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INTRODUCTION

IT IS THE DREAM OF HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS, PERHAPS OF
millions, to write fiction full-time. This dream has a powerful allure.
To do nothing but create, to spend one’s working hours in the dream
state of one’s imagination—who wouldn't treasure that?

Making that dream a reality is the subject of this book. As a lit-
erary agent [ have journeyed with many writers from the submis-
sion of their first manuscripts to the magic moment of giving
notice at their day jobs, and beyond. Making the leap into full-time
fiction writing can be frightening, but most who take the plunge
also feel a powerful thrill. They are awed by the sense of freedom
and they are humbled by the responsibility, for writing fiction full-
time is not just a career choice, it is an act of faith in one’s stories.
It is saying, “My fiction matters.”

Can the dream actually come true? Yes, it can. While there is no
official count, it is beyond question that there are hundreds of full-
time novelists. Thousands more derive a significant portion of their
income from fiction. With roughly five thousand novels published
in the U.S. every year, there is clearly a serious need for publishable
novel-length material.

Of course, the first problem facing any new novelist is writing a
publishable manuscript. Many have the discipline to complete
one; far fewer make it over the hurdle of publication. What makes
the difference? Native talent? Some have it and others do not, that
is true, but in my experience talent is only one prerequisite for
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success. Skills like plotting, self-editing, and market sense can be
learned. This book discusses not only the basics of such skills but
also the fine points that make learning the novelists’ craft a career-
long pleasure.

Beyond writing lies the daunting business of getting published.
Oh, the horror stories! You have to be at a writers’ conference for
only a few minutes before you hear tales of woe about rejection
slips, slush piles, slow-to-answer editors, and glacially cool agents.
It can be discouraging. A lot of published writers hand out the
time-tested advice, “Be persistent.” It's good advice as far as it
goes, but it doesn’'t address fundamental questions that worry new
writers, such as “Am I really good enough?” and “What am I doing
wrong?”

This book is designed to show newcomers not only how to break
in, but also how to answer for themselves such questions as “What
are my chances?” or “If nobody agrees to read my material, how can
I know whether it is any good?” or “Is it worth revising my manu-
script, or should I move on to the next?”

For aspiring writers the farthest horizon is getting published.
Once that point has been reached, it would seem that one’s career
should be all smooth sailing. One has, after all, passed the big test.
One has been admitted, joined the club. After that, what is left but
deciding what to write next?

Savvier newcomers are aware of the challenges ahead. They know
that publishing is full of pitfalls. Competition is fierce and first-
novel advances are low; advertising and publicity support for first
novels are often scarce. It is a tough climb; nevertheless, most new
writers probably believe that given time and a little luck they have a
reasonable shot at making a living, maybe even at making it big.

Sadly, that is not exactly the case. The truth is that publishing in
the nineties is ruthlessly focused on the bottom line. From agents’
offices to retail stores, numbers rule. And what strange numbers!
Once upon a time sales were all-important; today, figures like ship-
in and sell-through can seal an author's fate long before the returns
are tallied up.

On top of that the game is, in many ways, rigged. Only a select
few authors receive the dump bins, co-op advertising, publicity
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tours, and other hoopla that are essential to making a big splash.
The system seems horribly unfair. The brutal truth is that authors
whose work does not quickly find a sizable audience can be, and
often are, rushed to the exit doors.

In fact, while I have no empirical evidence to point to, I believe
that fully 50 percent of the authors whose first novels have been
published since 1990 have not made it beyond their second, third,
or fourth book. I know this, in part, because | get calls from them
every week. These novelists thought they had writing careers; per-
haps they even gave up other careers only to discover that they have
been mishandled, lied to, abandoned, ignored, or even worse.

Their litany of woes is by now numbingly familiar: low advances,
lousy covers, editors who left, publicity people who did not care,
advertising that came too late (if at all), orders unfilled, opportuni-
ties lost, books out of print before the next one appeared. Their
voices are desperate, their attitude cynical. They ask for assistance,
but often they are beyond help.

Sound horrible? It is, but the fact is, too, that plenty of writers do
make it beyond their second, third, and fourth books. Hundreds do
make a living, and scores do make it to the big time. It is not all luck,
either. What makes the difference in these cases is that such
authors have found, by accident or by design, methods to overcome
the thousand and one obstacles that publishing inevitably throws
in one's way.

If this book is about nothing else, it is about the practical, day-
to-day solutions, methods, and techniques that I use to make my
clients’ careers happen. This book is the fruit of seventeen years on
the job, of thousands of battles fought in the trenches. It is about
marketing, contracts, hidden traps, strategies that work, ways writ-
ers go wrong—in short, everything I can think of that you might
need to make your career a success.

So who am I to be handing out this advice? [ am an independent
New York literary agent, and have been for sixteen years. (My first
year in this line of work was spent at a large and well-known
“super-agency.”) You will find me listed in many of the better pub-
lishing directories. You will find my offices on New York's Fifty-sev-
enth Street, right around the corner from that short but imposing

xiii
—
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stretch of the Avenue of the Americas—Sixth Avenue to locals—that
runs from Forty-second Street to Fifty-seventh Street, and that
forms the central axis of North American book publishing. I am
perched near the summit, and I have quite a view.

It is a view that [ wish to share with you. It is not the view of a
jaded professional; I am still too enthusiastic about the fiction busi-
ness for that. It is the view of a realistic, practical, hands-on profes-
sional. It is also the view of one who has worked on three sides of
this business: in the author's study, in the editor’s chair, and on the
agent’s phone.

I started my professional life as a junior editor at Dell
Publishing. I wasn't there long, for the industry decided to teach
me early about life in the corporate world: one day, without warn-
ing, my job was eliminated. It being a recessionary time, I found
similar jobs hard to come by. That is how I eventually wound up
working at a literary agency. 1 was happy to have the job, and hap-
pier still to find that I liked it. Here at last was a change from office
politics and endless meetings. Here was publishing at its most
basic: write, sell, survive.

Here, too, were the authors whose presence and spirit I found
strangely absent from the climate-controlled, high-rise world of cor-
porate publishing. Authors are my kind of folks: independent, cre-
ative, well-read, alive. Of course, authors are human. Some can
appear childish, needy, stubborn, and difficult, but on the whole
they are decent people trying to do good work and trying, often, to
say something important—or at least to entertain.

This has been my world ever since, though in the early days of my
agency [ was unable to support myself by representation alone. And
so, pseudonymously, I wrote novels, fourteen that were published.
Well, that is not entirely true: I did not write them only for the
money. | also wrote because I loved it.

Writing fiction was, I found, the most exciting, absorbing, and
fulfilling way [ had ever spent my time. There is joy in a well-turned
sentence. There is satisfaction in a tautly written scene. And when
all the words are strung together, all the chapters in order, one may
even have written a novel that says something worthwhile about the
human condition.
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Were my novels any good? Some were; some were not. They all,
though, taught me a great deal about the novelist’s craft, and, more
importantly, about how it feels to write and the world view of the
author. Writers, for instance, work in isolation. They go for long
stretches without feedback. Is it any wonder, then, that they are furi-
ously impatient for their editors’ comments on their newly delivered
manuscripts? Is it any more surprising that some of these same
authors stoutly resist revision?

