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T

here is a saying, which may or may not be true, that everyone has a book in them. Unfortunately, the quotation doesn’t include some other very important words, such as ‘good’, ‘readable’, ‘interesting’ and, perhaps the most important of all ‘saleable’. If you want to write because your inside book just wants to get out, that’s fine – knock yourself out. Many people, especially in the recent pandemic, have found that they can get a lot of comfort and satisfaction from blogging, tweeting or just having a whiffle on Facebook and other platforms. Their friends then tell them – ‘You should write a book’.

So, a few words of advice before we begin. Writing 50k words or so all in a single document does not make a book. In fact, in the opinion of most publishers, 50k words don’t constitute a book anyway – you need a minimum of 70k for fiction and, in these days of e-books and the consequent lessening of cost restrictions, 100k or more is perfectly fine. Before you think of writing a book, write a couple of pages. At double spacing (see later for layout) that’s around 500 words. Can you really manage the rest of the 200 pages you need for a decent length book? If your courage fails you at even seeing these numbers written down, don’t even try a book. Keep writing, of course, if it gives you pleasure, but don’t push yourself beyond your natural limits, because it isn’t fun then and writing should, above all else, be fun. And yes, I know this isn’t anything like 50k+ words – but I’m here to help, so don’t quibble!

In the pages which follow, there will be some advice. And that’s all it is. You won’t find a magic bullet which will make sure your next book is a best seller, or even something which a publisher will snap up. You won’t end up with advances to make you rich beyond the dreams of avarice – in fact, many publishers now don’t pay advances, but with royalty payments often quarterly, you could see returns within three months; just be prepared for them to be small. But we’ll talk money later. Some of what follows won’t apply to you and your writing dreams but read it anyway; you never know when it might come in handy. 

One thing you should know. I am using one of my noms de plume to write this and I am not ashamed to admit it is because I really don’t need trolls in my life. In a Clint Eastwood film, the title of which escapes me, but it is a Dirty Harry one, he says, ‘Opinions are like assholes – everybody has one’ and that is totally true and never more so than today, when anyone with a keyboard and a brain cell, whether functioning or not, can review on Amazon and other platforms. It’s no good people sharing cutesy pictures online of fluffy kittens and the legend ‘Be kind’ because reviewers don’t listen. So, if their copy comes a day late, or with a bent cover, or isn’t their favourite colour, the reviewer will give the book one star with a snarly strap line. It doesn’t matter how good the book is, it will garner a lot of this drivel. So, perhaps the first bit of advice is ‘Grow a thick skin’. More on that later. Suffice for now to say that I have written over thirty books and the chances are that you may have read one of them. But you’ll have to keep on wondering, I’m afraid. Before you ask, no, I am not J.K. Rowling. 

Another thing – this little book of advice is not written in perfect English, obeying every rule in the book. You will find hanging participles. You will find sentences ending in a preposition. You will find sentences beginning with but, I shouldn’t wonder. And and as well. But don’t be put off – this isn’t a boring treatise which you have to follow slavishly. Think of me as someone you have met and with whom you have struck up a reasonable rapport and who happens to have a very long experience of publishing, from outside and in.

There you are, a sentence ending in a preposition (in a way). I knew there would be at least one!

So, read on but remember – this is advice, not instructions cast in stone. Except for the layout – please, please read that and follow it. I am an editor as well as a writer and have had – this is not an apocryphal story, I promise – a book written on the First World War presented in 24pt Comic Sans in bright green. It’s an easy enough thing to make it look more normal, of course, but it is so off-putting to open a manuscript and find someone shouting at you in silly writing that the content almost becomes immaterial. The most amazing beginning becomes rather less amazing when it looks like this: 

‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.’

or:

‘It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking thirteen.’

(with thanks to Charles Dickens and George Orwell). First impressions matter, so if you read nothing else, read the section on presentation and layout.

For now, in no particular order ... on with the advice.

Why do you want to write a book?

To make money –

F

orget it. Writing to make money means you are on a hiding to nothing. If you want to make money, go out and get a job. Large advances do still exist, of course, but they go to celebrities – whether disgraced or not, the publishing industry isn’t that fussed – and not to new writers (or even well-established ones, trust me on this). The majority of publishers on the marketplace these days give no advance, the average is less than £2,000. So if this is your reason, stop reading now.

You want to share your work –

Well, now, that sounds better. Let’s deal with non-fiction first. Non-fiction covers a huge range, from memoirs to ‘how-to’ books via true crime, history, biography, specialist books such as trains – the list is pretty much endless. First, let’s look at ‘how to’ books and the pitfalls that come with them.

