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      Foreword

      
      Congratulations! You have published your first book. You can legitimately call yourself a writer. The book may even have been
         a great success, though the odds are, like most things, that the outcome will be neither as good as you hoped nor as bad as
         you feared. But, now the euphoria has faded, the adrenaline seeped away, now what? Where are the books that tell you how to
         be a writer? You need one. Your status in the world has somehow changed, and you feel it. Being this new person is going to
         take up a lot of your time, you can see, and you could do with some help.
      

      
      How far can you trust the people you are now involved with? People want to interview you, but how do you control an interview?
         Can you? Is it bad form to ask for sales figures? (Your publisher certainly sounds as if it is.) There are dozens of books on
         the market telling you how to write, but none telling you what to do once you’ve proved that you can. You find you are on your own, playing it by ear.
      

      
      It’s a minefield, this business. How does the relationship between agent and writer, agent and publisher, work? Is it reasonable
         for the agent to charge the percentage they do? Should you press for a better deal? Do you have to have an agent at all? Do
         you grant the publisher world rights? What about film rights? Then there’s the publicity round. Interviews, literary lunches,
         tours abroad, festivals – all have their own etiquette, their own rituals. By the time you get round to asking your PR person, she (it’s usually a she) will be fully occupied
         with the next book on her list, and you feel silly asking for details. You feel vaguely that you ought to know already. Only
         you don’t. Suppose you get up to read and realise you’ve forgotten your glasses. (Answer, ask someone in the audience to lend
         you theirs. There’s always someone who will, and they’ll like you the more for this show of ordinary human inefficiency.)
         What do you do if your books don’t turn up at the festival? They’re charging people to listen to you; how come you don’t get
         paid? And so on. You tell a journalist something off the record and they publish it. Can you sue? Or will you never work again
         if you do? The publishers send you a bill for your launch party. Can they do this? It’s all there in the contract, but you
         signed without reading it, more fool you. And so on.
      

      
      Becoming a writer is one thing; being a writer is another. This is the excellent, informative book I should have been able to read, long ago and far away, when
         I was first published, to tell me how it was done, what to expect and how to get it right. How, in fact, To Be a Writer. All there now, at last, on the page, this new writer’s handbook of etiquette and practicalities. Thank you, Sally O’Reilly,
         sincerely and truly.
      

      
      Fay Weldon 
March 2010

   
      
      
      INTRODUCTION

      
      To Be or Not to Be …

      
      There is one sure-fire way to be a writer, and that is to write. A lot. Every day if possible. When you feel like it and –
         even more important – when you don’t. In that sense, there is absolute clarity about what being a writer means. But, in fact,
         many authors with published books to their names hardly find time to write at all. And thousands of people are scribbling
         away on a daily basis who would never say ‘I am a writer’ in case it sounds like showing off.
      

      
      ‘Real’ writers – such as Ernest Hemingway and Emily Brontë – have a mythic status. Intense, brooding, troubled, high-maintenance,
         maybe even suicidal. It’s all part of the territory. Famous authors such as J. K. Rowling and Dan Brown are as renowned for
         their wealth as they are for their words. Few of us will achieve the mythic status of Hemingway or Brontë, or the bank balance
         of Rowling or Brown. But that doesn’t mean that we aren’t writers.
      

      
      So what is this thing, this ‘being a writer’? Publication helps, as does hard work, commitment, bloody-mindedness and talent,
         probably in that order. It’s not a career, there is no neat progression from one level to the next, and you may find yourself
         ‘hot’ one year and forgotten the next. Being a writer is, in the old adage, ‘a labour of love’. Writers are writers because
         they are compelled to write, no matter what the chances are of getting published. You are reading this book because you are one of this stoic, secretly determined breed. I am writing it because I’m one too, and I’ve learned to sustain
         my writing life the hard way.
      