It is common in publishing to remark jokingly that we’d be a lot
better off without authors. Authors can be highly exasperating, it is
true, but if you live inside their skin for a while you can start to
understand where they are coming from.

| like writers, especially novelists. They are, on the whole, inter-
esting people as well as people interested in life. They can be com-
passionate toward characters nobody else could love. They have a
sense of story, of the patterns that give meaning to our lives. Best of
all, they have the ability to draw us into detailed, absorbing worlds
built entirely of words.

And so | have devoted my working life to serving novelists. | am
unusual among my colleagues in that regard. Fiction is, today, a
tough business. Many agents would prefer to find some good
nonfiction to sell. Placing novels is a slow, difficult, and discourag-
ing process. It can take many books to get a career going. With
nonfiction you need only one snappy idea.

Do not misunderstand: [ am not altruistic. This is my living, and
so my emphasis is on commercial fiction. Still, a good novel is a
good novel, and when I find one that is worthy and exciting I take it
on regardless. My success rate is not 100 percent, but it is strong. |
sell more than seventy-five novels each year, and on top of that do
scores of deals for large-print rights, limited editions, translations,
movie and TV adaptations, and even, recently, for adaptation into
an animated cartoon show.

[ am an agent for career novelists: that is, authors who want to
write fiction full-time for a living. It is to such authors that this book
is directed. This book is about the little steps that add up, over time,
to big results. This book is not for dreamers who want to get rich
quick, though [ have nothing against speed.

[
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This book is also not for hobbyists, dabblers, screenwriters look-
ing for extra money, nor, alas, for authors of illustrated children’s
books, who are a separate breed in a highly specialized field. To be
sure, there is useful advice and information about book publishing
for all writers herein, but it is to full-time novelists that I am chiefly
addressing myself.

Why am 1 willing to share my expertise? Why am I not reserving
it for my clients?

We need storytellers. In our world of dislocation, of declining
institutions, it is imperative that the values that bind us together be
reaffirmed. One of the primary ways we do this, I believe, is through
the stories that we tell to one another.

Think about it. We tell stories all the time: on the phone to our
friends; with our families at holidays; from the pulpit; in speeches;
in newspapers; on TV. on-line; on the movie screen and live stage.
Would we do this if it were not important, even fundamental to our
mutual well-being? I do not think so.

Not all novels are equally good, of course. Some of them fade
from memory almost immediately; others last. Some have a pro-
found impact; others only momentarily delight. Some are short;
others long. Whatever their shape and substance, 1 believe that few
story forms have the power to grip an audience as firmly, as pro-
foundly, and for as long as the form we call the novel.

Novels' power, and the imaginative level on which they engage the
reader, 1 think account for the importance that they are accorded by
scholars, critics, and readers. It is easy to excite an audience through
film. The combination of script, color, moving images, sound, and
music is a potent brew. But novels are pure. They are a solo art. When
they succeed, it is through the imaginative power and literary skill of
a single mind.

Today, so many of the stories we get are the product of a team
effort. We do not need more of that. A story constructed by com-
mittee can be wonderful, I admit, but too often such stories offer us
what is easy and homogenized. They are built to touch only the
mass audience’s lowest common denominators. Only the solo sto-
ryteller has the chance consistently to show us new ways of seeing,
new paths toward understanding.
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That is not to say all novels are original, or even good, but nov-
elists are unique in their opportunity to speak with a single voice.
Dance, opera, and theatre have dwindled somewhat under the
twentieth-century onslaught of movies and television, but the
novel, centuries old, is as vital, alive, and important as ever.

I strongly feel that novels are essential to the health of our cul-
ture. Book publishing today may, at times, seem designed to make
a successful career as a novelist almost impossible. But that
appearance is deceptive. There are ways through the thicket of num-
bers, and there are solutions to every problem that the industry has
devised. Some may pine for the halcyon days of publishing long
ago, but not me. I know that it is just as possible to make a living
writing novels now as it ever was. You just have to know the ropes.

Solutions, strategies, knowledge, practical plans, damage con-
trol, managing success . . . in short, the path of the career novelist.
That is what this book is all about.






CHAPTER

The Dream

WHY WRITE NOVELS?

SURPRISINGLY, MANY PEOPLE UNDERTAKE NOVEL WRITING NOT
because they want to, but because they feel they ought to. That
defies logic. Novels are generally difficult and time consuming to
produce. The odds are against getting published.

Nonetheless, some people work at novels for years, never finish-
ing them or feeling any joy in the writing process. Why? Such peo-
ple, I believe, may have adopted the identity of “writer” as adoles-
cents and have not yet given it up. Not surprisingly, writing comes
naturally to teenagers. It helps them to make sense of their roiling
emotions. Elements of the romantic myth of the writer can also fit
an adolescent’s self-image: writers, they think, are poor, lonely,
depressed, misunderstood—and full of original insights.

There comes a time when this romantic self-image no longer
serves a useful purpose. God knows, there is nothing wrong with
thinking of oneself as a writer, but when people whip themselves for
not writing, then something is very wrong.

You have probably met this type: they spend big bucks on how-
to-write books, biographies of famous authors, classes, confer-
ences, and motivational seminars. They dress the part. They acquire
fountain pens and fabric-covered blank books, yet spend more time
talking about writing than actually doing it. And they struggle.
Listening to them you would think that novel writing is a task akin
to climbing Everest or seeking nirvana.
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The truth is that every writer is sometimes reluctant to write. An
empty sheet in the typewriter—or, these days, a blank computer
screen—is an intimidating sight. But real writers cope. They get
down to work. My method is to tidy my desk, stalling until time
pressure forces me past my resistance. Writers have all kinds of pri-
vate rituals. The point of them is to lessen anxiety. Whatever the
daily routine, I believe that writing novels should not, on the whole,
be a struggle.

Do not misunderstand me: true writers’ block is a real and painful
condition. [ know. I have had it. Writers’ block will be discussed later
on, but for now | would simply like to suggest that if the quest to
become a career novelist leaves you feeling inadequate, frustrated,
envious, or angry then it is not worth it.

Trust me, you do not have to do this. No one will think less of you
if you are not a rich and famous novelist. If you are exasperated,
burned out, getting nowhere, and cynical about this novel writing
“crap,” then quit. Life is tough enough.

If, however, you are still with me—and I will bet that you are—it
is a good idea to look deeper into your motives for writing novels.
The reasons behind your persistence have a big influence not only
on your chances of success, but on the stories that you craft and the
publishing decisions that you make.

Mickey Spillane declares that his reason for writing is “the urgent
need for money.” Generally, that rationale is expressed only by
established novelists. New fiction writers rarely cite money as their
primary motive. Indeed, even most established novelists are not in
the game to get rich. When questioned, they will confess that all
they really want financially is the chance to live comfortably, pay the
bills, put the kids through college, and retire in security.

Of course, most novelists hope to get rich sooner or later, but by
and large both published and unpublished novelists know that the
odds of making a real killing are pretty slim.

