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  INTRODUCTION


  I have published five books and over a thousand stories and articles in more than fifty magazines and newspapers.


  But there are better writers than I who will never publish a word.


  Why?


  Because the ability to write well is only one ingredient of a successful writing career. That career also requires marketing knowledge, persistence, brashness, hustle, organization, efficiency, self-confidence, luck, and many other things. The writer must be part poet, yes, but he must also be part businessman, part pirate, and part mule.


  It is charming to imagine that writing talent blossoms from the soil of emotion like so many flowers which are quickly picked by an adoring public. But it just ain’t so. The ability to write is the raw material of the writing industry, but like other raw materials it must be refined, packaged, promoted, and distributed.


  The difference between the amateur writer and the professional is that the amateur leaves his product on a shelf in the back room, and the professional gets it out in front of the customers.


  Of course, writing for a living is not as unemotional as, say, peddling cans of popcorn. There’s a lot of emotion in writing, a lot of warmth, a lot of humanity. What you write has your mark on it. It could not have been written by somebody else, and your personality is woven into your work. That’s one of the things that make the writing profession so attractive.


  But the fact that writing is personal does not free it from the rules that govern the process of getting an idea from your head to the printed page. Writing is a profession and publishing is a business, and neither is immune to the laws of economics or human nature that influence most human endeavors. Yes, there are great ideas. But there is also the cost of paper. Yes, there are topics that must be written about. But there are also advertisers to be appeased. There are events that are happening now, but there is the speed of mail delivery to be considered. There are great stormy issues churning around inside your soul, but there is that reader in Pocatello to be considered, too, and you have to ask yourself: Does he care?


  In short, every writing decision we make must be tempered by a number of considerations, whether we like it or not.


  The evolving history of the written word has shown us what gets read and what does not, what sells magazines and what does not, what moves books off shelves and what leaves them piled in bins to gather dust. When all of the positive things we have learned are put in a pot, we have a pot of “stuff that can get published.”


  It’s as simple as that, and this book is about stuff that can get published and how you can create some of that stuff by using your brain as well as your heart.


  SECTION ONE


  Learning to Write


  When John Cheever was seven years old he won the Pulitzer Prize for fiction.


  Ernest Hemingway was given the Nobel Prize for Literature before he even finished the sixth grade.


  “But that’s impossible!” you say.


  Of course it’s impossible. It’s foolishness. We all know that children cannot put words together in a way that will earn them prestigious literary prizes, or even win them a place on the New York Times best-seller list.


  Yet we also know that in time John Cheever did win a Pulitzer Prize and Ernest Hemingway did get a Nobel. We are left with an inescapable conclusion: Somewhere between their childhoods and the day they won their literary prizes these writers must have learned a few things about writing well.


  Nothing could be clearer. But still there are people who will persist in telling you that writing can be neither learned nor taught. Writing talent, they hint, is somehow imprinted on the genes. If they are in a religious mood they will tell you that writing talent is a God-given gift.


  I won’t go so far as to say that these people should be locked up until their senses return, but I want you to know that this business of “You either have it or you don’t” is hogwash, and it can be stifling to youthful writing aspirations at any age.


  If your writing is not yet what you wish it to be, remember that every working writer in the world is tormented by some secret piece of prose, the sight of which can redden his cheeks with embarrassment. The people who are crafting the prose that sets your soul on fire spent much of their adolescence scratching out scraps of life that were wordy, ungrammatical, pretentious, sentimental, and unintelligible. In a word: lousy. And though the successful freelance writer dreams of cremating all of this prepubescent prose some moonless night when the family’s away, he never does. It is still a part of him. And if the words that are a part of him today are good enough to earn his living and your admiration, then he must have learned something in the meantime.


  Of course writing can be learned, just as brain surgery can be learned. But unlike knowledge of brain surgery, knowledge about good writing can be acquired in a variety of ways and places. Here are some of them.


  WRITING CLASSES


  The first time I walked into a writing class I felt as if my stomach had been wrapped in chains and forced to talk. I was certain that every other student would be the next William Faulkner and I would be … well, Gary Provost. I was twenty-two years old, but a frightened little schoolboy crouching in my soul expected the class to howl with laughter the minute something serious of mine was read out loud.


