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                                         The A to Z of novel writing 

 

As a novelist, the alphabet is your best friend… Or rather, your first friend – 

you wouldn’t be doing much writing without it! 

 

Obviously it isn’t possible to encapsulate all there is to know about novel 

writing in an A to Z (this would be a very short course if it was) but here’s a 

good overview of what you want to be aware of as you move through the Now 

Novel process… Things I wish I had known before I wrote my first novel. 

 

Think of it as the Novel Writer’s Alphabet. The Now Novel Writer’s Alphabet. 
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A – Aloud 
One of the most practical pieces of advice I was ever given was to read my 

work out loud. It’s amazing how much more you pick up on when you read 

aloud – how many duplicates of the same word you’ve used (they’re often 

called echo words, because you only think of them when you’ve just heard 

their echo in the previous sentence), how clumsy some sentences sound, and 

how you’ve clearly overused the adjective / metaphor / cliché culprits. You 

might get thirsty, so make sure you have a glass of water handy, because 

you’re eventually going to have to read your whole novel out loud. It’s the only 

way to know if it sounds good, silly as that may sound. And don’t hurry 

through it, either. Read every word, slowly and loudly. Preferably not when 

other people are around! 

 

B – Breathing 
It might take you seventeen drafts to get to something that is polished and 

ready enough to show to a publisher or editor. No matter how many drafts 

you write, it is essential to let the novel breathe in between drafts. For at least 

two weeks, preferably a month. You can either work on other stuff or take a 

holiday from writing while it breathes, but whatever you do, don’t look at it. 

When you return to the manuscript, after a couple of weeks of absence, you’ll 

be able to look at it with fresh eyes. All of a sudden you’ll notice glaring 

inconsistencies, missing sections and chunks of bad writing that you couldn’t 

see before. Be ruthless! Cut out anything you don’t like (as long as that leaves 

something behind).             
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C – Climax 

Everyone loves a good climax. In novels and in life. But the climax doesn’t 

always have to be a shootout, or a car chase, a divorce or a murder. 

Sometimes the climax happens inside the person, and it’s totally invisible on 

the outside. Not to the reader, of course, the reader is right there with the 

character, experiencing the shift. But it doesn’t have to be outwardly dramatic. 

 

D – Death 
Unless you’ve experienced death yourself, it’s very hard to write it. Unless 

you’ve experienced heartache or depression or grave illness, they’re very hard 

to write too. The experience can be second-hand (and with death, it has to be) 

but don’t mess around with writing something you can’t empathise with. You 

have to slice out chunks of your heart and put them onto the page if you want 

your work to really connect with people. Are you willing to do that? 

 

E – Empathy 
Probably one of the most important tools for a writer to have, and one that 

isn’t mentioned nearly enough. Forget grammar and good spelling (though I 

do love good spelling and I would prefer you never forgot your grammar). If 

you don’t have empathy for your characters, if you can’t feel what they’re 

feeling, your readers won’t be able to understand them. Work on your powers 

of empathy if you want to be a better writer… and a better person, in fact. 
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F – Friends 
Your friends are going to want you to tell them everything about your new 

novel, as you’re writing it. Resist the temptation! All you need is one snide 

comment or ill-timed laugh at something that isn’t supposed to be funny, and 

you’ll have unleashed the demons of insecurity. Gone will be the peacefulness 

of writing sessions, now you’ll have to worry about whether everyone will 

laugh when your heroine contemplates suicide. 

No, take my advice. Keep your story close to your chest until you’ve written a 

good first draft and you feel confident enough to let it stand on its own two 

feet. And even then, only tell your positive friends about it. Nay-sayers infect 

writing like fungus infects plants. You don’t want to stunt your novel’s growth. 

 

G – Grand Picture 
If you try to worry about the Grand Picture while you’re writing your first draft, 

you will only and always get yourself in a muddle. Just get the story down – 

worry about the Grand Picture later, when you have something to work with. 

 

H – Heart 
A novel without heart is like a play without actors. I don’t care whether you’re 

writing crime, fantasy, romance or horror, every novel has to have heart. You 

have to care about it and believe it has great worth. I assure you that even 

those authors who write a new novel every 2 weeks put heart into their work – 

they nurture it (very quickly) and think it through (at lightning speed) and 

imbue it with some sense of who they are.  
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I – Imaginary Listener 
Often, when you’re writing a novel, it helps to have an imaginary listener – 

someone or some type of person that you’re writing for, so that you shape the 

telling of the story in the right way. For example, if you go out for a night on 

the town and you tell your mom about it, it will be very different to the way 

you’d tell your friend about it. If you can decide who the novel will be aimed at 

before you start writing, you’ll write with the right tone of voice throughout.  