So, what drives you? To help understand, it is useful to think back
to the hierarchy of human needs posited by psychologist Abraham
Maslow. (You will probably remember this from a college psycholo-
gy course.) Maslow stated that human beings need, in order, food,
shelter, sex, self-esteem, self-actualization. Let's skip the first three;
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they are self-explanatory, I hope. The fourth, self-esteem, means valu-
ing oneself and being valued by others. The fifth, self-actualization, is
going beyond oneself: being creative, finding joy in learning and
discovery, becoming altruistic, loving all humanity.

As you can see, I'm sure, we all experience a mixture of these
motives. We are also a society whose basic needs are, for the most
part, satisfied. There is homelessness and hunger in America, to be
sure, but by and large we are well-fed, decently housed, and over-
sexed. And so we seek to fill higher needs.

Hoop dreams, Oprah, “recovery,” the lottery . . . there are many
ways for people to obtain public recognition. For some of us—espe-
cially the bookish, unathletic, socially uneasy among us—writing
novels is a natural path to this type of self-esteem. Writing lets us
stay at home. It carries us away from what is unpleasant in everyday
life, while at the same time instantly conferring upon us the mysti-
cal status of “novelist.” Even if you have not yet published, your
friends are sure to be impressed when you tell them you are work-
ing on a novel.

But that is only one side of the motivation coin. Most everyone
who writes sooner or later discovers the pleasure inherent in the
process. There is something indescribably wonderful about getting
the words right. Finding a side to one’s hero that one did not know
existed is a singular joy. A funny line can make one burst out laugh-
ing. Killing a beloved character can make one cry.

There is also a deep satisfaction in the growing mastery of the
craft. Like all creative endeavors, novel writing rewards practice.
Many accomplished novelists sit down to write largely for the chal-
lenge of trying to write something bigger, better, more profound
than before. For the dedicated novelist, there is no end of stories to
tell. Some of my clients tell me that they have more ideas for nov-
els than they can use in a lifetime.

There is more than grubby ego gratification here. In the pure, joy-
ful time spent in the world of one’s current novel, there can be dis-
covery and surrender of oneself in service of the story. It can be a
release from self. That is writing for its own sake.

Or maybe not entirely for its own sake . . . every once in a while [
come across a novelist who writes because he or she has something
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special to say. I do not mean those who want to preach, or practice
politics; their writing does not move me. | am talking about those
novelists who are driven to explore a particular time, place, people,
or style. Perhaps the most common expression of this is the writer
who says, “I wrote my novel because I cannot find the kind of stories
[ want to read.”

One also meets writers who delve into an area of personal passion.
Such a writer is my client Stephanie Cowell, author of the historical
novels Nicholas Cooke and The Physician of London. These novels brilliant-
ly recreate the London of the reign of Elizabeth I. Not surprisingly,
Renaissance England has been Stephanie’s lifelong passion. She sings
its music, studies its literature, reads about it endlessly.

Writers like Stephanie are, in the best sense, writing what they
know: not the dull details of ordinary life, but the exotic, absorbing
world found in some other place or time, or perhaps in the inner
world of some character whose life is unlike ours.

Writing for the sake of it does not begin with the statement, “I
know I can do better than that,” that sneering feeling sometimes
provoked by the inferior work of others. Now, I believe that the “I can
do better” sentiment is perfectly valid and enormously empowering,
but it is not unselfish. Writing for the sake of it is writing whether or
not one will be published or paid. It is loving the activity rather than
the life-style.

So, here are two pervasive reasons that people write novels: (a)
for the approval of others and (b) for the sake of writing itself. Nobody does
it for either reason alone. There are easier ways to get approval, and
the novelist who works in isolation, never publishing, is not a true
novelist but a hobbyist. Novels ultimately need readers. They are a
two-way transaction.

Please take a moment to consider which motive is strongest in
you. It makes a difference. What you want most out of novel writing
will, sooner or later, determine the quality of your career experience.

WHO BECOMES A CAREER NOVELIST?

Are there educational profiles that lead more often than others to a
novel-writing career? The easy answer to that question is no, but a
more complete answer must cover the ways in which some are given
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if not an edge then at least a head start. As in most things in life, we
are all created equal in rights but unequal in aptitude, tempera-
ment, and experience.

First the good news: there is truly no educational profile that
offers an undisputed advantage in the novel-writing game. Most of
the full-time novelists 1 represent are college graduates, and many
have advanced degrees. Those accomplishments, however, are by
no means universal. Several of my full-timers have earned no more
than a high school diploma.

Nevertheless, one cannot help noticing that many colleges offer
courses in writing. Certain graduate writing programs, such as the
lowa Writer's Workshop, are renowned. There are also reputable
programs for genre writers, like the Clarion Workshop for science
fiction. There is even a Raymond Chandler Fellowship for mystery
writers at Oxford University, administered by the Fulbright
Foundation. Are these useful opportunities?

The issue, really, is whether one can learn how to write a novel in
the classroom. Analyzing Virginia Woolf's To the Lighthouse in a
Modern British Novel course is not a bad idea. By the same token,
writing assignments that explore different facets of fiction tech-
nique are certainly not a waste of time. But will either of these make
you a better novelist or, indeed, a novelist at all?

Perhaps the biggest problem with novel writing courses is that
their duration is generally less than the time needed to complete a
whole novel. That is why most fiction courses concentrate on the
short story. Even master classes in novel writing can generally cope
only with a novel-in-progress. The goal in such courses is often not
to complete a novel but to produce sample chapters and an outline,
which is helpful but not the same.

Still, one can learn a lot in fiction classes, and I would never dis-
courage anyone from taking them. It is worth remembering, though,
that classes are taught by teachers. What and how much one will
learn will strongly depend upon the ability, biases, and background
of the instructor. Writing teachers are above all readers, and readers
have individual tastes.

Regarding graduate writing programs, it seems to me that such
programs reward word craft, evocative description, truth in charac-
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ter, command of theme, contemporary settings, and current styles.
No doubt about it: M.FA s write lovely stuff. Rarely, though, have |
read a novel by an M FA. that had a terrific plot. M.FA’s do not gen-
erally make their living writing novels; mostly they teach, and per-
haps there is a connection.

Most readers of this volume are probably beyond their formal
education. Should you return to the classroom? Are novel writing
courses worth it, or should you just take the plunge?

Experience is a great teacher, of course, but the task of novel writ-
ing is so complex that I strongly suggest that you not leap into it
without some preparation and practice. If nothing else, try your
hand at short stories. That will not work for everyone, of course. 1,
for example, have never done a short story. My first fiction was a
sixty thousand—-word romance novel, which was published and
made me a small pot of money. However, 1 had a strong writing
background and had also been producing reader’s reports for a new
line called Rendezvous Romances (later renamed Silhouette
Books). | was uniquely prepared for that task.

If you do enroll in a writing class, be aware that you will learn
more if your instructor is sympathetic to the type of novel that you
want to write. Try to audit the class ahead of time. Phone former stu-
dents. Be a good consumer. What's at stake is your confidence.
Many a good writer has been hurt by a bad teacher.

Now, what about career backgrounds? Are there any occupations
that can usefully prepare one for full-time novel writing? Do techni-
cal writers, screenwriters, or journalists have an edge?

