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“I own every writing book ever written, and Linda Sivertsen has done the near-impossible: given writing itself a personality. There’s a reason we all say yes to coming on her literature podcast–and to being excerpted about our writing processes in this book. I feel like I’m in the very best company. And. Good God, can this woman write! I love Linda’s voice and her honesty. Her stories are cinematic, hilarious, heartfelt, and pitch-perfect—with energy and punch, so often lacking in nonfiction.”

—Terry McMillan, #1 New York Times bestselling novelist of Waiting to Exhale and How Stella Got Her Groove Back, and eight other bestsellers

“Beautiful Writers is The Artist’s Way for a new generation. The sheer number of years it took to compile all the wisdom in this book is staggering. I love it and think it will inspire many—not just to write, but to find the mystery and divine in their own creative journeys.”

—Tosca Lee, New York Times bestselling author of Iscariot and The Line Between
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—Patricia Cornwell, #1 New York Times bestselling author (26 Scarpetta novels + nonfiction)

“This is a REALLY good book that will help a LOT of people . . . When I was a guest on the Beautiful Writers Podcast, I told Linda it was one of my all-time favorite interviews. After reading how she’s masterfully interwoven her entertaining publishing stories with our interview excerpts, I feel the same way about being in this book!”

—Steven Pressfield, bestselling author of The Legend of Bagger Vance, Gates of Fire, and The War of Art

“Linda Sivertsen is someone everyone should know.”

—Martha Beck, New York Times bestselling author of The Way of Integrity, an Oprah’s Book Club selection

“This is such an original, encouraging, funny, and very helpful offering of a book. Anyone wanting to stoke their creativity will find nuggets of wisdom from many of our great writers and creatives, all wrapped in Linda’s marvelous storytelling. I hope the book flies into a gazillion hands!”

—Elizabeth Lesser, New York Times bestselling author of Broken Open and Cassandra Speaks, and cofounder of Omega Institute

“I stayed up all night reading Linda’s stories. The fact that her path is landscaped with celebrities, movie stars, gurus, shamans, and astrologers—well, pop some popcorn, you’re in for an entertaining ride.”

—Allison K. Hill, CEO of American Booksellers Association

“If Linda’s life were a movie, I’d call it a real-life, Hollywood female Horatio Alger story.”

—Leeza Gibbons, Emmy-Award winning talk-show host, and New York Times bestselling author of Take 2 and Fierce Optimism

“It doesn’t seem possible, what Sivertsen has accomplished with this book: masterfully braiding three genres: memoir, self-help for writers and creatives, and wisdom from the hearts and minds of our most beloved authors and industry pros. Beautiful Writers is practical magic for any writer, aspiring or experienced. You’ll feel a sense of belonging as it catapults your creativity and self-confidence and answers all your nitty-gritty questions from process to publishing. This book is a gift for readers and writers alike.”

—Steph Jagger, bestselling author of Everything Left to Remember

“The perfect nudge and source of inspiration for anyone looking to pursue a career in writing. Linda Sivertsen weaves her personal story with pertinent, relatable anecdotes from literary greats, detailing all of the highs and lows that come along with authoring a book. She provides all the tools to help harness your greatness and silence that pesky doubting voice in your head. Beautiful Writers far exceeds just being a “how-to” guide for authors, and instead serves as a funny, relatable reminder to everyone on how deeply rewarding it is to follow your passions, trust your gut, and create.”

—Brooke Baldwin, veteran journalist and bestselling author of Huddle

“Can’t put it down . . . I must put it down! I want to keep bingeing this addictive book, but it also makes me itch to get up and write. Between the motivating personal insights from celebrity authors and Linda Sivertsen’s own riveting path, Beautiful Writers is that rare combo: an instructive manual you want to bring to the beach. Wish I’d had it while I was writing my own book!”
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“When I look back on my career as a top book publicist, literary agent, author of eleven books, and sister of bestselling author Debbie Ford, the one person I’d call my literary soulmate is Linda Sivertsen. Whether editing one of my books, recommending writing books that transformed my work, or sharing a technique or story with me that altered my thinking, it’s Linda who has had the biggest influence on my writing career.”
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“What a joy to read! I loved it. The conversational voice will make readers feel like one of Linda’s many friends. The stories, both personal and universal to the creative process, are accurate, articulate, and deeply inspirational.”