I always have a specific friend in mind when I write. She’s a teacher, but she 

doesn’t like reading, and generally only reads ‘easy’ books (which are often 

not very well written). I wanted to write something that was easy to read and 

well written at the same time, that people would enjoy reading so much that 

they’d gobble it up, and in the process they’d absorb the deeper meaning 

inherent in the story. Sneaky, you might say! But it worked! My friend read 

Strange Nervous Laughter twice in one year, and loved it. I think a lot of the time 

we get so caught up in writing Fiction that we end up writing work that only 

writers can enjoy, and I just don’t see the point in that. For probably the best 

example ever of the kind of writing I’m describing (easy to read, but not fluffy 

and vacuous), read anything of Nick Hornby’s. He’s a master in this field. 

 

J – Just 1000 words 
I find it extremely helpful to set a daily goal – either word count or number of 

pages. It makes the end of the novel feel more reachable, more possible, 

somehow, than just setting off into the wild unknown and trying to fill as 

many pages as possible. For the first couple of days, write for your allotted 
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time and see how many words you come up with, on average. And then have 

that as your goal. Whether it’s 500 words, or 1000 words, or 3000 words. 

Don’t let yourself stop before you’ve reached it. Some days it will come 

quickly, and on those days I encourage you to keep going – to see how much 

more you can write. Other days, you’ll have to race yourself to fit that many 

words into the time you have. But do it – the pleasure of seeing your words 

accumulate is a great reward. 

 

K – Kindness 
Beating yourself up every time you don’t fill your daily word quota, or any time 

you write something awful, or when you don’t feel inspired, isn’t going to help. 

Writing is a funny art, because when you’re not in the mood you can’t lash out 

at anyone. It’s you against you. I find the easiest thing to do, at times like 

these, is to treat myself like a grumpy child. If I really don’t feel like writing, 

but I know I have to, I’ll make myself a cup of tea, sit myself down and say 

something along the lines of, “Okay, I know you don’t feel like this today, but 

it’s only an hour! And then you can have a treat. Just sit here and write one 

word after the other for an hour, and then you can watch TV / have a biscuit / 

go online”. It works like a charm, assuming, of course, you don’t mind talking 

to yourself. 

 

L – Like Stringing Beads 
Yip, I once heard writing described as just like stringing beads. And it makes 

sense! You sit down with your tools (paper and pen, computer and typing 
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fingers, beads and thread) and you slowly, methodically, carefully start 

stringing one after the other. One bead after the other, one word after the 

other, one paragraph after the other, one page after the other. Until, voila! 

You have a new necklace. Or a novel. It’s simple, it makes sense, now go and 

do it. 

 

M – Movies 
I’m sure many writers will disagree with me here, but I find that movies are 

the most amazing tutors. Yes, the styles are completely different. No, you 

shouldn’t try to write a novel like a movie. But movies can do a lot of things 

that novels can, too. And sometimes watching a movie you really love, and 

admire, can take your writing to new levels. 

While I was writing Strange Nervous Laughter, I watched Magnolia (the 

masterpiece written and directed by PT Anderson) over and over, taking notes 

each time. It’s not just that he wove so many different stories together so 

seamlessly (although that was an extraordinary feat). It’s that he showed us 

character so clearly, in just a moment. He used flashback sparingly but well. 

The dialogue between characters wasn’t excessive, but each word meant 

something. And there was an amazing sense of mounting tension and 

significance, until the grand finale. Yes, the frogs (for those of you who haven’t 

seen it – do yourself a favour!) Magical realism played a part, too, of course. 

If you have an emotional response to a film (and not just a fleeting response, 

but one that lingers), try and unpick it, and figure out why. Then feed those 

observations into your writing, and see how it flourishes. I’ll be very surprised 

if it doesn’t. 
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N – Nice 
I have a severe dislike of the word ‘nice’. In fact, I abhor it. I hate it with a 

passion. I would rather be described as a bitch than be described as nice. 

When writing your characters, assume they feel the same way about the word 

as I do. Create impassioned, three-dimensional, bold characters. Let them be 

evil or good, let them be sneaky or sweet, but don’t just let them be nice. 

Because even the nicest people you know have got something going on 

underneath that nice veneer, I promise you. And as a writer, your 

responsibility is to show your readers what that something is. 

 

O – Online 
In normal life, I like going online. I like checking my email, writing my blog, 

reading interviews with authors I like, or looking at design websites. Going 

online is fun. When I’m writing, going online turns from fun to obsessive. Sit 

me down in front of my burgeoning novel, and within ten minutes I’m itching 

to connect to the internet. My fingers can literally be flying on the keyboard, I 

can be tapped into inspiration, flooded with it, and my mind is still calling out 

for distraction. Not every day, of course, but some days. 