Here are some of the jobs that my clients had before they went
full-time: psychiatric nurse, sculptor and game designer, under-
ground journalist, secretary, real estate developer, ad salesperson,
flight attendant, civil servant, career counselor, college administra-
tor, lawyer, copy writer, mother, and homemaker. As you can see,
that is quite a variety of occupations.

The nation’s best-selling authors present a similarly diverse
cross section. Tom Clancy was an insurance salesman. Judith Krantz
was an advertising executive. Stephen King was a high school
teacher. In prior occupations you can sometimes see the roots of
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the fiction that followed: John Le Carré was a spy; John Grisham is a
lawyer; Robin Cook is a doctor.

Others' fiction has its roots not in their occupations but in their avoca-
tions. Clive Cussler is a case in point: he was an advertising man who
developed a passion for diving while in the military. Today he writes
full-time, but also participates in several marine archaeological expe-
ditions every year. Not surprisingly, mystery authors are often cops
and lawyers. The science fiction field is full of scientists and engineers.

Clearly no occupation gives one a particular advantage where
fiction is concerned, but it is true, I believe, that one’s occupation
will strongly influence not only what but how one writes.

One would think, for example, that screenwriters, playwrights,
and poets would have a huge head start when it comes to fiction;
after all, they have word craft and story sense. That is so, but in my
experience those backgrounds do not supply a disproportionate
share of our professional novelists. Why? Because such writing
stresses qualities that are secondary in novels.

Take screenwriters, for instance; I am often contacted by them.
Screen writing is a brutally competitive business and when the
going gets tough, novel writing looks, to West Coast types, like an
easy way to make money. (Needless to say, it ain’t that easy.)

Novel manuscripts by screenwriters typically have several short-
comings. One is their length. Screenplays usually run 120 pages
maximum, and tell stories that can comfortably fit into two hours of
viewing. Premises of that sort are usually not strong enough to sus-
tain the length of a novel.

Screenwriters also tend to underwrite their characters, which is
normal for them since much of the characterization in a film is, and
must be, invented by actors. Similarly, screenwriters tend to leave
out exposition—the “interior monologue” that brings us inside a
character's head—because in movies too much spoken exposition
is deadly dull. As you can imagine, | am cautious when screenwrit-
ers send me their manuscripts.

Poets and playwrights have wonderful experience with, respec-
tively, words and character conflicts, but those are only a few of the
skills that make for successful fiction. Technical writers and journal-
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ists, too, bring a wonderful facility with words, but the same state-
ment can also be made of lawyers, copy writers, and con men. Being
good with words is not the same as being able to sustain narrative
tension for four hundred pages.

Nevertheless, there is generally something about one’s work that
is helpful when it comes to novel craft. Teachers, secretaries, actors,
social workers, and nurses all have to develop strong people skills.
They are excellent observers of behavior. Engineers, corporate execu-
tives, doctors, military types, librarians, and computer programmers
all understand complex systems and structures. They know how badly
things can go wrong, which is a wonderful help in creating conflicts.

What is more important than any of this, though, are some qual-
ities that anyone might have. Persistence is a big one. A first novel
can take years to build; a career can take decades. Attention to
detail, the willingness to revise, and the habit of breaking large
tasks into smaller pieces are also useful abilities. Novelists tend to
be intelligent and analytical, although the writing process itself is
highly intuitive and requires going into a sort of waking dream state.

I also believe that a tolerance for loneliness is a must, as is a tol-
erance for risk. Getting started as a novelist means being isolated
for long periods of time, as well as accepting a potential level of
rejection that can be crushing.

Above all, I find that novelists are passionate storytellers. They
love stories and compulsively collect them. They immerse them-
selves in fiction and seek out the company of other writers. They
draw from many sources: myths, movies, history, current events,
personal experience, family history.

Speaking of families, it is worth saying a few words about the
influence of family history and personality on a novel-writing career,
Just as one brings unresolved childhood conflicts to adult relation-
ships, so it is with one’s fiction career. Well-adjusted people will
cope nicely with the obstacies of writing and publishing. They give
themselves reality checks that assure them that their difficulties are
no different from those experienced by others. They solve their pub-
lishing problems in direct and effective ways.

Neurotic types can be more driven, but will often have a tougher
struggle in their careers. These folks, 1 find, tend to shape their adult
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relationships so that they will recreate their childhood traumas. The
purpose is to resolve old hurts in new relationships. That rarely
works. Neurotics may also feel the most comfortable in an atmos-
phere of turmoil and strife, and when they do not have it they some-
times create it. Neurotic novelists are the ones who are least con-
tent with their lot, most envious of others, quickest to switch
agents, and most likely to demand what is unreasonable from their
publishers.

From time to time | have also met authors who are actually psy-
chopathic. These grandiose types tend to self-destruct, either
through substance use, lying, bad business practices, or an inabili-
ty to sustain working relationships with their publishers. They talk a
good game and can be quite charming. They can also be superb at
intimidating and putting down others. One may momentarily envy
their power, but they do not prevail.

It is said that we marry our mothers (or fathers), and that the
office is family. The germ of truth in those ideas is also apparent in
publishing. Time and again I have watched starting novelists pre-
sent their best side while seeking publication, only to turn childish
and needy once they feel secure.

Are fiction writers necessarily more vulnerable and sensitive than
the general population? Are artistic ability and business acumen
mutually exclusive? To an extent it is true that entering the dream
state involves opening oneself up, lowering one’s defenses. But the
dream state is relaxing—even refreshing. Furthermore, one leaves the
dream state at the end of the day, or when dealing with one’s agent
or editor. Many professional novelists describe wearing two hats,
their writing hat and their business hat. That is a useful paradigm.

Being creative does not automatically mean being unbusinesslike.
Yet consider those novelists who were successful business people
before they turned to writing. Such folks should have no trouble deal-
ing with the real world of book publishing. Very often, though, I find
that doctors, lawyers, and even powetrful corporate executives sud-
denly act “stupid” once they become writers. They bring me manu-
scripts and say things like “I have no idea what I've written. I need
someone to tell me where this fits in the marketplace.” Also common
is “I can’'t deal with negotiating. I need you to do it for me.”
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| am grateful that people seek out my business skills, of course,
but frankly it is strange to hear such capable, highly intelligent peo-
ple acting dumb. What is going on? The answer, I think, is threefold:
(1) new novelists are genuinely in need of information and guid-
ance; (2) these successful people may, in part, be hoping to escape
stress; and (3) as in any intense personal interaction, dependency
can encroach upon publishing relationships. Just as it is natural to
seek mothering or fathering in marriage, so it is with publishing. We
all seek to fill our unmet needs.

The trouble is, alas, that a publishing company is not a family
and an agent is not exactly a psychotherapist—though, believe me,
there are many days when I feel like one! A novel-writing career is a
career. The novelist goes into business, and all business sooner or
later involves interacting with other people, solving problems, and
managing stress.

It is a good idea to think carefully about what you want out of
novel writing. If escape is a primary benefit, then the business
aspects of a novelist's career are sure to be a disappointment. If
acclaim outweighs other motives, beware of publication. Seeing
your first novel in print is a big thrill, but after that there can be a
large letdown if fame, sales, rave reviews, and peer respect do not
automatically follow.