  As it turned out, that class—and every class I’ve been in since, including the ones I’ve taught—served and suited a wide range of writing abilities and a fascinating spectrum of writing interests. There were people who only wrote poetry, some good, some not so good. Some students had a single book project in mind, often connected with their professions. Some wanted to write the great American novel. Some thought they already had.


  In the last writing course I taught there was a young woman who wants to write personal columns and worships the ground Ellen Goodman walks on. There was a man who intends to wring good short stories from his experiences paddling canoes with Indians in Alaska. There was a newspaper reporter who writes fiction mostly about ships and sailors.


  So when you go to your first writing class, try to leave your insecurities out in the parking lot. You will not in any sense be competing with your classmates. They have their ambitions and you have yours. You will all be there to learn from the instructor and each other.


  Typically, the writing class is a combination of lecture and manuscript critique. The instructor might spend the first half of the session discussing one aspect of writing, such as characterization, dialogue, or interviewing. The rest of the session might be used for reading manuscripts out loud, and the instructor will suggest improvements and solicit criticism from the class. (If you are criticizing someone’s work, always try to cushion the blow by saying something positive first.)


  A writing class works best if the people in it like each other and respect each other’s work. Do what you can to contribute to a congenial group mood, because writing is a personal experience. If you are a tall, middle-aged black man who works in a bank and you write a story about a tall, middle-aged black man who works in a bank and is thinking about leaving his wife, it doesn’t take a private detective to figure out that maybe some of your most potent emotions are being shared. That kind of sharing demands a group bond. The people in the class should see each other as friends and colleagues.


  As you begin looking around for a writing class, don’t assume that a class for credit at a university is automatically going to be superior to the one being offered in your local adult education program. The halls of academe are populated by some very wise and brilliant teachers, it’s true, but those same halls are extremely attractive to a good many morons and drivelers. For example, I know one fellow who teaches college journalism and I can’t stay in the same room with him for more than twelve minutes without passing into a narcoleptic stupor. On the other hand, some very good writer-teachers can only find time to teach on Tuesday nights at the nearby high school.


  Also, don’t make your choice strictly on the teacher’s writing credentials. Some very successful writers can’t clearly tell you how they do it. And there are some excellent teachers who have not made deep marks in the writing profession, because of lack of ambition or other handicaps which they don’t necessarily bring into the classroom with them.


  If you can’t make up your mind about taking a particular writing course, telephone the teacher. Find out if he or she is friendly, knowledgeable, enthusiastic. A writing class requires more student effort. It is not “fun” for the dabbler the way a class in macramé or bartending might be. It is only fun if you truly care about good writing, enjoy the group, and have a concerned, dedicated instructor who can inspire you to better work and from time to time pull you past that threshold of resistance.


  Most teachers will read manuscripts beyond those they assign. But meet the teacher halfway. Give her your best work.


  Make sure the manuscript is typewritten and clean. Develop the habit of preparing assignments just as you would any manuscript for submission to a publisher. Who knows? She might hand it back and say, “It’s perfect—send it to Redbook,” and you won’t have to retype it. (Later I will tell you how to prepare a manuscript for submission.)


  A few tips. Beware of teachers who seem more interested in abstract concepts than in real-life writing-for-publication problems. Also, leave plenty of distance between you and any teacher who ridicules certain forms of writing for publication, such as confession stories, murder mysteries, and romances. There are people who enjoy reading confession stories. There are people who enjoy shoot-’em-up cops-and-robbers yarns. And there are millions of perfectly decent people who derive hours of pleasure from losing themselves in so-called “trashy” novels. If people enjoy it, then it is valuable, and writing it is a worthy way for you to spend your time.


  A ten or fifteen-week writing course can cost you anywhere from five bucks to a couple of hundred, depending on how much tax money is underwriting it. But if you can afford to, when your course is ended, take another one. If you can’t find another one, take the same one again. I took one course in Miami four times. There are always new things to learn, new manuscripts, new writers, and everything you hear in a good writing class bears repeating several times.


  WRITERS’ MAGAZINES


  There are two major national writers’ magazines. They are The Writer and Writer’s Digest. I recommend them to you. They have both been nourishing the dreams of young writers for more than half a century. Subscribe to both if you can afford to. Or perhaps you and another writer can each order one, and then swap. You can also find these writers’ magazines in most libraries.