      
      I’ve been writing, on and off, since I was eight years old. I’ve been a journalist, a copywriter and an editor. And I’ve written
         poetry (really, really terrible poetry) and short stories (some of which won prizes) and published novels. I’ve had tremendous
         highs – I kept my editor’s voice message telling me how much she loved my first book on my phone for months – and terrible
         lows. Rejection sucks, no matter how you look at it.
      

      
      My experience has made me realise that writing is the easy bit. Much as we like to rant and rave about the difficulties of
         getting the words onto the page or screen, thoroughly as we may dust behind the radiators before we start, this is the aspect
         of the writing life that we control. The rest is dependent on the whims and judgements of others. To make your writing into
         any kind of living, any kind of way of life, you must address this. You must learn to sell your work, without feeling you
         are selling yourself. You must learn to deal with industry professionals, accountants, nay-saying friends and family, the
         daily grind. (You will probably have to learn to live with your day job, even after your book is in the bookshops.) You must
         overcome your inner critic, and ignore the outer ones. Above all, you must keep writing, keep believing in the importance
         of what you do, keep the faith.
      

      
      In doing this myself, I have discovered not only that I am more hardworking, committed and bloody-minded than I thought I
         was, but also that I am a better writer. When my career seemed to have reached an impasse, I returned to first principles,
         thought hard about my craft, studied, taught, learned. I’m not famous now, and perhaps I never will be. But I have found a
         way to hard-wire writing into my life, and in doing this I have found meaning, purpose and that most elusive modern emotion:
         happiness. I hope this book will help you do the same.
      

      
      
   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      So What Is a Writing Career?

      
      ‘This before all: ask yourself in the quietest hour of your night: must I write? Dig down into yourself for a deep answer.
            And if this should be in the affirmative, if you may meet this solemn question with a strong and simple, I must, then build
          your life according to this necessity.’

          
      Rainer Maria Rilke

      
      If the number of ‘how to write’ books on the market is anything to go by, we should all be producing works of genius. The
         shelves of bookshops groan with guides to writing novels, short stories, radio plays, TV comedy and blockbusting Hollywood
         scripts. The three-act structure, the art of writing dialogue, developing character, starting to write, getting original ideas
         – it’s all there. For the budding novelist, help is at hand for every stage of the process, from scribbling something illegible
         in a notebook to writing ‘The End’ when you think you may have reached it.
      

      
      This is good news, up to a point. In the past, writers have had to work most of this out for themselves. The problem with
         this surfeit of how-to-write tomes is that most of these focus on the writing process, with the prospect of publication seen
         as the blessed reward for the chosen few. Those who are good enough will be allowed through the Pearly Gates, into the Heaven
         that lies beyond. (Any author who has visited Penguin’s palatial offices in the Strand will know what this feels like.) To some extent, a sense of euphoria is justified
         if you are Chosen. There is no doubt that only a tiny minority of wannabe writers find a publisher and that there will always
         be huge numbers of people who want to achieve this, and who will be disappointed. Finding a publisher is not only the defining
         career stage for authors, a coming-of-age as a professional writer, it is also an apparent recognition of exceptional talent.
      

      
      But what happens once the mighty finger has pointed from the sky, rightly selecting You as the special one? All too often,
         the career plan ends there. The assumption is that getting published is like marrying the handsome prince at the end of a
         fairy tale – a happy ending. In fact, it’s a new beginning; all that has ended is your time as an unpublished, unchosen writer.
         So is life from then on just a giddy round of metropolitan accolades and chilled Prosecco? Invitations to swap bons mots with Mark Lawson on BBC Radio 4? Dinner dates with Zadie Smith? Working holidays in Provence, during which you craft your
         Booker-winning tomes?
      

      
      The answer is no. You have had a book published, and that is all. In 2010, more than 130,000 people in the United Kingdom
         had the same experience. For you, this is the fulfilment of a lifelong dream. For everyone else, it is of no more interest
         than an office promotion. In fact, one of the unspoken truths about getting published is that nothing happens at all. If you
         are lucky, you will see your book for sale somewhere. There may even be a small display in the window of your local bookstore.
         It’s possible, though by no means certain, that your publisher will take you out for lunch. After that, the earth will continue
         on its axis, bus routes will remain unchanged, the items on Newsnight won’t mention this new star in the publishing firmament, even your own mother will fail see the significance of what has
         taken place. The indifference of humanity will be inexplicable, but crushing. And, in the years that follow, expect the worst and you may be pleasantly surprised. Remember, even Martin Amis has had his ups
         and downs.
      