—Guru Singh, world-renowned yogi/spiritual teacher and author of Buried Treasures
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INTRODUCTION

“Beauty was not simply something to behold; it was something one could do.”

~ Toni Morrison, The Bluest Eye

Dear Writer,

For as long as I can remember, I’ve wanted to write books. I’m guessing you can relate because you have stories too. World-transforming ideas tickling your brain. A unique perspective on a corner of life somehow overlooked. A tale that won’t stop unfurling its chapters inside your mind. The dream, the ache to write, has been thrumming through your veins for longer than you can recall.

And yet, something—time, confidence, life—is holding you back.

I felt this frustration even before I knew it plagued most writers. Long before a turbaned guru stared deeply into my eyes and told me that writing was why I was here. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Except to say, I had no reason to think I could be a writer and was thus grateful for the nudge. My grades had me, and probably everyone else, convinced that I was most definitely not “book smart.” Several humiliating interactions corroborated this, which I’ll share in the chapters that follow.

Against all odds, I did write and sell my first book, which received generous national publicity. I may be the only author you know whose CNN segment aired while she was scrubbing toilets at Trader Joe’s market, but publishing opened countless doors for me. Missteps and absurdity notwithstanding, over the next twenty-three years, I was able to write, ghostwrite, and co-author eleven books (including two New York Times bestsellers); more than forty magazine articles; and help birth hundreds of books as a coach. Meaning, I understand a thing or two about your ache.

I know what it feels like to pulse with a longing to write and publish and publish again and write some more, preferably soon, but most definitely before you die. Bestselling author Katherine Woodward Thomas and I used to joke about the inability to birth a book akin to being pregnant with a twenty-thousand-pound baby, ten years in gestation. Books unborn weigh on you.

I’m guessing some questions eat at your resolve and feel paralyzing: Can I do it? I mean, really do it—start and finish an entire manuscript? And, if I ever do, could it be great?

Great books changed you. You want to be great too.

It’s scary to consider that you might not be able to fulfill your soul’s calling—and perhaps equally terrifying to embrace that you are already great, fully capable of creating what you came here to create. As in, all is well. Or, as Hafiz wrote, “This place where you are right now, God circled on a map for you.”

If what I just said leaves you suspicious, suppose we take the lofty spiritual perspective out of the equation and honor the reality of time. To paraphrase Ira Glass, host and producer of This American Life, as creatives, we have good taste. But there’s a gap between knowing what we want to bring forth and being able to execute it in alignment with our vision. It takes time and a lot of work to close the gap, and many people quit before their work no longer disappoints them. But I believe simply being able to recognize quality and having the desire to get there means that you’re an artist capable of seeing your work match your ambitions. You have that greatness within you.

I hoped as much about myself in 1991 when six books appeared to me all at once in a dream in the middle of the night (we’ll get to that too). I flung my heart, enthusiasm, and lousy punctuation into two worlds—the New York publishing scene and Hollywood celebrity circles—that most find unattainable. Walled cities? Who says?! And who cares about walls when your visions are sky-high? Anyway, I lived on the “left coast,” the magical sunny one. A place where everyone knows you only have to decide which reality to call your own. Just give me my grappling hook; I’m ready to scale those walls! Despite having no idea how to craft, structure, edit, publish, market, or promote my imagined books, I was all in!

BUT but but . . . you don’t know how to write a book! And remember, you never even heard a full college English lecture because you were busy fooling with your hair. All your participles dangle. You can’t even sing “The Preposition Song”!

Damn. The voice of resistance was loud. But screw the voice! I was on a mission from God. My first book would be finished in six—no, let’s make it nine—months!

That’s when I started studying what the greats—like the people in this book—had to say on everything to do with writing and publishing. I became obsessed. Books from geniuses like Julia Cameron, Anne Lamott, and Strunk and White gave me the confidence to keep writing. They taught me how to write a book proposal, get an agent, and understand the norms of publishing while bettering my grammar and syntax, and editing skills: my real-world practice, enthusiasm, and steady streams of submissions filled in the blanks. Without taking a single writing class, I saw immediate improvement.