  Either magazine will be happy to send you a free sample copy.


  Write to The Writer at 8 Arlington Street, Boston, MA 02116.


  Write to Writer’s Digest at 9933 Alliance Road, Cincinnati, OH 45242.


  Both magazines contain instructional articles, profiles of authors, snippets of writing philosophy, and market listings. Market listings tell you what kind of material various publishers are looking for. I’ll tell you a lot more about that in the marketing chapter.


  One reason I like the writers’ magazines is that they provide me with a sense of community in an otherwise lonely endeavor. When I read a new issue of The Writer I feel as if I’ve just attended a meeting of a club where all the members understand me because they have the same problems, interests, and aspirations.


  From time to time I run into writers at parties who say to me things like “Oh, I can’t really take the writers’ magazines seriously.”


  Since I learned most of what I know about writing from writers’ magazines I get annoyed at these people. But they are often the same people who can’t “take seriously” murder mysteries or romances or writing for television, and usually they are confirmed failures at the profession of writing.


  Hostility toward the writers’ magazines is often inspired not by the editorial material, but by the advertising. Hopeful writers, like hopeful artists of any sort, are vulnerable to flattery, hints of magical solutions, and unrealistic promises of success. Naturally there are businesspersons who will try to massage the sore spots—the hope, the insecurity, the frustration—and that approach is reflected in some of the ads. But both of these magazines work to make certain no out-and-out crooks get advertising space in their pages, and the chances of your being ripped off are remote. On the other hand, the magazines do give you access to a good many products you might want to purchase as a writer.


  There are also many smaller magazines for writers, but they tend to come and go at a frantic rate, so I won’t list them here. Check the Resources section at the back of this book, and ask a librarian.


  CORRESPONDENCE COURSES


  George Jessel once said, “I have a way with women. It’s expensive, but it’s a way.”


  That pretty much describes how I feel about correspondence courses. They’re an expensive way to learn writing, but they’re a way.


  Writing courses by mail cost between $300 and $600 in 1982. For that same money invested in college or adult education classes you would probably learn more, write more, and grow faster as a writer. On the other hand, if you miss your Tuesday-night class on Dialogue it’s gone forever, while your correspondence course section on Dialogue stays with you.


  I signed up for a correspondence course when I was twenty-one years old, living alone in Manhattan, and probably surrounded by live writing classes I was too shy to take. My memory of it is a bit foggy, but I did enjoy the stroking from my instructor and I did learn some things. It was certainly a lot better than nothing. I chose to learn by mail because I was too shy for the classroom.


  Here are some other good reasons for taking a learn-by-mail course instead of a class:


  You live a hundred miles from the nearest classroom.


  You’re confined to a wheelchair or otherwise physically handicapped so that going out to class is difficult or impossible.


  You’re taking care of a baby and unable to afford a babysitter.


  Your work or travel schedule is so erratic that you can’t predict where you’ll be when class is being held.


  You are wanted by the police in three states, one of which you live in.


  I suspect being housebound has been the incubation of many good writers. My friend Constance, for example, completed a writers’ correspondence course when she was recovering from an operation, and one of her course assignments became a story which she sold to Seventeen magazine, her first sale.


  Typically a correspondence course consists of a series of writing assignments with recommended deadlines. But there is always a good deal of time flexibility; you might complete a course in one year while somebody else spends three years on it. You complete an assignment and send it back to an instructor who is assigned to you and several other writers. He returns it with notes of criticism and praise along with some advice. All of this is complemented by lessons in booklet form, textbooks, and maybe a regular newsletter which is good for morale.


  Here is an example of a course outline. This one is for the Writer’s Digest Correspondence School short-story course. You should be allowed to see an outline like this before you sign up for any course.