      
      Writing For a Living – The Reality Check

      
      By and large, writers are insecure, neurotic, introspective, solipsistic, egocentric and terrible with money. These are aspects
         of the authorial personality that will remain with us for life, whether we are sitting smugly at the top of the New York Times best-seller list or sharing the fifty-seventh chapter of a mind-altering space opera with our catatonic writing circle. Therefore,
         our problems stay with us, long after we have signed that first book deal.
      

      
      Publishing is a tough business. It comes as a shock to many sensitive writers that executives in this line of work are just
         as interested in the bottom line as those who are selling mobile phones or mortgages. And it’s much harder to isolate what
         makes a book sell. Developing a new iPhone or mortgage tracker deal will almost certainly shift some product; commissioning
         a new police procedural may not have the same effect. It’s very tempting to see this as a regrettable feature of the modern
         world. Once upon a time, the story goes, people in publishing were all rather nice, wore a lot of tweed and took tea with
         Cyril Connolly. No one was terribly bothered about books making money as long as they were Literature, or somehow added to
         the gaiety of nations. Perhaps these people were a tiny bit stuck-up, but in a good way. They were forever nipping in and
         out of each other’s Dickensian office in the streets of Bloomsbury, living the life of perpetual Oxbridge students: the Life
         of the Mind. Whereas nowadays it’s all about TV tie-ins and celebrity memoirs, and hard-faced girls in designer black, and
         sober deals in Soho, and no one will care how brilliant your book is unless they have already heard of you.
      

      
      Seeing modern publishing in this light is what psychologists call ‘awfulising’. If you want to write, you are choosing a life that is both challenging and rewarding, and it was ever thus.
         While it is true that the spate of mergers and acquisitions that changed the face of publishing in the 1980s and 1990s was
         the beginning of a new, more ruthless era in the book business, this does not mean that writers had an easier time of it in
         the past. Traditionally, most writers have earned relatively little for their work, and authors who earn vast sums have always
         been the exception, not the rule. Indeed, one reason that writing has remained a middle-class occupation is that it has paid
         very poorly. A private income can make it easier to manage on a minuscule advance and tiny sales.
      

      
      But in the twenty-first century the popular view is that – if you have the talent – writing books brings fortune as well as
         fame. It’s as if we had no other way of measuring success. Along with this goes the strange belief that any money made from
         book sales is more like a lottery win than a pay slip for a proper job. When I got my first book deal I was paid £40,000 for
         two books. Given that it took me two years to write each one, this worked out at £10,000 a year – hardly a dizzying sum. In
         fact, if you divided this by the number of hours I slaved over each novel, I was working below the national minimum wage.
         Yet the reaction I had from friends and acquaintances was that this was jamminess of the first order. The head teacher at
         my daughter’s school buttonholed me at parents’ evening saying, ‘Forty grand! Not bad, eh?’ Heads swivelled. I think the other
         parents expected to see me kitted out in diamonds and floor-length leopardskin like Jackie Collins.
      

      
      Somehow, the unknown author with a lower income than a nursery nurse is associated with a best-selling thriller writer with
         a vintage-car habit. Or, inevitably, with J. K. Rowling, the woman who has single-handedly done more to distort the public
         perception of writers’ earnings than any other human being. (Through no fault of her own, it must be said.) Rowling’s meteoric
         career is the stuff of folklore: she wrote the first Harry Potter book in penury and was rich by the time her second book came out. So she has become the benchmark.
         (‘Writing a book are you? Maybe it’ll be the next Harry Potter!’) In this context, anything less than becoming a millionaire
         as the result of your labours looks like failure. And, in a society in which celebrity is everything, it seems as though we
         should all be chasing this goal to prove ourselves. But that would be crazy. One of the great rewards of writing is being
         able to free yourself, and escape into a world of imagination and invention. Another is that your words can give your readers
         a similar means of escape. At its highest level, fiction can change lives, champion the underdog, carry a torch for free speech.
         Money and success? Ask most published writers what motivates them and few will talk about their earnings – or OK! magazine.
      