‘How to’ books

If you are writing a book which will end up as a product to be used by anyone, you must be super-careful to make sure that the instructions given are absolutely correct. This is because we are now an extremely litigious lot and if your recipe poisons someone, your home-made go-kart maims its user or even the knitted toy freaks out its recipient you will be held liable. Look at that phrase and take it in. This means that you can be sued and even if your publisher carries adequate insurance (which is by no means a given) you will, in your contract, have indemnified them by assuring them that everything in your book is correct. So make sure you are absolutely certain of the accuracy of everything in your how-to book and remember to write it as if speaking to an idiot – if there’s a wrong way of taking something, someone will certainly find it and sue you into the middle of next week. 

Specialist subjects

If you know all there is to know about how many rivets a Gresley locomotive has under its steam dome, then please, do share. But first, do your homework. There are many thousands of books written about trains (and buses and cars and hearses, and ... the list goes on), many of them extremely niche, relating sometimes to a single locomotive, a single year even, so making sure that your pet subject isn’t already covered is absolutely key to getting your book published. Unless you have new information, a second book on the 1962 iteration of the Rover 2000 (should there be such a thing – it’s not my subject!) will not find a home. General remarks about making sure you have your facts right pertain even more here than in perhaps any other field – where you have specialists, you have people who will give your book one star as soon as look at you!

Biography

First and foremost – make sure the subject is well and truly dead. Because otherwise, you will open yourself up to litigation and you really, really don’t want that! Choosing a subject here is also fraught with difficulty. If you choose someone who has been already done to death by biographers and even possibly ghost writers while they were alive, there will be little which will make the book attractive to publishers, because it’s all been said before. If you choose someone with no other books written about them, you immediately have two problems. Firstly, a publisher is likely to wonder aloud why anyone would want to read a book on this person, as no one has wanted to thus far. Secondly, where will you find the material? If you have private papers or a family member to hand, then that’s perfect and also a big draw in finding a publisher. But without unique material, biographies are hard to do and hard to place.

Memoir

If you have a story to tell about your life, that’s a great way to get into writing because it ticks all the boxes. You won’t be suing yourself. You know the subject. You have far more than 50k words up your sleeve. Perfect, right? Well ... yes and no. Are you famous? Have you done something amazing? Or is this going to be a misery memoir? For the average person writing a memoir, the third is likely to be the reason they think of sharing with the world. As someone with myriad reasons for writing a misery memoir, let me stop you there. Misery memoirs are quite an outdated genre now and although many have been discredited since their publication (woman raised by monkeys, boy locked in cellar etc) it has to be said that their time has gone anyway. Also, although you can’t libel yourself, you can certainly inadvertently libel others in a memoir and in spite of your best efforts to hide someone’s identity, these days it is so easy to dig deeper into someone’s life they could potentially be found and
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How to present your work so it doesn’t annoy anyone





















	Check their website for bloopers. The following is real (unfortunately) – only the name has been changed to protect the incompetent:








	Beware of editors who want payment up-front. This is unreasonable, though as someone who has been bilked by customers, I do in a way see where they are coming from. If this is a requirement, look elsewhere. A reputable editor will trust that their work will be up to scratch and the odd bad apple payer is something we all have to just chalk up to experience. 

	Check credentials. If the editor you approach won’t let you check their reviews or references, run for the hills!

	Make sure your editor is based in the country you are writing for – there are quite a lot of websites which are part of a franchise and your editor may not be a native English speaker. Yes, I know, crazy, huh? They use spellcheckers and grammar bots and let’s face it, if that’s all you’re getting, you might as well rely on the one on your computer at home. Ask the direct question – it’s your book, your money, your right to know.

	When you get in touch, watch how long they take to reply – if it’s longer than a couple of days (don’t count weekends) then look elsewhere.


Don’t rush it!

















Still not rushing it ...








	Day one – you have a great idea! From here, this could go one of many ways. One is that you say to whoever you are with ‘I’ve just had a brilliant idea for a book’ and they look at you as if you’ve dropped off the ceiling into their drink, you then shrug and forget all about it. Another is that you still want to write the book when you get home, but can’t think how to begin and give up and never mention it again. Another – and this is the one we will be following – is that you go home, buy this book online, follow its advice and write a darned fine book. Just joking there, of course, but you could do worse! So, you begin to write and then more choices present themselves.

	If you work or have other commitments, such as children or just having a life, the book might take you a while. If you actually have all day, you can’t write all day, because that will drive you slightly batty. Set yourself a timetable to stop, not to begin – waking up and watching the clock if you don’t feel in the mood never helped anyone. But don’t keep going into the night, because you will get stale and also come to dislike the process and this should be fun. But even if you do find yourself able to write for a seven or eight hour day, it will still take a while. The quickest I have ever written a book is six weeks, but that is an unusually short time. Allow yourself at least three months, but from there, there is no upper limit. Some authors take years. Tolstoy took a year to write the opening scene of War and Peace – after that it was quicker, but it had to be; it was serialised in a newspaper so he had filing deadlines. Otherwise, it may never have appeared at all. 