The happiest beginners will be the ones who love the work for its
own sake. They will have comfort—and they will need it. The jour-
ney is exciting, but also long and exacting.

GETTING STARTED: THE INFLUENCE OF ANXIETY

Oh, the happy writer who is beginning a first book! What a thrill!
Sitting down at last to fulfill one’s dream! How delicious is the sen-
sation, “I am really doing it! I am writing a novel!” Endless hours in
the dream state . . . this, truly, is paradise.

Needless to say, the bliss of beginning does not last forever.
Sooner or later the pursuit of the dream rubs up against reality.
Often that first encounter involves one’s family. They worry. For one
thing, the writer is spending large amounts of time away from them.
That is threatening. For another thing, they can know—often better
than the writer—how high is the risk of failure. They are afraid. They
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do not want their loved one to get hurt. Thus, the first hint of
conflict appears, and with it a slight sinking sensation: writing
fiction is not going to be trouble free.

Still, most families are supportive, if cautious, and the writing
continues. But then, sooner or later, one’s friends find out. “Oh,
you're writing a novel!” they exclaim. “When will it be published?”
Published? That question can be anxiety-provoking when one has not
even finished the fourth chapter.

And so one begins to think about publishing. In fact, most nov-
elists start to think about it long before their first manuscript is
finished. Some worry about a sale before they have even begun!
That is normal enough, but-when writers then make premature
approaches to the publishih\g world there is a problem.

Why? Because there is likely to be one of two unhelpful results:
(1) rejection or (2) reading of one’s work before it is fully ready.
These may not seem like big problems, but a typical response to
rejection is to adjust one’s writing to meet the perceived “market
need.” As we shall see, that can be a dangerous mistake.

An unfinished manuscript may, perhaps, secure an expression of
interest, but in the nineties that is happening less and less. More
often one simply creates a negative bias in the minds of agents and
editors who, had they been approached later, might have respond-
ed positively. Going back a second time may prove impossible.

But whether one begins too soon or after too much revision, it is
inevitable: one must finally begin the scary task of finding a pub-
lisher. The first response to that challenge is often, “Akk! | don't
know where to start! Whom should I contact? How do I go about it?
[ need information. Help!”

There is a paralyzing sense of ignorance. Usually that does not
last long. Writers go out and get information. They talk to friends
or mentors. They attend conferences and conventions. They sub-
scribe to Writer's Digest and other magazines. They buy books like
this one. (Thank goodness!) They uncover lists and lists of agents
and publishers. While many of these are detailed and specific
about what these professionals are seeking, the writer may now
feel at sea. Where once there was too little information, now there
is too much!
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This is the point at which many writers begin to indulge in win-
ning-the-lottery fantasies. They dream of overnight success. There is
nothing wrong with that. It is a defense against anxiety.
Nevertheless, there is anxiety present and it is exerting an
influence.

A handful of lucky writers will indeed soar straight to the top, but
the vast majority face a period of rejection. Sometimes that period
can be quite long. A closet full of unpublished manuscripts may
accumulate. It is common to hear stories of entire walls covered
with rejection slips. All of that feeds the mythology of the suffering
writer, and paradoxically makes many writers more determined than
ever to break in.

Reinforcement for that feeling comes from writers who have
already made it. “Be persistent,” they advise. Other pieces of
advice: learn the language; publishing is a business, so sell yourself; get it in
the mail, keep it in the mail; get an agent; you won't find an agent until you
find a publisher.

Good advice and all true, in part, but the effect of it is sometimes
to diminish thinking and to enhance the determination to succeed
no matter what. Is there anything wrong with that?

Determination can be a good thing, but it can also make one
myopic. One can lose perspective. One can decide, “Damn it! I'll do
whatever it takes to succeed!” Frustrated newcomers can begin to
do silly things to get the attention of publishing pros. A friend who
edits romances for a major paperback publisher told me how at one
conference an overeager author followed her into the ladies room—
right into an empty stall—in order to pitch her manuscript. Did it
work? No way!

Typically, authors express their anxiety in more subtle ways. At my
office we see it all the time in off-putting query letters, which will be
discussed in a later chapter. More dangerous still is the temptation
to get a foot in the door—any foot, any door! The theory behind this
impulse is that “you have to start somewhere.” Some publication,
runs the thinking, is better than none. This is not necessarily true.

The truth is that publishing in the nineties is a ruthlessly unfor-
giving business. It is extremely difficult to recover from early mis-
takes. Signing up with the first agent who says yes, or even signing
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a bad contract with the wrong publisher, can be fatal. There is more
discussion of these situations later in this book. For now let us
focus on the feelings of anxiety.

What is this anxiety really about? It can be experienced as the
desperate feeling that no one in book publishing cares a damn
about you or your manuscript. One can feel it as anger over slush
piles (stacks of unrequested, waiting-to-be-read manuscripts), fury
over long response times, frustration with uncaring editors or
agents—one can even begin to resent the success of others. What
began as bliss can turn to utter misery.

I would like to suggest that these overt signs of anxiety actually
mask fears of a more fundamental sort. One is the fear of failure, the
terrifying possibility that one has wasted years of one’s life. A sec-
ond is the fear of humiliation—so many expectations to fulfill!
Especially one’s own!

Most fundamental of all, 1 believe, is the anxiety that derives
from the need for validation. Above all things, writers want accep-
tance. They long to be judged worthy of publication. They want to
be assured that they are not crazy. They need to know that all this
time and effort have not been for nothing.

If the breaking-in period becomes too lengthy or too frustrating,
most writers will sooner or later get desperate. Some will start to
avoid the whole process, refusing to push themselves. Others will
keep at it doggedly but cynically, losing all excitement and hope.

That is too bad, because that kind of burnout can lead to ill-
considered career decisions. And, as I said, these days there is little
room for error in the big, bad world of book publishing.






CHAPTER

The Reality

THE BAD NEWS ABOUT BOOK PUBLISHING

MOST WRITERS TODAY ARE AWARE THAT BOOK PUBLISHING HAS
become a big business. Some can even tell you the names of the
large conglomerates that own publishers such as Simon & Schuster,
Penguin, and Little, Brown. (Answer: Viacom, Pearson, and Time
Warner.)

Nevertheless, there is a persistent belief among writers that book
publishing contains pockets of resistance to the corporate trend.
Sure, the “suits” may run much of the game, but if one digs hard
enough one can still unearth independent imprints and dedicated
editors who will publish a book just because it is good, and damn-
all if the thing never earns out.

Indeed, the thinking goes, publishing books is not a science but
an art. Intuition must have some play. If every idea, every story, were
subjected to a profit-and-loss estimate, would that not ultimately
defeat the very purpose of publishing? Isn't it, finally, unprofitable
to quantify culture instead of create it?