      
      
      The Non-Millionaire Writer

      
      What do we mean when we say ‘career’? In most fields, a ‘career’ has come to mean a job for life, in which there is progress,
         development, security and – ideally – some degree of respect for experience and knowledge. Writing is a career only in the
         sense that it can last a lifetime. There is no career ladder, no pension scheme, no training or professional development or
         golden handshake at the end. Ironically, the rest of the employment market is rapidly catching up with this. You may even
         have bought this book following redundancy and with a view to replacing your old career with a new one. If so, you need to
         set your own goals and make your own provisions for old age – writing will not do it for you. And yet it is still a wonderfully
         rewarding and life-enhancing profession.
      

      
      From Mrs Gaskell to Stevie Smith, from Daniel Defoe to Blake Morrison, writers have been characterised not by wealth and leisure,
         but by living busy lives and working hard. Where would we be without the non-millionaire writer? It is simply not true that those who have produced the greatest work are those who had the most time at their disposal. ‘Ah,’ you say,
         ‘but the point is that money buys you time!’ This is true in theory, but cast your mind back to the periods in your life when
         you have had the most time and freedom. Were you at your most productive? I know I wasn’t. When I was an Eng. Lit. student
         at Goldsmith’s College, it took me all day to eat a bowl of bran flakes and do the Guardian quick crossword. There was just no way I could fit in a Shakespeare seminar as well. Even now, the people I know who are
         most creative and inventive aren’t those with the most time, or the most money. And successful authors fall into this category:
         if one day you are as well known as Bill Bryson or Hilary Mantel, you will be deluged with invitations and requests for your
         time. One of the skills that successful writers need to develop is that of keeping up with the writing itself, and not letting
         other demands take precedence.
      

      
      Indeed, having long stretches of time to write can be a problem in itself. Reality recedes, and insanity beckons. Here is
         the late Beryl Bainbridge, talking about her writing life in The Agony and the Ego, a collection of interviews with writers compiled by Clare Boylan (Penguin, 1993):
      

      
      
         When I had a house full of children I used to think it would be wonderful to have the place to myself and all the peace I
            needed to write. Now I realize that it is so much easier to deal with frustrations of everyday life than to have to face oneself
            all day long. I live like a recluse.
         

      

      
      I sometimes have cravings for this kind of privacy and isolation, and the thought of this semi-mythical house in Camden, in
         which a lone woman writes her weird fictions, is a symbolic place to me, a sort of Lost Domain. Not just a room of one’s own,
         but a whole house! Dream on. (Paradoxically, it was Bainbridge’s literary reputation that enabled her to live this hermit-like existence.) And yet this degree of isolation wouldn’t suit everyone, and, as Bainbridge herself pointed out, much
         of her writing was produced in very different circumstances.
      

      
      
      A Room of One’s Own?

      
      It was Virginia Woolf who specified that a woman needs her own income and a room of her own if she is to write fiction. Most
         writers would certainly prefer to have a dedicated space and regular pay. But Woolf was a privileged member of the intellectual
         upper middle class. Many writers – men and women alike – have had to make do with the kitchen table, the park bench or the
         crowded commuter train. Jane Austen wrote in the sitting room, hiding her pages when the creaking door warned her that someone
         was coming; Anthony Trollope worked on his novels during train journeys; James Joyce scribbled with a suitcase across his
         knees and his children playing nearby (although this may have contributed to the incomprehensibility of his prose to an extent
         that has so far been overlooked). Indeed, some of the most brilliant writers in the language have had day jobs they found
         tedious, tiresome or even hateful, but which have also influenced and inspired their work. What would Raymond Carver have
         found to write about if he had not spent the prime of his life doing mundane jobs that gave him an insight into the dark side
         of the American Dream? The life he railed against was the subject of his greatest stories. (And he was not the only one, as
         you will see when we discuss day jobs in Chapter 8.)
      