  SHORT STORY COURSE


  GUIDEBOOK WRITING ASSIGNMENTS


  Introduction: 500–word autobiography


  Section 1


  Lesson One: 3 story ideas-250 words each


  Lesson Two: Write an anecdote up to 500 words


  Section 2


  Lesson Three : Characterization example from “Yellow Springs” and character study of your own-250 words


  Lesson Four: 250-word description of your character’s motivation for what will happen in story; less than 100-word description of your character’s strongest and weakest traits


  Lesson Five: Vignette-500 words; give synopsis of a short story that you plan to do later in the course


  Section 4


  Lesson Eight: Write short story-2,000 words or less


  In 250 words or less: dialogue between two of your characters in a conflict situation; dialogue in a love scene involving one of your characters; dialogue that reveals what kind of person your character is 250 words or less, de-scribe main character of one of the characters of a story you will write and describe a room or place from one of your stories


  Lesson Nine: Five examples each of simile, metaphor, and personification


  Section 5


  Lesson Ten: Story synopsis of less than 150 words, then divided into obstacles and temporary victories—less than 250 words


  Lesson Eleven: Scene of less than 250 words


  Lesson Twelve: Three examples of transitions in less than 50 words each


  Section 6


  Lesson Thirteen: Scene of not more than 350 words involving a character from one of your stories in a conflict situation; in less than 200 words tell us how this scene will be used to build suspense; in less than 200 words tell how your character will resolve the conflict


  Lesson Fourteen: Theme of a story you will write later in course—single sentence; select story from a current magazine and tell us the theme in one single sentence


  Lesson Fifteen: Flashback scene-250 words


  Lesson Sixteen: Questions for instructor or a progress report


  Section 7


  Lesson Seventeen: Story opening-up to 1,000 words


  Section 8


  Lesson Eighteen: Write finished draft of middle of your story


  Section 9


  Lesson Nineteen: Story conclusion-250 words


  Section 10


  Lesson Twenty: Background description—less than 300 words


  Lesson Twenty-one: Short story-3,200 words


  Section 11


  Lesson Twenty-two: 10 proper names revealing nationality; 10 surnames revealing nationality; paragraph creating realism with street and object names


  Lesson Twenty-three: Select 12 titles from 6 magazines; tell how they did/did not make you want to read story; 6 titles for your stories


  Lesson Twenty-four: Explain why a 250–word excerpt of an author’s work pleased you; send us 250 words from your own writing you think is your best work


  Section 12


  Lesson Twenty–five: Outline revision of one of your earlier stories


  Lesson Twenty–six: Analyze 3 markets and explain why your stories are suitable for them-200 words each


  Lesson Twenty-seven: Revised story; complete questionnaire


  Obviously a correspondence course requires greater self-discipline than a class, since you don’t have a strict schedule of sessions and you don’t have to look a teacher in the eye and say, “I didn’t write a damn thing this week.” A woman who worked many years for one of the leading writer’s correspondence courses told me its financial success depended on the assumption that most people who paid for the course would never complete it.


  “If everybody did all of the assignments we would have gone broke,” she said. (That particular school has since expired, so maybe more people did finish their assignments.)


  The case against correspondence schools in general has always been that they carried with them the aura of the fast-talking carny barker, the con man. Everyone’s heard horror stories about some poor saphead who dished out $500 to a correspondence school that turned out to be a recently vacated one-room office in a rundown section of Sioux City, Iowa. This disdainful view of learning-by-mail programs arose because for many years these courses were unregulated, and even now they are not watched as closely as they might be. So be careful.


  Many writing correspondence courses come on like vacuum-cleaner salesmen, promising everything but next year’s Pulitzer Prize. It’s important to remember that while this obviously does not improve the value of the course, it also does not diminish it. Don’t confuse the advertising with the product itself. Advertising is done by people who want to get a foot in your door. Writing courses are created by people who want you to tell other writers how good they are.


  After you send your name to a correspondence course you will receive brochures telling you how wonderful the course is and maybe copies of letters from former students who are now cashing big checks earned from their writing. This literature will probably not contain the price of the course. Most schools like to save the price for last, like dessert. (But this is true of advertisers in general.) Don’t sign anything until you know the full price and have seen some sample study material. Also try to find someone who has taken the course and speaks well of it.


  For a free list of accredited home study schools, write to National Home Study Council, 1601 18th Street, N.W., Washington, DC 20009.


  Correspondence schools will also send you a writing aptitude test. Usually the test could be successfully completed by a squirrel with a sharp pencil. Some schools make a big deal of telling you they won’t accept you if you have no aptitude for writing. Please don’t fall for this foolishness. The schools are trying to sell a product, and while they might turn somebody away once in a while just to make it look good, the reality is that no business is going to reject large numbers of people who want to buy its product. Another reality: If a school comes back with mountains of praise for your writing talent, its view might be tainted by the fact that it wants your money.