That is true, but it is terribly naive to believe that somewhere in
the book business one can still find the profit-blind attitude associ-
ated with tweed jackets and gin and tonics at the Algonquin Hotel.
If it ever really existed at all, that mentality is long gone. Editors
today do care about good books, but they care even more about the
bottom line. They have no choice. In the nineties, their destiny is no
longer their own.
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Nowadays most editorial departments must answer to high cor-
porate masters. Although such masters run large media conglomer-
ates, they are generally accustomed to lofty profit margins. Book
publishing’s traditional 2 to 4 percent return does not cut it for a
cable TV giant that is used to 25 percent.

The result? Figures such as “copies shipped” and “sell-through”
(see Chapter 10) are available to all editors and, believe me, they
frequently check to see how their titles are performing. So do
agents. There is a horse race feeling to each year's publishing sea-
son. Authors whose sales are slipping are likely to be let out to pas-
ture. Everyone in the business deplores this state of affairs, but no
one does anything about it.

Sound depressing? It is, but I believe that novelists can use the
system to their advantage. To do so, however, they must first under-
stand it.

So, first a little history: in the early part of this century, book
publishing was hardcover publishing. Firms were not necessarily
small, but their family origins were readily apparent. W. W. Norton,
Alfred A. Knopf, Harper Brothers . . . many of the names survive
today. It is tempting to think of this period as the good old days,
but it was not. We know this because at the beginning of the thir-
ties the National Association of Book Publishers commissioned an
in-depth industry study.

The Cheney Report, as it was called, found that book publishing
was “best-sellerized to the point of death by suffocation.” It also
pointed out that the industry as a whole suffered from greedy
authors, too many titles, lack of list rationale, inefficient distribution,
poor marketing, merger mania, a dearth of statistics, and wishful
thinking. (“The industry has made a fetish of the accident,” Cheney
said. “It is organized not so much to sell as to wait for a bestseller.”)

Later, in 1939, the paperback made its first appearance. Large
numbers of books were given away to soldiers in World War I, and
thereafter the paperback’s importance was assured. Indeed, by the
mid-fifties it was common wisdom that a paperback sale was crucial
to any book’s success. Still, in the fifties paperback covers were
largely sensational, even lurid, and so paperbacks were considered
“cheap” or “trashy.”
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All that changed in the seventies, the decade of the second
paperback revolution. Covers improved, paper grades got better,
and prices rose. The trashy image did not entirely go away, but cer-
tainly the paperback business gained a higher profile and profitabil-
ity. Companies that once were shunned as low-margin supermarket
suppliers now became the cores of large publishing corporations.
Huge numbers of copies were sold. The Exorcist sold 12,400,000
copies. The Thorn Birds sold 10,880,000 copies.

When [ entered the business in 1977, it was the heyday of origi-
nal paperback publishing. The concept was not new. Back in the
fifties, Gold Medal Books pioneered the idea and attracted authors
like Sax Rohmer, Taylor Caldwell, and John D. MacDonald by offer-
ing them a two-thousand-dollar advance and a cent-per-copy royal-
ty. Gothics, Harlequins, and “sci fi” were all done in original paper-
back editions.

Nevertheless, up to that time highly popular authors had primarily
been built in hardcover. I experienced the sea change in the business
when Dell, where | worked, published with great fanfare an original
paperback novel called The Promise. (Actually, it was a novelization of a
forthcoming movie, but as with Love Story that detail was downplayed.)
The movie is now forgotten, but the author of the novel, Danielle Steel,
is a best-seller. Her move into hardcover came only later.

Building an author entirely in paperback was a huge innovation,
but a good one. Hardcover publication could be attempted for such
authors with much less risk. Authors such as Janet Dailey, John
Jakes, and John Saul were built with this strategy. In the seventies,
the paperback tail was wagging the hardcover dog.

The eighties was an era obsessed with mergers and acquisitions.
Hardcover houses were absorbed en masse by the new conglomer-
ates (which were themselves absorbed into large multinationals).
This vertically integrated type of publishing company—a hard/soft
house, in industry slang—is today’'s norm. Critics complain of lost
diversity and less competition, but supporters say that the industry
has gained a new marketplace clout.

Other developments in the eighties had an equally important
impact on book publishing. One was the rise of chain bookstores
like Walden Books and B. Dalton. Located in malls, these stores not
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only brought books to millions of new customers but also made
hardcovers affordable with generous discount policies.

For authors, though, the rise of the chains also had a downside.
Since roughly 20 percent of sales were made through a handful of
chain accounts, the needs of those accounts began to dominate the
business. And what did the chains need? Fast-moving frontlist.
Glitzy, sensational fiction. Judith Krantz and Sidney Sheldon.
Backlist or mid-list, those novels deemed worthy but unlikely to
achieve bestseller status? Sorry, too slow-moving.

On the paperback side, new strategies arose. One was a tech-
nique for boosting a book's exposure by flooding the so-called
wholesale accounts: supermarkets, drugstores, newsstands, air-
ports, and other outlets serviced by independent (ID) distributors.
The technique worked well for historical romances, but high ID
return rates ultimately proved a disaster.

Indeed, a whole genre was ruined this way: horror. Riding the
coattails of the success of Stephen King, horror authors found a
ready readership in the paperback racks—for a time. After a few
years, a combination of overpublishing and reliance on wholesale
distribution shipwrecked an entire generation of dark fantasists.

The chains introduced another element that has transformed the
book business: computerized inventory tracking. Now a single buyer
sitting at a computer terminal could order mystery novels for hun-
dreds of outlets. In one way this was enormously efficient, but in
another it was shortsighted. Authors came to be judged on their
‘numbers” alone. Nevertheless, computerized tracking is now uni-
versal in the business.

The boom of the eighties could not keep up forever, and when the
Gulf War recession hit in 1991, book publishing took a dive.
Companies downsized. Lists were cut. Editors were let go.
Inefficient wholesale flooding stopped, and new attention was paid
to traditional bookstores. Mall foot traffic declined, which sent the
chains on a quest for new retail concepts. About the only good news
in the early nineties was that new paper mills kept production
capacity up and paper prices low.

This brings us to today. Today, book publishing is a small sub-
sidiary of a vast, multinational media industry. Book publishing is
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still largely located in New York, but thanks to computers the locus
of power is the superstore bookshelf. Hard/soft giants have all but
wiped out independent hardcover houses. Despite that, the paper-
back business is in crisis. Paper and cover prices are rising, and so is
consumer resistance. A net sale of a million units is now rare. ID con-
solidation and superstore dominance have also hurt mass-market
paperbacks. The second paperback revolution is over, except in cer-
tain genres.

Today, fewer editors are editing more books. (One editor 1 know
at St. Martin’s Press is responsible for more than one hundred titles
per year.) Not surprisingly, editors are changing jobs as often as
ever, leaving behind “orphaned” authors. Happily, a given book’s
shelf life is rising, but authors have less time overall in which to
prove their worth. They also have to prove themselves mostly on
their own, since advertising and promotion money is as scarce as it
has ever been.

On top of all that, lists are tight. Although some five thousand
fiction titles are published each year, that number is down roughly
15 percent since 1991. Authors face increased competition, both
from newcomers and from established authors who have been jetti-
soned by their publishers. Complete manuscripts are plentiful.
Selling on partial and outline is increasingly difficult, unless one is
already under option.

