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How to Write a New York Times Bestseller in Ten Easy Steps

by Jason Mulgrew

[Editor’s Note: For a couple of “glorious” weeks, Jason Mulgrew’s first book, Everything Is Wrong with Me, appeared on the New York Times bestseller list, before dropping off and returning to the relative obscurity to which it belongs. He has not been able to shut up about it since. This, coupled with the fact that at press time Everything’s average composite internet review is 3.43 (out of five) stars, led Jason to believe that, with his 236 Pounds of Class Vice President soon to be released, he is qualified to write the following primer. Please accept our apologies in advance.]

One of the most frequent questions I get from friends, family, strangers, and, most often, myself is, “Jason, how did you do it? How did you manage to successfully write a book that has sold literally dozens and dozens and dozen of copies, and has been described as ‘not a total waste of time’ [Dan, Goodreads] and ‘mildly entertaining’ [Lindsay, Amazon]and ‘not amazing but enjoyable’ [Matt, Goodreads]?”

On first thought, I might tell you that it wasn’t easy. After all, there are no classes that teach you how to write, no seminars that you can sign up for to improve your writing, nor any degrees that you can undertake in this discipline. The common conception is that when it comes to writing you either have it or you don’t; writing is a God-given natural talent, like the ability to curl your tongue or withstand spicy foods.

Wrong.

After I finished writing my first book, I realized that writing a book is easy. And with the proper discipline and the right blueprint, writing a mildly commercially successful and somewhat acclaimed by Internet users book is just as easy. Just follow these simple steps and you’ll be on all those bestseller lists and getting those decent star ratings in no time.

1) Think of an idea.

You have to start somewhere, right? Thinking of a concept for your soon-to-be world-conquering book is not as hard as you think. See, the world is so big and so full of strange people, strange people who will read just about anything you put in front of them, provided it’s short or cheap or has pictures, or they saw someone else reading it. My point: story matters, but which one doesn’t.

Take a few minutes at the start of this journey (I’d recommend no more than ten) to nail down what you’re going to write about. If you’re stuck, here are a few suggestions, free of charge:


•  A young artsy woman leaves her small, close-minded, Midwest town and moves to New York City, where she discovers herself by posting pictures of pretty much everything she sees and eats and drinks on her Instagram. (COMING OF AGE/CHICK LIT)

•  Two brothers, orphaned and separated at birth, grow up on opposite sides of the Cold War. I don’t have much here. But I feel like if the final scene is the two of them fighting on a submarine, people will eat that shit up. (SPY NOVEL)

•  A detective races to solve the murder of a teen prodigy before the killer strikes again. Also, the detective is a bear. (MYSTERY) (Bonus: this could be first in a series, which means more $$$ for you.)

•  A high school student gets made fun of because she is nerdy and not pretty. Then, with the help of her theater teacher, a former Broadway starlet who for mysterious reasons is now crippled, the high school student takes off her glasses and she is gorgeous. She then stars in the school musical and wins a scholarship to Julliard. And it turns out the teacher was hit by a car. (YOUNG ADULT AND MUSICALS ARE REALLY IN RIGHT NOW)

•  Any shit about vampires or elves or zombies or whatever (FANTASY/HORROR)

•  Any shit about vampires or elves or zombies or whatever fucking each other (EROTICA)



BESTSELLING WRITER PRO TIP: If you have any juicy gossip – if you can out a celebrity as gay, if you can expose a corporation’s backhanded business practices, if you had an affair with a prominent politician – this is what your book should be about. People love any and all behind the scenes/whistle-blower crap. And as long as it’s at least one-quarter true, it’s totally fine from a legal standpoint.


2) Make sure you want to do this.

Because it’s all downhill from here. Studies have shown that 94% of the world’s population has at one point or another said aloud, “I think I have a book in me.” Thankfully, only a small portion of these people has actually decided to pursue the daunting task of writing a book.

This book is going to take at least two weekends of your life and three fake sick days from your job. Are you ready to make this kind of commitment?

If the answer is “yes,” we move on to …

3) Establish an Internet presence.

This is not mandatory, but very, very helpful. The world has changed, my friends. Long gone are the days when Tolstoy, Joyce, and Dante sat together in a salon, smoking hashish and discussing majorly important writing ideas and literary themes and other things I’m not smart enough to comprehend (provided they all lived at the same time and knew each other, which I’m 80% sure is the case). No longer do writers have to spend years submitting short pieces to esoteric literary magazines and dealing with rejection letter after rejection letter, with only cheap whiskey, hand-rolled cigarettes, and cans of beans to help them ease the pain, in the hopes of one day making it big.

