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			Introduction

			Sun Tzu, so far as we know, never wrote a novel.

			Nor did he live in L.A., which makes it nearly certain he never tried his hand at a screenplay.

			What we do know is that the author of The Art of War was a Chinese general writing sometime between 400–320 b.c. who recorded his aphorisms based upon actual experience in the field.

			The approach to war in Sun Tzu’s day was a chaotic mess. By bringing orderly principles to bear, he enabled generals to finally achieve clarity in planning for battle.

			The publishing business is a messy affair, too. There are many obstacles on the way to publication—including one’s own mental state—that it seems daunting and downright hostile out there.

			What I want to do with this collection is offer you some helpful observations based on more than twenty years in the fiction writing game. This is not a comprehensive “how to” on fiction. I’ve written two other books in that form. Rather, I seek to fill in some “cracks” in what is normally taught in writing books and classes.

			I still read books on writing. My philosophy is if I find just one thing of value, even if it’s only a new take on something I already know, it’s worth it. Anything that helps me become a better writer, I want to find. That’s the spirit I hope permeates this text.

			Because I am, like you, a writer. We understand each other. We are not like other people. We are, in fact, pitiable wretches.

			Let me explain.

			Back in the 1940s, a novelist named Jack Woodford gave advice to young writers, among which was the following:

			
				So there you are. A free-lance writer! Oh pitiable wretch! Oh miserable fool! Of all the business you could have gone into—operating a movie theatre, or making guns, running a drug store or learning how to be a tailor or a plumber, a typographer or a hot dog cook—you insist on going into the business of cash and carry prose. Well, you know best. As for me, I know there isn’t a so-and-so thing I can do to discourage you or make you change your mind. I admit (reluctantly) I’ve made a pretty good thing out of it myself. But I’ve had some breaks  . . . Can you be sure of getting breaks? Of course you can’t. That’s what a break means—a stroke of luck that nobody expects, all pine for madly, and mighty few ever get. Where would I have been without my breaks? God knows. I don’t!

				—Jack Woodford, How to Write for Money

			

			So The Art of War for Writers is my modest attempt at a field manual for all writing wretches, because I know how hard it is out there. Following Sun Tzu’s example, I’ll keep the subjects compact, subsumed under three main areas:

			1. reconnaissance. This section is primarily about the mental game of writing, because what happens in your head affects everything else.

			Dick Simon, of Simon & Schuster fame, once said, “All writers without exception are scared to death. Some simply hide it better than others.” Mental landmines are everywhere and, if not cleared, will keep you from producing words that sell.

			A successful writing career must be built upon mental discipline. That doesn’t mean you have to give up your role as the town eccentric. It does mean you have to write smart if you want to get published.

			2. tactics. Here, we’ll talk about craft. I’ve taught writing for fifteen years and written a couple of books and numerous articles on it. I’ve also benefited from writing books and articles myself, none of which I throw away, and all of which make my living space smaller.

			What I want to provide in this section are practical tactics and techniques to help you go deeper, to do things that will set you apart from all the vanilla slush that’s poured into the offices of tired editors and agents.

			Think of these as the extras Q gives James Bond. You know, like cufflinks that are really flame throwers. Pens that turn into parachutes. That sort of thing. (See also “Utilize the Q Factor as a strategic weapon for motivation at just the right time.”.)

			These are all techniques to put in your toolbox, ready to use on your novel.

			I’ve seen a great many manuscripts in the last few years that have been very good, yet failed to sell. The writing was solid, the characters and plot workmanlike, the structure sound.

			Yet, no placement. Why not? Because good enough isn’t good enough anymore.

			Sun Tzu understood that it was the accumulation of small advantages that added up to long-term victory. You need to view your manuscripts the same way.

			And here’s the good news. If you can take just one aspect of your writing to that storied “next level,” it will be quite evident to an agent or editor. They see so much that is mediocre that their literary eyes will light up with delight at seeing something better.

