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Introduction


WRITE NOW! is a BIG/little book about
writing, writer’s block, rejection, publishing and selling your
book. It’s a book about the urge to write, writing mentors,
fighting against complacency, when to start to write and what to
write. It’s a book about stick-to-itiveness. It’s a book about
thoughts and feelings. It’s a book about imagination, baseball,
politics and more.

But mostly, WRITE NOW! is a book about
confidence. Does an individual have the confidence in himself to
sit down, every day, and write the words that finally join together
to make the sentences and paragraphs that form his work?

If you’re a writer or want to be a writer,
Joseph Sutton will take you by the hand and lead you into the
writer’s life—to the life of rejection, questioning your writing
abilities, wondering if you’ll ever get published or republished
and what to do when no one comes to your book reading. In other
words, this BIG/little book is the story of the making of a
writer.

—Donald S. Ellis, Publisher

 


 


 


On the Road to Getting Published


My publisher, Don Ellis, came into my life
the day after my friend, Sky Diamond, passed away. Let me explain
the connection.

Sky Diamond was not only a good friend of
mine, he was my chiropractor, confidant and a fervent admirer of my
writing. I wish he could have lived to a ripe old age, but no, he
died at the age of 57 of Hepatitis C on Wednesday, April 14, 1999.
He was in the hospital a full month waiting for a liver transplant
that never arrived.

When I first started seeing Sky for
chiropractic adjustments, I was not well off financially. Not only
that, I was about to quit my high school teaching job because of
the stress it was causing me. To top it off, I had a family to
support. At the time, the only way I could compensate Sky was to
give him a collection of my short stories in manuscript form. Soon
after I “paid” him, Sky called one night and told me how much he
loved my stories. He honored me even more by saying, “They were so
good, Joe, I cried after I finished reading them.” He considered my
stories payment for his services until I could afford to pay him.
What he was really telling me was “Keep writing, and don’t
stop.”

Years passed and I was back on my feet again.
While at his office one day, Sky asked how I was doing.

“I’m a little depressed,” I told him. “I
received four rejections in the mail today.”

Sky immediately sprang to my defense. “Don’t
worry about the outcome of your writing, Joe, it’s the journey that
counts. What’s important is the putting of words on paper.”

“I understand what you’re saying, Sky, but
it’s not easy getting four rejections in one day.”

“Remember what I’m about to tell you,” he
said. “Everything happens for a reason. If you get rejected,
there’s a reason for it.”

“Yeah, the reason is, I’m a poor writer.”

“You and I know that’s not true. There’s a
yin and yang to everything in life. Look how unhappy you are now
about your writing. Someday things are going to turn around and
you’re going to feel just the opposite.”

On a February day in 1999, two months before
Sky would pass away, I received a postcard in the mail. It had to
do with an event celebrating Jack Kerouac’s birthday. The card
listed several people who were going to read passages from
Kerouac’s works at the Black Cat restaurant in San Francisco’s
North Beach District. A close friend of mine, George Kaye, was
going to be one of the readers. I was reluctant to go because the
price of admission was $10 (would Kerouac have approved of that?),
but since I was a great admirer of Kerouac and because George was
going to read, I decided to attend.

The night of the celebration took place on
March 12, Kerouac’s birthday. I arrived at the Black Cat and went
downstairs to the Blue Bar. The place was packed. I ordered a draft
beer, found George, and sat with him before he excused himself to
prepare for his reading.

All the readers—Don Ellis being one of
them—read a passage from their favorite Kerouac novel. They all did
a fine job of conveying that special Kerouac style. It was
interesting to hear Kerouac’s words again because he was a
tremendous influence on me when I began my writing career back in
1969. I wanted to write just like him: swift, jazzy, no holds
barred. At times I did write like him, but I was imitating him.
What I needed to do was to acquire my own style, my own view of the
world, for that’s what Kerouac alluded to in all his writings—Don’t
imitate, be yourself completely.

After the reading (a huge success, by the
way), I noticed Don Ellis sitting at a table with three other
people. I knew of Ellis. I’d sent two manuscripts to his publishing
house over the years and both were rejected.

I sidled up to Ellis and waited until I could
get his complete attention. After I introduced myself and told him
how much I liked the excerpt he read from On the Road, I
came right out and said, “You have to read my latest novel.”

“What’s it about?”

“It’s about a writer trying to break out of a
writer’s block. He meets a total stranger one day. After he tells
the stranger his problem, the stranger recommends a book on
creativity, Julia Cameron’s The Artist’s Way. The main point
of Cameron’s book is to write three pages as fast as you can first
thing in the morning for eighty-four days. Our hero does just that
to break out of his slump, and little does he know he’s writing a
story a day about his life. Put all the stories together and they
turn into a novel.”

“Sounds interesting,” said Ellis, who was the
spitting image of comedian Jay Leno, except Ellis was heavier,
taller and had a beard. “What’s the name of your book?”

“Morning Pages.”

Ellis went into a spiel about a writer and
publisher becoming co-publishers. In other words, he was telling me
I would have to pay half the publishing cost if he liked my book. I
closed my ears to this and thought, I’m a writer, not a
co-publisher. It’s against my principles to fork over money to get
my book published. Why is he telling me this?

