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Introduction

The cult of celebrity has spawned a lucrative niche market for the writer with no ego and limitless discretion. Someone who is content to see the autobiography of the pop star, the footballer or the actor sell by the cartload, knowing that they wrote every word, but who is not going to gnash their teeth in resentment or dish the unpublished dirt drunkenly revealed as the tape recorder, forgotten, spun on.

No, the ghostwriter simply cashes their cheque, files away their transcripts and waits for the next phone call. Not that a ghostwriter's voice-mail is permanently cluttered with messages from soap stars' agents. The calls are just as likely to come from what publishing calls 'the obscures' unknown people with extraordinary tales to tell, but who can't write them themselves.

Sue Norris, FT Weekend magazine

There is nothing new about the craft of ghostwriting; scribes have been doing it ever since the concept of written language was first invented. It happened in similar ways all over the globe. An elderly African chief, whose autobiography I was recently ghosting, remembered how his mother, as one of the few educated women in his town, used to write letters to soldiers on behalf of their wives when the men were away at war. She would also offer to read the replies that the husbands either wrote, or had written for them, but she usually found that the women were more interested in any money that might be enclosed than in hearing news from the front. There has doubtless always been a commercial element to any ghosting job.

Celebrities and their entourages have also been a source of work for ghosts ever since the printing presses started to roll. The Empress Josephine is on record as having hired ghostwriters to tell her story for her, just as those who have access to royal, sporting and showbusiness kiss-and-tell secrets do today.

With the rise of literacy has come a rise in the number of people able to write for themselves, but at the same time there has been an increase in the numbers that want to tell their stories in print and a corresponding increase in the requirements for professionally produced manuscripts. If publishers are inundated with manuscripts begging to be bought, they're going to choose the ones that are presented to the most professional standards. While there may be more people educated enough to write letters and read newspapers than there were in Josephine's day, it's still a long jump from there to writing entire books, or even entire articles. Although they are less often called upon to write personal letters, the ghostwriters of the world have never been as busy as they are today, producing articles on behalf of celebrities or corporate clients, penning autobiographies, speeches, how-to books and even turning other people's ideas for fiction into reality.

In this book I want to explain why I think ghostwriting is an enjoyable and rewarding way to earn a living, and to give some pointers as to how to get the commissions and then bring them to a successful conclusion. I hope you will forgive me if I use some of my own work as examples.





1

Why Become a Ghostwriter?

The Great Gatsby theory

'I was within and without, simultaneously enchanted and repelled by the inexhaustible variety of life.'

F. Scott Fitzgerald in The Great Gatsby

When I was 17 and unsure what I wanted to do with my life, a far-sighted schoolteacher gave me a copy of the The Great Gatsby. As I read F. Scott Fitzgerald's account of that glamorous world, I decided that was who I wanted to be - Jay Gatsby. There was the immense personal fortune, the mysterious past, the magnificent parties, the mansion, the wardrobe full of pink suits - who could ask for anything more?

Now, when I reread the book I find a telling sentence from Fitzgerald about his hero: 'So he invented just the sort of Jay Gatsby that a 17-year-old boy would be likely to invent, and to this conception he was faithful to the end.' No wonder I was hooked.

As I read further on in that first exposure to the story, I gradually realised that the interestingly mysterious past I so envied was about to catch up with my hero; that he was in fact something of a skunk, a vain man with an empty life who was going to come to a very sticky end on an inflatable mattress in his own swimming pool. I decided to revise my plan.

I was still deeply attracted to the idea of getting inside the lives of people like Gatsby, as long as I could be sure that I could walk away before the swimming pool scene. The answer was suddenly obvious. The book was narrated by Nick Carraway, a writer staying in a cottage in the grounds of the mansion. Nick became involved with the dissolute lives of the main characters, uncovered the very stuff of their souls and then went back to the solitary safety of his home to write his story once things turned nasty.

Eureka! That was what being a writer would be about. It would mean dipping into interesting and exciting lives, finding out as much as I wanted before returning to the peace and security of my own garret in order to write the resulting story whether it be a book, a film script, or an article for the local parish magazine.

At one stage, when Carraway is deeply involved in the convoluted lives of Jay and his wealthy, dissolute friends, Fitzgerald has him writing, 'I was within and without, simultaneously enchanted and repelled by the inexhaustible variety of life.' That, I think, sums up the attraction of ghostwriting. When I chose to write a novel about a ghostwriter (Maisie's Amazing Maids), it was because our lives are episodic, just like those of policemen, lawyers and doctors. It is ideal for any dramatic series if the profession of the main character involves different sets of people with each adventure; after all, nearly all television drama series work to the same premise. It is a fascinating way to live if you are someone who enjoys trying out new and different lives, and who is comfortable being a spectator for much of the time.

Finding stories

The greatest problem facing any professional writer is finding a steady supply of ideas and subjects so dazzlingly certain to appeal to the book-buying public that publishers are eager to buy and willing to pay. However, not only are saleable ideas in short supply, it also takes an inordinate amount of time to research any new subject deeply enough to be able to successfully write a book about it. You might spend months, or even years, researching a subject from a number of different sources and still be unable to find a publisher who will offer enough money to make the project viable. As a result the book will either become a labour of love or will never get written at all.

One answer to this apparent 'Catch 22' situation is to collaborate with other people who lack writing skills and experience but have good stories to tell, either as fiction or non-fiction, or who possess all the necessary information to create a book. If these people are also distinguished or celebrated in their own fields, so much the better, since you will be much more likely to catch a publisher's attention if you have a famous name attached to a project.

The man in the white suit

This realisation came to me when I was working as a freelance journalist, interviewing a 'management guru' for a business magazine. He was a flamboyant showman who had created a business for himself training salesmen. Dressed in white suits, travelling in a Rolls Royce (just a hint of the Gatsbys, there), he would hire venues like the Albert Hall and fill them with salesmen eager for tips on how to increase their sales and consequently their incomes. As we reached the end of the interview in one of the drawing rooms of his recently refurbished mansion (another Gatsby touch), he told me that a book publisher had commissioned him to produce a series of 'how-to management titles'.

He'd written books before and was perfectly capable of doing so again, he assured me, except for the fact that his schedule was packed with touring dates, and the sort of money the publisher was offering was not enough to get him out of bed any more. He did, however, still want the books to be written and published because of their promotional value for his business. Nothing adds to a management guru's credibility more than to have penned a best-selling tome or two.

'Why don't you write them for me,' he suggested, 'then I'll get the glory and you'll get the money?'

Since the money on offer from the publisher was more than enough to get a humble scribe out of bed, if not a crowd-pulling management guru, I agreed to the idea. Initially I was a little uncertain, having always assumed that writers had to be totally in charge of the creative writing process, from the first germ of the idea to the final copies reaching the shops; but as work progressed I realised that I had stumbled across the perfect way to gain instant access to the sort of material needed to create books.

Had I myself decided to write a book on 'doubling your sales', I would have had to go round interviewing any number of experts in the business. Then, when I finally approached publishers with the idea, they would - quite rightly - have wanted to know what my qualifications were for writing such a title and how I was planning to promote it, given that I had no track record as a salesman or as an expert in the management field myself. But this way I had all the guru's credibility behind me, not to mention all the material in his head and in his filing cabinets, which I could call on. The publisher was already on board and desperate to receive the words; the hardest part, i.e. the selling of the project, was over; all I had to do was understand the subject and then write the material, which were the two processes I enjoyed the most and the reasons I had chosen the profession of writing in the first place.

It dawned on me then that the world must be full of people who have the material for saleable books in their heads but who lack the
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