			3. strategy. Finally, I offer some advice on the no man’s land of the publishing biz. Anything can happen here, and often does. You have to be aware of the possibilities, and take a long, strategic view of your career.

			Simply put, you must be devoted to quality.

			It’s no secret what happened to the Detroit automakers in the 1970s and ’80s. They put out products inferior to the Japanese who were excelling in both design and reliability. As a result, Detroit car manufacturers dug themselves into a hole from which they have never fully recovered.

			In any enterprise, quality is job one. Quality is defined by two things:

			
					
					appeal of the workmanship

				

					
					absence of defects

				

			

			Never flag in the pursuit of writing excellence, for that is your workmanship. The Japanese were inspired by the concept of kaizen, the philosophy of seeking constant improvement in all aspects of business, every day, all the time.

			At the same time, keep learning about the common defects found in unsuccessful writing and in the operations of the publishing world—so you won’t engage in them.

			Sun Tzu wrote: “He wins his battles by making no mistakes.”

			My hope is that this manual will help you avoid mistakes and write stronger books and win the battle to get and stay published.

		

	
		
			Part 1

			Reconnaissance

			
				Thus, what enables the wise sovereign and the good general to strike and conquer, and achieve things beyond the reach of ordinary men, is foreknowledge.

				—Sun Tzu

				Baseball is 90 percent mental—the other half is physical.

				—Yogi Berra
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			The writer who observes the battlefield before entering the fray will be better equipped to plan strategy and tactics.

			War, according to Sun Tzu, is about adaptability and the taking advantage of opportunities.

			That’s where reconnaissance comes in. Reconnaissance is the gathering of information, based on observations behind enemy lines, for military purposes.

			Reconnaissance lets you know what you’re up against.

			It enables you to work smart.

			To begin our own reconnoitering, let’s get an aerial view of the publishing business. What do we see down there?

			A great big dollar sign, that’s what we see.

			Write this down: It’s about money.

			The publishing business is a business, and businesses need to make a profit.

			“Wait,” comes the protest. “You mean to tell me it’s not about passion for great writing? Not about agents and editors and publishers who truly care about good books?”

			Yes, these people do exist. Without them, publishing would have no heart. But they are constrained in their efforts by that ubiquitous arbiter of all things corporate and commercial, the bottom line. If they can merge art and commerce, happy day! But commerce eventually controls.

			Do you seek a career as a novelist? Then you need to know that it comes down to a simple query: Will you be of value to a publisher?

			The publishing business has always been undergirded by monetary calculation. Even when Maxwell Perkins was snifting brandy and wading through a trunk of Thomas Wolfe pages. Even when Bennett Cerf was plucking his tie nervously because Ayn Rand refused to allow Atlas Shrugged to be cut.

			Yes, even when Fitzgerald was boozing and Hemingway was running from the bulls, it’s always been about the money because no business can continue to run unless it turns a profit.

			If anything has changed, it’s that this calculus has picked up speed. In the “old days,” a publishing house might have carried promising talent along for a number of books, hoping they’d catch on.

			Not so today. Corporate consolidations demand quarterly profits, so money has to be made, and fast.

			As the legendary ad man David Ogilvy once put it, “In the modern world of business, it is useless to be a creative original unless you can also sell what you create.”

			So, as one who wants to make a career out of fiction writing, you simply must show the publisher your value, now and in the future.

			Publishers are not interested in publishing a novel. They want to publish novelists, writers who can build readerships and make money for the company over the long term. You need to position yourself as someone who can deliver the goods.

			Does this mean not writing what you love?

			No. But write what you love with eyes wide open.
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			The writer must understand the essentials of success for a long-term writing career, and count the cost accordingly.

			Assuming you have decided to forge ahead toward a fiction- writing career, let me give you the ten characteristics you must possess (or develop).

			
					
					desire. It’s got to be a hunger inside you. You’re going to have to sacrifice time and money and endure frustrations galore. If you don’t have the desire, you won’t last long out there on the battlefield.