      
      Which is to say: day jobs are perfectly normal. Most writers are also journalists, or teachers, or have an office job, or
         children. Most writers are too busy. They struggle with deadlines, wonder where their elusive muse has got to and worry that
         they will never manage to organise their thoughts. The author who sits serenely in his Mediterranean villa as he pens his
         latest masterwork is the exception, not the rule.
      

      
      Writing careers as we now know them are part of the mercantile, capitalist system. Words are the stock-in-trade of writers,
         whether they are printed or performed, and writers sell these words for a fee. The law of copyright came into being to give
         authors the right to retain the ownership of their work beyond any agreed and specific sale. This model is changing, and anyone
         making an income out of writing now needs to be aware of the seismic changes that are revolutionising the publishing industry
         and the print media. I’ll look at the Internet later – it’s both a threat and an opportunity for authors. Fundamentally, though,
         it undermines the rights of authors over what they produce, and is the death knell of a system of copyright that had its beginnings
         in the sixteenth century. If that puts you off, go back and look at the Rilke quotation at the beginning of this chapter –
         you are in the wrong job. But I suspect that you already know the odds are stacked against you – and you are going to carry
         on anyway. And you are not alone, as you will see.
      

      
      In the pages to come I will be looking at the various aspects of the life that you will lead as a working writer. This includes
         learning to develop your skills, networking, finding ways to get useful feedback, dealing with professionals, money, day jobs,
         publicity, writing online and how to cope with the inevitable pitfalls. I’ll also look at the opportunities for established
         writers, and for those who want to make a social contribution. And there is a list of major competitions – winning a prize
         is a good way to get attention, as well as doing wonders for your self-belief.
      

      
      
      Writing Careers: The Lowdown

      
      
         	
            Getting a book published is not a happy ending: it’s a new beginning.

         

         	
            There is no route map from this point – you must find your own way.

         

         	
            Publishing is a business, and books are products whether you like it or not.
            

         

         	
            Few writers get rich; if money is your motivation try something else.

         

         	
            Writers with day jobs are the rule, not the exception.

         

         	
            Busyness can fuel creativity and most successful writers have too much to do.

         

         	
            If you are a writer, you will write no matter what. This is your vocation.

         

      

      
   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      The Words

      
      ‘What one wants for writing is habit.’

      
      Virginia Woolf

      
      This is not a ‘how-to-write’ book, but of course writing must be at the centre of an author’s life. So, while I am not advising
         you about what goes onto the page, in this chapter I will talk about the act of writing. What you need, as Virginia Woolf
         says, is ‘habit’. Ideally, you should be writing something, anything, every day.
      

      
      The issue of time, how you use it and whether you can be bothered to use it for writing, is closely linked to the issue of
         day jobs and the constraints that Life places upon Art. One of the reasons that many would-be writers give for their endless
         procrastination is that they just don’t have the time to write a novel. But they do have time to go to the gym three times a week, and watch EastEnders and shop for vintage bargains on eBay. The truth is that most of us do accomplish the things that we really want to accomplish
         in life, as long as we make them a priority. Not writing is about not thinking it is important enough. No matter how busy
         you are, there is enough time if you really do want to find it. We can’t all throw in the boring office job and live in a
         seedy Paris apartment pretending to be Samuel Beckett. But we can all find a few extra hours every week. Reading interviews
         with working writers makes it plain that busyness is part of the territory. These are not people who are waiting for the muse to strike:
         they are people who take every chance they have to get the words written.
      

      
      Children’s author Harriet Goodwin is one example. Her first book, The Boy Who Fell Down Exit 43, was published in 2009, became a Book of the Month in Borders and was shortlisted for a Blue Peter award. Her second book came out at the beginning of 2011. She also has four young children, and has continued to work as
         a professional mezzo soprano. (Before having children she had a successful full-time singing career and spent much of her
         time touring.)
      