That first book, Lives Charmed: Intimate Conversations with Extraordinary People, incubated for w-a-a-y longer than nine months before publication; I could have papered my bathroom with all the rejection slips it garnered along the way. I’ll share the whole story on these pages, not to mention some outrageous, humorous, magical, behind-the-scenes-clawing-my-way-to-the-middle experiences. Stumbling blocks? I’ve fallen all over ’em. Face-plants? I’ve made ’em. Setbacks? Just as I hoped my first New York Times bestselling collaboration would dig us out of debt, my husband of nineteen years left me for another woman. His parting words, when I had a mere eight weeks to deliver eighty thousand additional words to my publisher, were: “Have fun with your booooooks! That’s all you ever wanted anyway!” Oh, and my co-author went to prison. That was fun. So yeah, I’ve dealt with setbacks.

But delays and drama didn’t single me out. Every one of the authors you’re about to hear from has faced incredible setbacks:

•Steven Pressfield wrote for seventeen years before he sold a single piece.

•Seth Godin sent queries for hundreds of book ideas in one year—and was rejected by thirty publishers, twenty-five or so times each.

•Martha Beck was finishing her doctorate at Harvard with severe fibromyalgia that made it impossible for her to write or use her hands most of the time.

•Jillian Lauren claimed she’d kill herself if her first novel was rejected. It was. Thankfully, she didn’t.

That’s right: Many of the world’s most beloved bestselling writers struggled every bit as much as I did when they were starting out. Who knew? If I’d been privy to their hardships, could I have jump-started my own writing journey? Taken a few shortcuts and saved myself some psychic pain? Surely someone must have compiled all those “best practices” before, right? I’d scan the shelves and ask every clerk during my visits to Vroman’s, Barnes & Noble, or the Bodhi Tree Bookstore, but I never found the perfect guide. I’d get to the last page of a memoir or writing book, and, though I loved 95 percent of what I read, I’d think, But where are the messy-middle details? Where are the stories about the things I’m experiencing? From that curtailed perspective, it seemed like success came too fast for the writers of these books. The authors were struggling, and then, boom! They weren’t. Success! Whaaat?

I wanted narratives to unfold cinematically and show me how my idols pushed past drama, rejection, hunger, and broke-ness to get beauty down on the page. I longed for the details of how they got their ideas and then busted through resistance and continued to deliver, day after day, year after year, book after book. A few authors would deliver, and I devoured their stories. And yet, because they were writing from lives and genres far removed from my own, I was left wanting more. Greedily, I wanted this type of play-by-play honesty from every author I loved.

Then one day, it hit me. If I launched a podcast on writing, I could ask bestselling authors those very questions myself! Publishing Lives Charmed had flung open the door to a fulfilling career as a writer and book coach that’s enabled me to connect authors with agents, leading to many book deals and bestselling results. But through the podcast, I could learn things I had yet to experience.

I teamed up with bestselling author Danielle LaPorte as co-creators and co-hosts of the Beautiful Writers Podcast. We invited a few treasured author friends to come on air and talk about everything from breakout success to staying power. The show debuted at #6 on iTunes in October of 2015 and has remained on Apple’s Top Literature (now Books) Podcasts list nearly every day since. When Danielle left the show, I pulled in former guests like Glennon Doyle, Martha Beck, Robert McKee, Leeza Gibbons, and Dani Shapiro to come back on as co-hosts to help me interview writers penning bestselling fiction, memoir, thriller, self-help, creative nonfiction, and more.

The podcast struck an immediate chord. Listeners told us it felt like they were getting an MFA in creative writing by hearing guests like Tom Hanks, Arianna Huffington, Van Jones, and Maria Shriver give specifics on topics such as coaxing the muse; feeling worthy; embracing creative habits; wrangling time; conquering fear; overcoming jealousy; networking; discovering when to stop editing and press SEND; using different kinds of editors; wooing agents and landing book deals; handling disbelievers and haters; trying new marketing angles; and so much more.