				

					
					discipline. It’s all about production. A quota of words, six days a week.

				

					
					commitment to craft. You can’t just dash off a book. Leonard Bishop wrote, “Dramatic characters, inventive plotlines, exciting and intense situations are not achieved through accident or ‘good luck.’ The writers of great books zealously learn the craft of their profession so they can release the power and depth of their imagination and experience.”

				

					
					patience. It takes time. But you can cut down the time if you have 1, 2, and 3.

				

					
					honesty. Be willing to confront your weakness- es as a writer.

				

					
					willingness to learn. No chip on your shoulder. Check your ego at the door, or wherever else is convenient.

				

					
					business-like attitude. Develop business savvy and professionalism.

				

					
					rhino skin. Learn from every rejection, and never let any rejection hold you back.

				

					
					long-term view. Don’t think: “Do I have a book inside me?” Think: “Do I have a writer inside me?”

					And answer: “Yes!”

					

			

			
				If someone who writes that badly can become a writer, then even the dippiest of us can become a writer, chacma baboons can become writers, sludge and amoeba can become writers. The trick is not in becoming a writer, it is in staying a writer. Day after week after month after year. Staying in there for the long haul.

				—Harlan Ellison

			

			
					
					talent. The least important. Everyone has some talent. It’s what you do with it that counts.

				

			

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			How’d you do on that list? If you see any weaknesses, are you confident that you can turn them around?

			You can, you know. Start by writing down your honest reactions to the following statements:

			
				I decided that I would continue to write as long as I lived, even if I never sold one thing, because that was what I wanted out of my life.

				—George Bernau

				Your reaction

				 

				 

				 

				You must want it enough. Enough to take all the rejections, enough to pay the price of disappointment and discouragement while you are learning. Like any other artist you must learn your craft—then you can add all the genius you like.

				—Phyllis Whitney

				Your reaction

				 

				 

				 

				In Boot Camp, tough sergeants deliberately try to break the morale of inducted men. Those who break they send back to civilian life, or to some more or less ignominious chore in army life. There are two or three hundred thousand ‘writers’ who ‘write at’ writing in this country. Ninety percent of them make next to nothing. The few who do get by are those who were not “broken” in the Boot Camp of their own wills, or lack of same.

				—Jack Woodford

				Your reaction

				 

				 

				 

			

			A year from now, look at the quotes again, and write new responses. What is the trajectory of your writing life? How have you grown as a writer? What new things have you learned about the profession and the craft?

			Reflect. Review. Replan.

			
				Be stern in the council-chamber, so that you may control the situation.

				—Sun Tzu
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			Know the difference between a hero and a fool.

			In battle, the generals don’t want fools rushing in. A fool is not only likely to get shot, he can also bring the enemy storming down on his fellows.

			A hero follows orders, but then performs “above and beyond the call of duty.”

			Yes, sometimes a fool can become a hero by accident. But most of the time the fool just ends up dead.

			It’s always better to know the difference, and aspire to the heroic.

			If you want to be a writer, know this:

			A hero knows it takes hard work and a long time to get published; a fool thinks it should happen immediately, because he thinks he’s a hero already.

			A hero learns the craft; a fool doesn’t think there’s much to learn.

			A hero keeps growing all his writing life; a fool thinks he’s fully grown already.

			A hero fights to make his writing worthy, even when no one’s noticing; a fool demands to be noticed all the time, even if his writing stinks.

			A hero is persistent and professional; a fool is insistent and annoying.

			A hero gets knocked down and quietly regroups to write again; a fool gets knocked down and whines about it ever after.

			A hero makes his luck; a fool cries about how unlucky he is.

			A hero recognizes the worth in others; a fool can’t believe others are worth more than he.

			A hero keeps writing, no matter what, knowing effort is its own reward; a fool eventually quits and complains that the world is unfair.

			Be a hero.
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			A foundation in discipline is always the first step toward victory.