Today, thanks to the miracle of technology, you can become a literary sensation all from the comfort of your iPhone, without ever having to talk to another writer and without having to pay any dues whatsoever! The easiest path to do this is to make yourself famous on the Internet. How, you ask? The better question is, do you already qualify as Internet famous? If you answer “yes” to any of the following questions below, you may already have enough of an Internet presence to attract agents and publishers.


•  Do you have more than 1000 Facebook friends?

•  Has anything you’ve written on Facebook received more than 70 likes (excluding announcements of graduation, engagement, marriage or pregnancy)?

•  Does your Twitter account have more than 500 followers, even if you follow 28,000 people?

•  If you have more than 2000 Twitter followers, you should kick yourself for not already having a book deal. Moron.

•  That one wasn’t a question, I know. But I had to point it out.

•  Have any of your Tumblr posts been re-blogged more than 50 times?

•  Have any of your Tumblr posts inspired more than 10 anonymous, hateful messages?

•  Do you know what Reddit is?



So, are you Internet famous? Probably, right? Then let’s move on.

BESTSELLING WRITER PRO TIP: If and when you do get a substantial advance to write the book based on your Twitter account about overweight cats who wear pajamas, you must never, ever mention this to your friends with MFA’s. Doing so may end your friendship (and frankly, it should).

4) Get an agent.

Like an Internet presence, this is not mandatory but equally helpful. Agents act as a clearinghouse to the publishing industry. It’s more likely that a publisher will see (and read) your manuscript coming from an agent, rather than from a regular old shit-dog like you.

But how do you get one? Well, the Internet famousness might help: if you have a big enough presence (see: over 2000 Twitter followers), they’ll just come to you. Otherwise, it might be tough. Do you know an agent? Do you know someone who knows an agent? Do you know someone who knows someone who knows an agent? If you live in New York City or Los Angeles, the answer to that last question is likely “yes.” So start working those connections. If you don’t live in New York City or Los Angeles, you’re probably fucked.

BESTSELLING WRITER PRO TIP: Not a tip, per se, but there is nothing that says “I am much more important than you” quite like being at a party and referring to your agent as many times as possible.

GUEST: “Anyone want a beer?”

YOU: “So funny! My agent and I were having beers just the other day!”

GUEST: “Have you guys been watching ‘Homeland’?”

YOU: “That’s so weird! My agent is Jewish, and her homeland is Israel!”

GUEST: “Sadly, my mom passed away last week after a long and painful battle with cancer.”

YOU: “GET OUT OF HERE! My agent has a mom too! They always say ‘it’s a small world,’ but, geez, it really is true.”

5) Begin the Writing Process (initial caps intentional).

(Note: At all times, this should be pronounced the PROcess, with a slight English accent, rather than PRAH-cess, like an American non-writer.)

Now we get to the shitty part. Writing a book is like writing the longest term paper you’ve ever written, only you actually kinda care about it. And your roommate Lucas, who was a reliable source for Ritalin during your college years, is not only no longer living with you but is also no longer living, period.

When it’s time to roll up your sleeves and get the writing going, there are a variety of ways that you can approach the task of writing the book. I’ve found that the three main techniques are:

a) The Blue Collar Approach: Some people are able to wake up, write from 9am until noon, bang out 3000 words of good copy, and go on about their day, completely stress-free. In literary circles, these people are known as “assholes.” If this is you, please stop reading right now. I don’t even want to talk to you. Seriously. Get out of my face.

b) The Charles Bukowski: There is a long association between literary genius and alcoholism. For a select few – Dylan Thomas, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway – this association holds true. However, for the one million morons across the world who right at this very moment are starting at a computer drunk as shit, trying to be all writerly, it does not. Like anything else in life – pool, darts, trimming your pubic hair in the shower with one leg propped up on the side of the tub – alcohol can enhance the experience of writing and allow you to lower your inhibitions and feel less self-conscious about the process. However, too much of it and you’ll find yourself spitting all over your keyboard as you sing along with “Easy Lover” for the twelfth time in a row, sipping yet another vodka cranberry, after having written a grand total of eight words (if your horrible misspelling of “speshilizasion” even counts as a word).

In short: alcohol is totally fine and can be helpful with your writing.

c) The Unreliable Blitzkrieg (aka “When It Rains, It Pours”): Based on the research I’ve done (which is none), I have to say that this is the most common approach to writing. Which is, for every five days you sit down to write, four will produce nothing and leave you horribly depressed, but on that fifth, look out – the words will come fast and furious and hard and strong and will pour out of your fingertips, almost as if you are possessed. However, the Magic, She cannot be tamed. So your only option is to take advantage of those times when you have “it,” and shut off the world and write.

This is also a great technique because you are assigning all responsibility for any missed deadlines on fate, and none whatsoever to yourself. This will come in handy, because if there is one sure, universal thing about the writing process
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