      
      ‘I don’t think of myself as having a day job at all,’ she says. ‘Motherhood is the most important thing in my life, and I
         fit other things around it. When my first child was born I was still touring for a while, and I had to ask myself, Do I want
         to carry on with serious singing? And I realised that I couldn’t go on with touring, which could mean being out of the country
         for weeks at a time.
      

      
      ‘Writing came out of the blue: I had a dream one night about a boy who crashed through the surface of the earth into an underground
         world, and when I woke up I thought, This is a book! I wrote it little by little, sometimes only for ten minutes a day.’
      

      
      The flexibility of writing is very different from the demands of working as a professional mezzo soprano, but Goodwin manages
         to do both by restricting her singing engagements to those in the UK and using her time as creatively as possible. ‘I don’t
         watch TV and I don’t do any ironing!’ she says. ‘And there is a pattern to my days sometimes – when I was writing the second
         book I would write from nine till one, then go for a swim or a walk and then collect the children. I am pretty active. I also
         do a lot of school visits, which I really enjoy, though it is time-consuming. And I don’t do much at weekends – that is family
         time.’
      

      
      This may sound like a pressurised existence to some, but Goodwin loves every minute of it. ‘The children are very proud of
         me, and they know I have time for them as well as writing. I am struck by how unbelievably lucky I am to have all these things
         in my life. I just do it, it’s part of who I am.’
      

      
      Finding Time and Space

      
      Harriet Goodwin’s story speaks for itself: if you really want to write, then you will find time and space to do it. When Ted
         Hughes lived in a small flat in London with Sylvia Plath, some of their friends were critical of the fact that she wrote at
         the table in the sitting room, while he wrote his poetry on a card table wedged into the cramped and windowless hallway. But
         he later said that this was one of the best writing spaces he ever had, and he worked there very happily and productively.
      

      
      None of this is easy, however. You do need to ask yourself whether you are prepared to put up with the inconvenience, the
         frustration and the vast expense of time and energy that a writing career involves. The end point is always far ahead – and
         you may never reach it. Like me, you may find that even when you are published the fight for time and self-belief is not over,
         and that you still need to ‘keep buggering on’, in the words of Winston Churchill. I do know people who wanted to write one
         book, which they did, and they are happy. I know others who wanted to be published in some form, and they were, and that was
         it. And I know many, many others who are like me. They want to write no matter what. They need to write and nothing will stop
         them. And they will write, as long as they have the physical and mental capacity to do so. But, before spending years of your life tapping away
         at your laptop, do take time out to think about whether this is really what you want to do.
      

      
      
      Why Do You Want to Write?
      

      
      Most writers describe writing itself as a compulsion, an overwhelming urge to order and control experience or express their
         ideas – an addiction that they cannot break. Some say they dislike the process itself, but still feel worse if they don’t
         do it. Although writing is a wonderful outlet for self-expression, this doesn’t mean that each time you write you will feel
         you have said anything worth saying. You will stare bleakly at the lines of utter drivel you have scrawled or typed, and your
         head will feel as if it were gently caving in. Why do this when you could be going to the gym, or watching EastEnders, or following vintage items on eBay?
      

      
      It’s important to ask yourself what you want to write, and why. Do you have traumas to unravel? Scores to settle? Dreams that
         you have scribbled down each morning that you have strung together to make a fascinating experimental novel? Or perhaps some
         bedtime stories that you have told your children, which you think deserve a wider audience? While it is possible that, if
         you have penned any of the above, you could hit the publishing jackpot, it’s extremely unlikely. You will have to move a very
         long way from these thoughts and jottings if you want to be taken seriously as a professional writer.
      

      
      If you want to be a professional writer, you need to think like a professional, organise yourself like a professional and
         write like a professional. Nobody is interested in your ideas just because they are your ideas. If you want to get your work
         out there, you need to see your experiences as raw material and make
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