			Victory in anything, from war to football, is founded in training and discipline. Nothing worthwhile is gained by sloth and wishful thinking.

			It’s not the will to win that counts, but the will to prepare to win.

			That said, there is one discipline that stands above all else in the quest for writing success. I was fortunate to get this lesson early in my writing pursuit, and took it to heart. It is the single biggest reason I was published in the first place, and have produced the books I have.

			It is, simply, this:

			write a quota of words every week

			Anthony Trollope was working for the British postal service and trying to become accepted as a novelist when he began a quota system for is writing. He wrote in his autobiography:

			
				There was no day on which it was my positive duty to write for the publishers, as it was my duty to write reports for the Post Office. I was free to be idle if I pleased. But as I had made up my mind to undertake this second profession, I found it to be expedient to bind myself by certain self-imposed laws. When I have commenced a new book, I have always prepared a diary, divided into weeks, and carried it on for the period which I have allowed myself for the completion of the work. In this I have entered, day by day, the number of pages I have written, so that if at any time I have slipped into idleness for a day or two, the record of that idleness has been there, staring me in the face and demanding of me increased labor, so that the deficiency might be supplied.

			

			The daily recording of the number of words you write is an invaluable incentive to get your work done. But set your goals on a weekly basis, as Trollope did. “According to the circumstances of the time—whether my other business might be then heavy or light, or whether the book which I was writing was or was not wanted with speed—I have allotted myself so many pages a week.”

			If something comes up on one day that prevents you from writing your quota, you just make it up later in the week.

			Do you think that such a mechanical recording system is beneath the inspired artist? Trollope was told the same thing.

			
				I have been told that such appliances are beneath the notice of a man of genius. I have never fancied myself to be a man of genius, but had I been so I think I might well have subjected myself to these trammels. Nothing, surely, is so potent as a law that may not be disobeyed. It has the force of the water drop that hollows the stone. A small daily task, if it be really daily, will beat the labors of a spasmodic Hercules.  . . .

				I have known authors whose lives have always been troublesome and painful because their tasks have never been done in time.  . . . Publishers have distrusted them, and they have failed to write their best because they have seldom written at ease. I have done double their work—though burdened with another profession—and have done it almost without an effort.  . . . And that little diary, with its dates and ruled spaces, its record that must be seen, its daily, weekly demand upon my industry, has done all that for me.

			

			Trollope’s parting advice still rings true today:

			
				 . . . I therefore venture to advise young men who look forward to authorship as the business of their lives, even when they propose that that authorship should be of the highest class known, to avoid enthusiastic rushes with their pens and to seat themselves at their desks day by day, as though they were lawyers’ clerks; and so let them sit until the allotted task shall be accomplished.

			

			If you’re going to be obsessive about anything in the writing business, make it your word quota.
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			Career fiction writers must be aware of what the successful writing life is like.

			A friend of mine, Terri Blackstock, a highly successful novelist, wrote the following about the writing life. It’s worth your attention, especially if you think getting published means the end of all your worries. It is produced here with her permission:
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			I think one of the things unique to the writer’s life is that we do seem to be on a roller coaster. I finish a book! Hoorah! Everything’s wonderful.

			Then I send it off and wait. Time passes. My spirits plunge. It’s the worst thing I’ve ever written. Why, oh why did I send it when I did? I start scouring the newspaper for real jobs.

			Then I get the call. They love it and are really going to publish it. Yes! Life is grand! Woo-hoo!

			Then I get the revision letter. It’s horrible. They want me to rewrite the whole book, change the title, and think about a pseudonym. They hate the plot and think the wrong characters died. Oh, and they want me to add a dog and a baby. I plunge again as I try to pick up the pieces that are salvageable.

			But then it occurs to me how it can be done, and hey, that dog really does add to the suspense, and the baby will be worth a few boxes of tissue, so yahoo, I’m up again as I send it off. It’s the best thing I’ve ever done, a guaranteed blockbuster.

			But then
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