The moment you relent and go online, you’re disappointed. There aren’t, after 

all, 499 emails from fascinating people waiting for you. Nothing much is 

happening in the blogosphere. Everyone is busy working (as you should be!) 

So get back to the work at hand. Because no matter how much you love the 

internet (and I do), it is a supreme time-waster. And a mind-scatterer. You can 
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be totally focused and tuned-in before you go online, and then within minutes 

your mind is going in fifteen different directions. And it’s just not worth it – it’s 

not worth the effort of having to rein yourself in again. How much easier to 

simply make a decision not to indulge in your online passions (whatever those 

might be) until you’ve finished writing for the day. Trust me, I have tested this 

out, time and again. I know what I’m talking about. 

 

P – Publishing 
Fun, but not the goal. Much more on this once you’ve finished writing your 

manuscript (or on our blog, if you don’t want to wait that long)… 

 

Q – Quiet 
Some writers claim they write to rock n roll, or techno, or trance. I don’t really 

believe them. I know I can’t write to music, especially to music with words, or I 

start singing along and the words find their way into my writing. If anything, I 

suppose classical music would work, because it’s supposed to calm your mind 

down. But I prefer good old-fashioned quiet. 

If you have kids, you need to invent a way to inform them that you can’t be 

interrupted. Some writers lock their doors, others draw sweet-faced ‘do not 

disturb’ signs. The method is up to you, obviously. When you’re writing, it’s 

also always a good idea to turn your cell phone off, not get up to answer the 

phone, and, of course, turn off the TV. The less distraction, the better. I’m 

pretty willing to bet that you have enough voices in your head to keep you 

company, anyway… I certainly do. 
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R – Reading 
Is it even necessary to mention how important reading is for writers? Just in 

case it is – all writers read voraciously. You must devour books, constantly 

have a book in hand, read them as if they’re oxygen and you need them to 

live. If you find an author you love, read everything of theirs. If you despise a 

book, carry on till the end or until you can say exactly why you despise it 

(sometimes disliking something intensely can be a great lesson. Mildly 

disliking something, or finding it boring, on the other hand, is excellent 

grounds for dismissal). Read, and then read some more, and then read some 

more. If you’ve been made to feel guilty for reading while growing up (if 

anyone ever told you you were being lazy, or wasting time – as they told me) 

this is now your lifelong permission slip to read as much as you want. As much 

as you can. 

Not only will it broaden your vocabulary (an essential tool for any writer), it 

will force you to get clearer on what it is you like and dislike about certain 

styles. Consider it your homework to read. Forever. 

 

S – Solitude 
I’m sure that many of you are rather sociable beings. People always think I’m 

pretty sociable, but it’s mainly because I spend weekdays predominantly on 

my own. No matter how sociable you are, writing is a solitary art, and solitude 

is an essential part of writing a novel. No matter how much you love someone, 

no matter how comfortable you are in their presence, you can’t write with 
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them looking over your shoulder. They’ll temper your judgment of what to 

write, they’ll distract you and they’ll inevitably end up on the page, even if you 

don’t want them there. Solitude doesn’t mean you have to have the whole 

room to yourself, if that’s not possible. It does mean you need to turn your 

desk to the wall, possibly plug in some headphones with soft music, and not 

talk to anyone for your writing hours. No interruptions, no excuses. Just write. 

 

T – Talking on paper 
Writing is, at heart, just talking on paper. I think we often get ourselves all 

tangled up in the art of writing, and confuse ourselves with all the many rules 

and regulations surrounding it. But if you can write as you talk, and if you talk 

in a coherent and understandable way, you’ve conquered one of the main 

hurdles of writing. This also helps with rewriting. If, on re-reading your work, 

you’re not 100% interested, if you’re even slightly bored, it needs serious 

rewriting or tossing. Just as you wouldn’t continue with a boring conversation, 

readers shouldn’t be expected to continue with a boring book. 

 

U – Unlimited time 
Believe it or not, unlimited time is just as destructive as severely limited time. 

Imagine I said to you, “Here! Take as much time off work as you need for as 

many years as you need to write this book. We’ll take care of everything, you 

just write.”  

Sound like heaven? Nope. Everyone knows (although not everyone admits to 

knowing it) that the amount of time needed to complete a task expands in 



                                                                              www.nownovel.com    	  	  	  	   	  

direct proportion to the amount of time you have to complete a task. Do you 

remember being given a two-week deadline to write a research essay in high 

school? Didn’t it take forever to finish? But if you forgot about it till the day 

before, mysteriously you could write the same research essay, and of a similar 

(if not higher) quality overnight… Interesting. 

