, last
year Lilian had cause to celebrate with the release through Mira Books, Australia, of her first
mainstream women's fiction novel, "Cafe du Jour", which The Melbourne Age newspaper
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