	So, let’s make an average between really quick (Georges Simenon used to write a Maigret story in a week or so, but they are very short, more novellas really) and really slow and come up with a year before your book is finished. You then need to re-read it – yes, really. You will find stuff you want to change, perhaps even a plot hole and these have to be addressed. Don’t (see earlier) give it to your friends to read – that way madness lies. Let’s add a couple of weeks for that. So now, the anniversary of your bright idea has come and gone. But hopefully, only just.

	Your book is now perfect, or as perfect as you can make it. You make yourself a list of agents and/or publishers (more on those later) and send off the emails. It used to be a pain when sending off time came – most publishers wanted two hard copies and without cheap printing at home, that could be quite an outlay. Nowadays, of course, it is a simple matter but do, please, concentrate when sending it off and remember to attach the file! Nothing says ‘flaky’ more than an email with no attachment. Your file will be small enough to send attached – don’t feel you need to send it with Dropbox or WeTransfer – publishers quite rightly can’t be bothered to match emails to attachments. They need it easy and good to go.

	Now, you wait – see previous chapter on how not to irritate a publisher by constant badgering.

	After six weeks or thereabouts, you have an acceptance – yes, for now we’re assuming they say yes.

	Contracts nowadays are generally digital, which will speed up the next part of the process. Don’t be tempted to assume that the contract is okay because they are doing them all the time. Not all authors are created equal and as a new writer, your contract may be less generous than for a publisher’s more established writers. Be careful that you don’t sign away too many rights and also check at this stage when your advances will be paid. It’s not that you can make a jot of difference about that, but it’s good to know. 

	Because we are assuming your book is finished, there is no lead time to allow for that, so the next stage is going through editing. Publishers vary in their attention to this and it can be a bit of a lottery. Some don’t edit at all, except a read-through in-house and a proofread. This is always done for financial reasons and will probably happen with a house which doesn’t pay an advance. Watch out for this, because every book needs editing and you can end up with an inferior product. Other houses use cheap editing and this is in some ways worse than none – I know an author whose editor left his Facebook avatar in the comments boxes and actually put split infinitives in. Obviously, not what you would call a professional job and quite tricky to put right, if the publisher is one which tends to take the word of the editor as gospel. A good editor will make sure you have a look at their work, usually using track changes or the equivalent and ensure you are happy with the result. Some publishers use an editor and proof reader, others just one person doing both jobs. Timescale for editing varies. Personally, I try to edit quickly, so I can spot repetitions and similar. Other editors take weeks, though I can’t help thinking that this is because they just leave it on a pile and go back later – editing just isn’t something that takes that much time. But for the sake of the timeline, let’s say a month. So we are now about eighteen months from your first lightbulb moment.

	Page proofs. Some time down the line – usually about six weeks – you will get the page proofs back to check. They will look absolutely lovely, I guarantee. All beautifully typeset, with your name on the first page and everything. IBSN and everything. A real book. The temptation is to just give it a tick in that box and move on. Don’t. There’s many a slip between the text going off to the designer and the page proofs coming back. A book of mine came back once and Chapter Eight began with –






	Most publishers like a good nine months from designer to publication, but when they set their calendars will have a lot of bearing. If you’re lucky, your book will be published a year from signature. If your timing isn’t that good, it could be eighteen months. But, with a fair wind, you should have your book within two to two and a half years from conception. A long gestation, but worth it when you have the copies in your hands.

	Think the waiting is over? Think again. Your next stage is signings (if you’re lucky), some radio or TV (even luckier) and then the reviews. They won’t all be good because, as I think I said near the beginning, opinions are like assholes – everybody has one. An author I edit recently had a very perplexing review which said, ‘There’s too much of the author in it’. So I checked and what this total dimwit who nevertheless has a computer and an Amazon account was complaining about was the dedication, which was to the author’s family and friends. In an 80,000 word book, I personally didn’t think that 0.015% was unreasonable, but there’s no accounting for taste. So, in the intervening time, grow a thicker skin, because you’re going to need one!




Words






















	Has the word been shortened in some way, or two words made into one? You need an apostrophe – haven’t, isn’t, won’t. An extra note with this, make sure you know what the original words are, so you can make them match other parts of the sentence. Won’t, for instance, is would not in its full glory, which many people forget.

	Does something belong to the word – then it needs an apostrophe; before the s for one, after for two. So, the bird’s nest if it’s on its own, the birds’ nest if there are two of them. Some exceptions exist (of course, this is English after all) such as men’s, children’s etc, but this is because the plural does not depend on adding an s. The other classic exception is the big one – its. Its without the apostrophe is the possessive, with an apostrophe is the shortened form of it is. It’s a funny old language, and no mistake!
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