Ready for more bad news? Advances are down, too. So are roy-
alty rates. In fact, some paperback houses are paying 2 and 4 per-
cent to new authors. (The norm used to be 6, 8, and 10 percent.) On
the back end, publishers are demanding more. Why not? It is a buy-
ers’ market. “We must have world rights” is a frequently heard
demand. Publishers are also seeking all electronic rights. On that
issue, publishers and agents are currently at war. (A fuller report is
in Chapter 17.)

What about backlist, one’s prior novels? Backlist sales are grow-
ing more important, but accumulating a backlist is hellishly hard.
Rigid categorization in bookstores has also made it difficult to sell
cross-genre or out-of-category novels. Worse, book companies are
increasingly looking to other media for authors and content. Today's
best-seller is as likely to be Tim Allen as Saul Bellow.
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If all this stuff sounds gloomy, it is. But the picture is not entire-
ly bleak.

THE GOOD NEWS ABOUT BOOK PUBLISHING
Get ready for a shock: More people than ever are reading books.

Yes, you read that correctly; readership is way up. That may seem
impossible in TV-saturated America, but it is true. According to USA
Today, reading is the favorite leisure time activity of 25.1 percent of
all Americans, outweighing even sports. In 1994, Americans bought
more than one billion books. (That's billion.) And people are going to
all sorts of places to get them: chain superstores, small indepen-
dents, book clubs, discount stores, price clubs, mail-order ser-
vices—even the library! In Broward County on Florida’s east coast,
the library system in 1994 circulated 6,160,732 books, magazines,
and audiovisuals to 1,431,670 cardholders. Not bad.

In terms of dollars, the numbers are even more impressive. In
1994, total industry sales were $18.8 billion. Publishing is reliably
forecast to grow at a 6 to 8 percent annual rate, so by the end of the
decade the book industry should annually gross $25 billion in sales.
Clearly, book publishing is a lively, growing, healthy business.

Now, get ready for the best news of all: fiction outsells nonfiction.
That's right! According to a study done in 1992 by the NPD Group for
the Book Industry Study Group (and others) in the category of adult
books, fiction accounts for 66 percent of unit sales as opposed to 9
percent for nonfiction. Of that fiction segment, 63 percent of unit sales
are racked up by mass-market paperbacks. Hardcovers and trade
paperbacks hold about equal proportions of remaining unit sales.

Fiction rules, no doubt about it. But what about the future?
Aren't books actually headed for oblivion? Look at the children
growing up amid the computer revolution. Will they buy books as
adults when they learned grammar at computer terminals at school,
and entertained themselves at home with Nintendo?

It may be that the future will be digital, but it will not be book-
less. Consider this: the only publishing segment in the nineties that
is showing consistent double-digit growth is children’s books.
Parents are buying books for kids, and kids are reading them. That's
good news, since reading is a lifelong habit.
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Looking at the industry more closely, there are some other bright
spots.

For one thing, this is a great time to be a woman in the publish-
ing business, whether one is working in the industry or as an author.
Not only are publishing salaries at parity, but the glass ceiling is
much higher in our business than in almost any other. Indeed,
women preside over many of our biggest publishers. Their corporate
masters may still be men, but publishing women even so exercise a
degree of power previously unknown.

This is also the era of the woman author. Women have always
appeared on best-seller lists, but never to the degree they do
today. Genre fiction has likewise been transformed. No longer are
women relegated to romances. Today, science fiction and fantasy
authors are 50 percent female. In the mystery field, Sisters in Crime
has led a revolution that has left male authors much poorer—and
openly hostile. Even the western is going female. Traditional
shoot-em-ups are giving way to revisionist treatments that give
equal time to women and Native Americans. A new organization,
Woman Writing the West, has been formed. It is small, as yet, but
no doubt it will grow.

Speaking of genres, it is worth noting the predominance of the
categories in current publishing and retailing. Once, sci fi, crime,
and romances were small sections in most bookstores. Today they
each claim as much shelf space as the fiction or literature section.
Publishers and bookstores both have seen the light: genre fans are
voracious readers, loyal to their category and inexpensive to reach.
Writers of thriilers, mysteries, science fiction (“SF” is the preferred
shorthand of insiders), fantasy, romances, and other genres enjoy
new levels of respect.

They are beginning to feel their power, too. Genre writers are well
organized. They meet at conventions. They have associations,
sometimes several per genre. So far, in my opinion, they have not
been terribly muscular in advancing their collective lot, but perhaps
that will change. Indeed, 1 can envision a day when category writers
will together demand from their publishers a level of support com-
mensurate with their worth.

[ want to be around for that. Meanwhile, genre authors enjoy
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unique access to their audience, and can develop—either with their
publishers’ help or on their own—a relationship with booksellers
through signings and readings. Specialty stores help make that
process even more effective.

Better still, genre authors are generally allowed longer devel-
opment periods than mainstream writers. Low advances entail
less risk. A good sell-through on a small ship-in (again, see
Chapter 10) can be tolerated because the publisher knows that
those readers will be back—maybe with friends. When a main-
stream author does not explode out of the gate, disappointment
can be high. That is less true with genre authors. Accepted wisdom
says they must build.

Believe me, it is no accident that I represent lots of authors of SF,
fantasy, and mysteries. These authors are more likely to survive
their first five books, and I can often lift them up the publishing lad-
der quickly once they have passed that threshold.

What about price inflation? Generally, that is not a positive trend.
Higher prices make readers more reluctant to buy, which, in turn,
makes it harder to grow one's audience. At the same time, if an
audience has been captured, higher prices also mean higher royalty
payments. In other words, fewer writers are making it today, but
those that do are making more money.

I must also mention that there are growing revenue opportuni-
ties overseas. Traditional markets like England, Germany, and Japan
have hit a plateau, perhaps, but new rights sales in Korea, China,
Russia, and Eastern Europe are very promising. We also face little
competition from countries like Japan. The world wants American
culture; America remains insular.

At home, we have a small-press segment that is growing in
importance. Regional publishers and university presses are also
benefiting from the unwieldy scale of New York publishing. A tiny
niche for New York can be a profit center for a nimble regional.
Presses like Four Walls/Eight Windows and White Wolf are even
beginning to encroach on New York's genre dominance.

Allin all, there is good news to be found amid the depressing sit-
uation in our downsized, competitive industry. But how can authors
capitalize on it? Which strategies will work? How can they keep from
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being crushed under the weight of an $18.8 billion behemoth? In my
experience, the first step is finding the right attitude.

THE RIGHT ATTITUDE FOR THE CAREER NOVELIST

It appears to me that much of the early disappointment felt by nov-
elists comes from unrealistic expectations. Many imagine that pub-
lishing is—or can be—a get-rich-quick business.

It is not. There are always overnight successes, of course. One
reads (enviously) of them all the time. The truth of the matter,
though, is that most rich and famous authors got that way slowly.
John D. MacDonald, Dean Koontz, P. D. James . . . these authors built
their reputations over a number of years.

How many years? That varies, but here is my rule of thumb: gen-
erally, it takes five books to establish an author or a series. It is
essential to one’s survival that each book remain in print and avail-
able on the shelves as the others appear. Switching genres—or even
switching publishers—is a problem. It is likely to send an author
straight back to “go.”