As our conversation came to a close, Ellis
said, “To make sure your manuscript gets to me, write ’Requested
Material for Don Ellis’ on the envelope. I’ll read it and get back
to you.”

Sky Diamond and I attended Fairfax High
School in Los Angeles in the mid to late fifties. In 1984 I
reconnected with him, thanks to a mutual friend of ours who told me
to call him about my asthma. I was teaching at McAteer High School
in San Francisco at the time. McAteer was built like a fortress—not
a window in the whole school. Everyone was breathing recycled air.
And if that wasn’t enough, I had to teach five classes in five
different classrooms five days a week. Given these circumstances,
plus the usual stress and strain of teaching 14- and 15-year-olds,
my resistance fell to a rock bottom low and I contracted
asthma.

I called Sky and asked if he could treat this
disease that prevented me from getting air into my lungs. He gave
me a logical explanation how he could, and so I soon started seeing
him on a regular basis. Besides giving me back adjustments, Sky
told me to eat more fruit and vegetables, less meat and to cut out
all dairy products from my diet. He also told me to exercise daily.
After following this regimen religiously for seven months, I was
cured of asthma.

If Sky could cure asthma, he could cure
anything. He didn’t just crack my back and bid me farewell when I
was at his office, he took his time and talked to me. He was always
there for me, asking questions, listening, advising, giving 100% of
himself. It was this personal touch, this concern on his part that
helped cure the many aches and agonies in the fifteen years I saw
him. The man was a true healer of “dis-ease,” as he used to
pronounce the word.

Someone once wrote, “We can better appreciate
the miracle of a sunrise if we have waited in darkness.” I now know
exactly what that adage means. As a writer I had been waiting in
darkness for three decades. My miracle of a sunrise came in the
late afternoon on Thursday, April 15, 1999, the day after Sky
Diamond passed away, when Don Ellis of Creative Arts Book Company
called and said he wanted to publish Morning Pages.

“I loved it,” he said. “I read the manuscript
in one sitting. I identified with the main character and I’d like
to—“

I cut him short. “Don, tell me one thing. Do
I have to pay half the expense of the book or not?”

“You don’t have to pay a penny. I’m going to
pay you.”

I’d been published before—fifteen stories,
even a book of health quotations I compiled—but no one ever took a
chance on publishing a book of my fiction until Don Ellis entered
my life. No more darkness. No more depression. No more doubts about
my writing ability. No more dreaming against all odds of getting a
book of my fiction published. Don’s acceptance of my book was as
thrilling as witnessing the birth of my son or marrying my wife or
scoring two touchdowns against the University of Washington. I was
floating in heaven for three months.

When a great friend, healer and supporter
left his mortal coil and passed out of my life, the very next day
my publisher and now good friend came into my life.

You’re probably asking yourself, “So what’s
the big deal about this connection between your chiropractor and
publisher?” My answer to that is: Sky Diamond and Don Ellis were
born on the same day in the same year: August 6, 1941.

 


 


 


Now is the Time of Your Life


I had a great idea for a story last night, in
bed, at around three a.m., and told myself to remember it, and lo
and behold, I forgot it. I got lazy. All I had to do was turn on my
bedside lamp, reach for pen and paper and write down the idea.
Instead, I turned on my side and said to myself, This is a
no-brainer. It’s such a great idea I’ll have no trouble remembering
it in the morning.

Well, as good ideas sometimes do, like old
friends and General MacArthur’s “old soldiers,” they just fade
away.

I’m reminded of a William Saroyan short story
(I can’t remember the name of it right now) about a writer who also
had a great story idea and forgot it. Boy, that Saroyan was
something else! He made a story out of anything and everything. I
wish I could do the same.

Just yesterday I went to San Francisco’s Main
Library to witness the Fourth Annual “Celebrating Saroyan,” an
event celebrating the famous Armenian-American author and
playwright. About ninety people were in the audience and we saw a
documentary called William Saroyan: The Man, the Writer by
Paul Kalinian. We also listened to Aram Kevorkian, Saroyan’s lawyer
and great friend before Saroyan passed away in 1981. Kevorkian had
us totally entranced when he spoke of Saroyan and his writings. He
believed Saroyan was a genius in that he translated his experiences
into art. He said Saroyan had a great understanding of
humanity—that all of us are good, bad, ugly and contradictory.
Kevorkian went on to say that Saroyan was against religion because
religion teaches one to live for the afterlife and not the present.
Amen to that. He also said Saroyan, like Thomas Paine, was
against political boundaries. “The whole world was his
country.”

Saroyan loved to write, to live, to bring the
world together. This is what he wrote in the prelude to his most
famous play, The Time of Your Life:

In the time of your life, live—so that in
that good time there shall be no ugliness or death for yourself or
for any life your life touches. Seek goodness everywhere, and when
it is found, bring it out of its hiding-place and let it be free
and unashamed. Place in matter and in flesh the least of the
values, for these are the things that hold death and must pass
away. Discover in all things that which shines and is beyond
corruption. Encourage virtue in whatever heart it may have been
driven into secrecy and sorrow by the shame and terror of the
world. Ignore the obvious, for it is unworthy of the clear eye and
the kindly heart. Be the inferior of no man, nor of any man be the
superior. Remember that every man is a variation of yourself. No
man’s guilt is not yours, nor is
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