That’s why I say it’s important to give yourself a set time each day, and a set 

number of words. That’s why you want to outline small goals that you can 

achieve, and chip away at the wooden sculpture every day, for a little while. A 

six-month sabbatical, unless you’re extremely disciplined, wouldn’t really help 

you write your novel. An hour a day, on the other hand, will. 

 

V – Very good, very good, Yay! 
I did laughter yoga, for a very brief spell, and one of the things I loved about it 

was that every so often you have to stop and say, “Very good, very good, Yay!” 

It’s an encouragement to keep going. I love that! As you continue on your path 

of writing, make sure you stop, often, and give yourself a little encouragement. 

Acknowledge how far you’ve come, and how much dedication it takes to write 

every day. Give yourself a pat on the back. You deserve it. 

 

W – The world 
Writing makes sense of the world. It’s a way to take the often bewildering 

array of experiences and interactions that bombard you every day, and play 

with them until you see why they make sense. It’s a way to restore order to 

confusion. Don’t cheat yourself out of it. 
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X – X-rated 
Now, I’m a fan of a well-written sex scene as much as the next girl (and let me 

tell you, if nothing else, those trashy romance writers know how to write sex 

scenes!) but there is nothing worse than an overwritten sex scene. We don’t 

need to know every little detail, and we certainly don’t need to know any 

details that are bordering on gross in real life (fluids of any description 

generally fit in here). Also be very careful about the names you use for the 

sexual organs. There are so many to choose from! Which would your character 

use? Think about this carefully. Many times a reader will be wrenched out of 

believing in a character simply because they used a cruder word than 

anticipated, or a euphemism when in real life they would have used slang. 

Make sure that the sex scene is described as all other scenes are described, so 

that there’s continuity. And if in doubt, make it shorter and less descriptive, 

never longer and more descriptive. There are many ways to describe sex 

without actually going down that sweaty slope of description. 

As with all your writing, you are expressly forbidden to consider what your 

parents would think of your sex scene. Forbidden! 

 

Y – Yes please 
Working on a novel will most likely give you the urge to say ‘yes please’ to any 

social functions. Anything that gets you out of the house, away from your 

writing room, and thereby away from what you’re supposed to be doing is 

going to seem very attractive. Even if it’s a distant relative’s wedding. Even if 
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it’s bingo night at the old age home. The thing is that if you’re out living it up, 

if you say, “yes please” to all these many and varied social activities, you 

aren’t going to be writing. And nobody will really care that you neglect your 

writing, because it’s your writing, it’s all about you. So you have to care. And if 

caring means that you say, “no thanks” to a couple of really tempting social 

offers (bowls, children’s plays and anniversary parties included) then that’s 

just the price you’ll have to pay. Being a writer is sometimes all about being 

anti-social. You have to live very fully in the world so you know what you’re 

writing about, but then, a lot of the time, you have to retreat and actually do 

the writing. 

It’s a balance thing. You’ll get it. 

Z – Zzzzz... 
You might be surprised to hear that I’m not actually opposed to the idea of 

taking a little nap while you’re writing. This is for those of you doing the three-

hour-a-day stint. If you’re only writing for an hour, forget about it. Sorry. But 

sometimes, when you’re in the middle of a three-hour writing marathon, you’ll 

get extremely sleepy. Crazy sleepy. So sleepy that you just have to lie down for 

5 to 15 minutes. And then, when you wake up, you’re totally refreshed and 

you have a new idea for how to solve the conundrum you were in before your 

nap. I don’t know how to explain it (I’m sure there’s a scientific explanation 

involving the mind shutting down or accessing parts of the subconscious) but 

it has worked for me in the past. Of course, you can’t be taking a little nap 

every day, or you won’t get any work done. And I’m not talking a curled up in 

bed with a blanket and a book nap, either. I’m talking lying on the floor of 
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your room at a Buddhist Retreat Centre, (if you happen to be editing at a 

Buddhist Retreat Centre). Or lying in a hammock, or on a rug, or a too-short 

couch. Something slightly uncomfortable, so that as soon as you try to roll 

over, or jerk your way into deep sleep, you’ll wake up. 

It has to be short to keep you fresh, but sometimes catching a few Zzzz’s can 

be like a bridge to the next part of your novel. Bear in mind, though, naps are 

like drugs. You have to use them sparingly, or you’ll become addicted and 

useless. 

 

And a final reminder: 

 

Writers Write 
This is possibly the most simple but effective piece of writing advice I have 

ever been given. If you want to write a novel, you have to write. Honestly. 

Authentically. Report on your version of the world – whether it’s in your head 

or in real life. You owe it to yourself to do it, to give it your absolute best shot. 

With Now Novel, you have the tools to get started. 

 

Yours in writing, 

 

Bridget McNulty 