  Writing correspondence courses offered by universities tend to be less prone to the hard sell, but they are not necessarily cheaper and not necessarily better. They do, of course, offer college credit, but many of the commercial correspondence courses also arrange for college credit.


  Since this book is about freelance writing, I might as well break it to you now that credits and degrees in writing aren’t worth diddly to the freelance. No editor is ever going to give you an assignment on the condition that you produce a degree in creative writing or that you show him a certificate from a correspondence school. You survive in freelancing on what you’ve done and what you can do, not on what some piece of paper says you should be able to do. If there’s any degree that’s important to a freelance writer it is a degree in some area that he would like to write about, not writing itself.


  Finally, about correspondence courses. Before writing this chapter I called several of my former students and asked them about writing-by-mail courses they had taken. I heard no horror stories. Some disliked the come-on, but all were pleased with what they had gotten for their money.


  CRITICISM SERVICES


  The writers’ magazines contain a lot of ads for criticism services. You send such a service a manuscript plus money and it sends back the manuscript with notations and a letter. The ads are usually placed by professional writers or editors looking for ways to supplement income, or persons who call themselves agents but have done little or no successful agenting. There’s nothing morally wrong with the concept of paying for criticism. It’s neither good nor bad; it’s just somebody offering a service for sale. However, to my mind, paying just to have manuscripts evaluated is the least cost-effective way to learn to write well. You would be better off spending the money on a writing course that includes manuscript criticism.


  Paying for criticism might make sense once or twice early in the game, perhaps with a couple of short stories. If you spend $25 to have a 4,000-word story looked at and the critic sends it back pointing out mistakes that you make constantly in your writing, you’ve gotten your money’s worth. But if the critic points out failings peculiar to a specific manuscript, it’s not worth the dollars (unless, of course, the criticism makes the difference between a sale and a rejection, which is unlikely).


  After years of teaching writing I’ve concluded that the closer a student comes to writing publishable material, the more difficult it is for a teacher to critique with just a pencil. The last problems to be solved are the most abstract ones, and they require dialogue between teacher and student, examples, and, most important, the student hearing what is wrong. It is unlikely that the manuscript critic could put in the time necessary to accomplish that for the fee charged.


  There are two kinds of books about writing. There are books about the profession of writing—books like this one—that tell you how to market your manuscript, how to write a query letter, etc. And there are books about writing technique, which teach you to improve your writing. Since you are holding one of the former in your hands, I’ll talk only about the latter.


  The books on writing technique range from those covering general rules of style which are applicable to everything you write, to those that zero in on a specific writing form such as the play or the short story.


  Read as many of these books as you can get your hands on. They will enrich you tremendously as a writer; they will continually stretch your understanding of what can be accomplished with the written word. These books are published in paperback and in hardcover. You can find them in the library in the 808 section if it’s a Dewey decimal system library or the P section if your library is on the Library of Congress system.


  You might figure that any book about writing is automatically going to be well written. After all, you reason, the author has the concept of good writing always in the front of his mind. He wouldn’t dare write poorly. Wrong. There are dozens of dreadfully written books on writing, written by people who know a lot about literature but little about writing, and are nonetheless intent on telling you how some Rumanian novelist, now moldering in his grave, fired the imaginations of readers, instead of telling how you can do it. So if you pick up a book on writing technique and find that you are yawning before page seven, don’t assume there’s something wrong with you. Get another book.


  Authors bring a variety of philosophies to the subject of writing, and you will enjoy a book more if you feel that you are in agreement with the author’s outlook. I give a wide berth to authors who approach writing as if it were some sort of religion into which certain “lesser” forms should not be admitted. Pretentiousness will kill a writer as quickly as cyanide, and I know a lot of potentially good writers who will never succeed because they can’t bear to write anything that people will actually want to read. Just as writing talent is not a gift from the gods, the words you write are not a gift to the gods. Writing is an art form practiced for very down-to-earth reasons—to entertain, inform, or instruct—and every word ever written will, in time, perish. Now if I can get myself down from this soap box
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