Another problem is long lapses between books. It is not that
readers will not wait for the next novel by an author whose work has
left a deep impression. They will. The trouble is publishers.
Warehouse space is costly. Keeping backlist in stock is profitable,
but only as long as reorder rates from the field maintain a certain
level (generally several hundred per month).

When the rate falls below that threshold there is little reason to
go back to press unless the author has a new novel on the way soon.
In this situation, it is usual to see an author's backlist slip gradual-
ly out of print. The author is now in trouble. Each new book is his
only book. 1t is hard to build an audience that way, and harder still
to grow an income.

I mentioned five books . . . once past that point, is success auto-
matic? Not necessarily. If the novelist is lucky, annual earnings may
be supporting her, but in many cases all one can safely say is that
things are going in the right direction. The writer is, thankfully, still
in the game. Big success may not happen for a while.

How long will it take? It is not unusual for break-out—that sudden
surge in sales that brings an author industry-wide attention—to
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come after ten or even twenty books. Patrick O'Brian is a case in
point. So is Martin Cruz Smith. These authors served long appren-
ticeships. Others never make it to break-out at all.

Ideally, I would budget ten years from the time of beginning one’s
first manuscript to the time one is safely established as an author.
Even then, I know of many authors who wrote for ten or more years
before making their first sale. Does that sound like getting rich
quickly to you? It doesn’t to me.

Novel writing is a slow-motion business. For those who feel
impatient at the slow pace of career growth in our industry, I would
like to suggest a practical outlook to adopt.

First, think of writing as an end in itself. If your goal is only to be
published, disappointment is likely. If you are writing mostly for
the love of it, however, then as a working novelist you are already a
success.

Second, think of the publishing business as a means to an end.
There is a tendency among authors to talk of “markets.” By this most
authors mean the editors who can give them a contract. Finding
those editors is the quest. Selling them a novel is the goal. But what
a limited goal!

In reality, your ultimate market is your readers. They are your cus-
tomers. If you serve them well they might even become your repeat
customers, the ones who will finance your house, put tires on your car,
buy clothes for your kids, and so on. Authors without a sense of their
readers do not understand the reason for their success. These authors
risk failure, too, for they know nothing of their customers’ needs.

Here is another way to look at it: publishing a first novel is like
opening a store. In that store, you are selling certain goods.
Customers come in. They like what they find. They come back. They
tell their friends. Eventually you are making a nice living.

Sound logical? I hope so. Far too many authors, though, think
that their only responsibility is to write what they like. It is up to
their agents to find a home for it, their editors to make sense of it,
and their publishers to make it a success. Or so they think. The key
group they are leaving out is readers.

Readers are consumers. Like any consumers, they are brand
loyal. A brand is, by definition, something that is consistent and
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reliable. A brand does not spring surprises, or at any rate, not
unpleasant ones. A brand is available when one wants it. One can
count on a brand. Is it therefore wrong to count on one’s favorite
author to deliver good stories at reliable intervals? I do not think so.
It is simple consumer psychology.

Take my analogy a step further: you have opened a store.
Suddenly you decide to replace your merchandise. One day you are
selling fruit; the next day, auto parts. Will business continue as
before? Certainly not. Old customers will vanish. New customers
must be won over.

Again, the principle is simple, yet a surprising number of authors
believe that no harm will come if each new novel is a drastic depar-
ture. What does it matter as long as it is sold to a publisher?

In one sense it matters not at all. The nimble and talented can
get by that way. What they will fail to do is to build an audience.
Critical acceptance may come. They may achieve a certain cult sta-
tus. Nevertheless, readership will not grow to the numbers that
make success real and lasting. For that one must be mindful of
one’s audience, a consistent storyteller.

One more time, back to the store: suppose one suddenly closes
up for an indeterminate period. Years pass. Then, just as suddenly,
one reopens. Is it reasonable to expect the old customers to come
pouring back through the doors? Definitely not. Customers are out
of the habit. They now shop elsewhere. They must be won again.

So it is with novels. A long period without publication is like clos-
ing one’s store. Customers go away—although it must be said that
there is a correlation between the quality of one’s writing and how
long readers will wait for the next book. Joseph Heller can take
twenty years between books. Lesser novelists may not receive a
warm welcome after so long an interval.

Thinking of your readers as your ultimate customers can also
help when publishing problems arise. Suppose, for instance, that
your first novel is not selling. If your main goal is publication you
will try ever more desperate tactics to get a foot in the door. If you
see a sale as merely a step along the way, you might stop to take a
look at your work, and possibly rewrite. Which approach do you
think will be more successful?



THE CAREER NOVELIST

A whole host of problems become easy to solve when one thinks
of publishing only as a means. Take the problem of categorization.
Some writers hate it when their novels are pigeonholed. They loathe
the labels “science fiction” or “historical.” They find them limiting.
How can one word on the spine encompass all of their novels’ qual-
ities, all of their mass appeal?

Such writers are looking at the wrong issue. Take a look at read-
ers. In bookstores readers head directly for their favorite section.
Why not? That is where they will find what they want. Thus, the solu-
tion to the category conundrum is this: figure out in which section
a novel will find the majority of its readers. Voila. That is the section
where it belongs.

Getting back to attitudes, I would like to make one further sug-
gestion. Once you have oriented yourself to the real rewards and the
true customers in this business, it is a good idea to formulate a
career plan. This is something I do with all my clients. It can be as
simple as “I want to be writing fiction full-time in five years” or as
complicated as a timetable for launching lines in three categories
under three different names.

It does not matter. What matters is having realistic goals and
some idea of how to reach them. Every good business has a plan. If
your business is writing novels, why not draw one up?

Later in this book there are three “strategy sessions” designed to
help starting, midcareer, and break-out-ready novelists identify
their choices and the issues facing them. If you like, use these to
draw up your plan or to measure your progress.



CHAPTER

Pitching Errors

FIRST IMPRESSIONS

YOU CANNOT PUT IT OFF FOREVER: SOONER OR LATER YOU WILL
have to bring your novel out into society. It is a daunting prospect.
Invitations are scarce. Once you arrive the parties can prove to be
very crowded. Will anyone care to meet your young protégé? In large
part that depends upon you. Your introduction will make all the dif-
ference. If pleasing, the suitors will flock around. If not, your little
one may never be asked to dance.

Enough metaphor. You see my point: the way in which you intro-
duce your novel is crucially important. Whether you first approach
authors for blurbs, or agents for representation, or publishers for
publication, the process begins with a pitch.

Not long ago I was a guest speaker at the Pacific Northwest
Writers Conference (PNWC), an annual gathering that brings togeth-
er agents, editors, established authors, and new writers who are at
various stages of breaking in. The pros numbered, perhaps, two
score. The newcomers numbered in the hundreds. You can imagine
what happened. Like fearful settlers anticipating attack from a
bloodthirsty tribe of Apaches, the agents and editors quickly band-
ed together.

Happily, no circle of wagons was needed. The conference orga-
nizers had told the new writers not to ambush the pros, but to shoot
their arrows only during scheduled, fifteen-minute appointments.