Like me, our listeners were spellbound, for instance, when Anne Lamott, who came on to promote her seventeenth book, shared the prayer she says before she writes (also in these pages). Or when Marianne Williamson spoke of how A Course in Miracles—the book that started her writing career—seemed to physically stalk her until she finally picked it up. When Danielle and I interviewed Elizabeth Gilbert—whose name is eternally tied to the word “prayer” because of her genre-exploding memoir Eat Pray Love—I practically spat out my tea when she confessed how hard it was for her to pray. It was an admission none of us, Liz included, saw coming.

Fans reached out to say they couldn’t get enough, would binge-listen for days, felt like they were having coffee with us, and pulled their cars over on the side of the road to take pages of notes. But they also wanted to review the information, again and again, get the stories and lessons distilled in an organized way, where the details could be easily digested, remembered, and returned to whenever needed. That’s how this book was born.

You’re about to gain access to all this writing magic, from granular to visionary, including gems never before heard on the podcast. These literary superstars will make you think, laugh, and shorten your learning curve. They’ll help keep you in the game if—make that when—the going gets tough. Because, in case you haven’t heard, the blank page can be a real A-hole. And the publishing world, worse.

I believe you were born to share your worldly tales in these complicated times. Let the fact that you want to write be enough of a reason. No one ever said it’d be all blue skies and calm waters, but I can promise you that the tips and stories in these pages will make it easier for you. (Hint: Publish when you’re no longer bleeding. Write when you are.) Filled with heart-centered encouragement, street-smart advice, and accounts of insider success—and failure—to help you gain the courage to get your book, blog, or biz finally birthed into the world where it belongs, this is the writing book I always wanted to read.

In this labor of love years in the making, you’ll find wisdom from many of the smartest, most generous, and beloved authors alive. No more dangerous driving for you note-taking listeners of the podcast. There will be no carpal tunnel syndrome on my watch! Your literary heroes are here, in all their humble honesty and effervescent humor, happy to inspire and entertain you with their decades of hard-won know-how. (Not sure who they all are? No worries! You’ll find a brief bio by each author’s name the first time their words appear—plus a complete list of Featured Authors, with the title of their corresponding podcast episode(s), in case you’d like to listen later, in the back of the book.)

As you’ll soon discover, Beautiful Writers is part inspirational, part practical, and part writing memoir suspense story, filled with wild twists and mystical turns, just as they happened, and insights into the writing life few authors have the courage—or maybe good sense—to reveal. Blended throughout is a straight-from-the-trenches, true story about how a degreeless, clueless newbie who put six commas in every sentence turned herself into a career writer. If you’re feeling out of your league or intimidated by what you don’t yet know, my coming-of-career dreams, adventures, and misadventures will support you to find—and believe in—your own path while putting the wisdom of the greats in a vivid, relatable context.

No matter where you are in your process, I believe you can create and finish your masterpiece (or many of them). I’ve seen it over and over again—even for those of us who have “no business” dreaming so big.

If you have the ache, you have what it takes. Consider this book your official welcome to the Beautiful Writers Club.

I’m so happy you’re here.

Write on!
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PART ONE

Courting the Muse

The Work and Play Begin

Welcome! In this section, you’ll be granting yourself permission. Tapping into grace and flow. Connecting to your why. Silencing mental bullies. Assembling rockin’ resources that catapult your craft and your confidence. Harnessing time and quiet (easier than it sounds, but we have hacks!). Most importantly, you’ll be aligning with your highest writerly guidance.




1

No Degree? No Problem

The Myriad Ways to Become a Writer

“The human brain is special. It starts working as soon as you get up and it doesn’t stop until you get to school.”

~ Milton Berle

What if you have the ache to be an author but no credentials? No school newspaper bylines. No teachers calling you “gifted.” No stellar grades in English. Or worse: you got bad grades; your papers returned covered in red ink. A teacher said you’re not gifted.* A writing group sniggered at your early attempts.

Will a publisher tell you to “keep your day job”?

Does going to school for writing matter? Should you think about going back now?

If you’re like me, you grew up in a community steeped in reverence for the university system. Perhaps you were indoctrinated over Cheerios with talk of extra credit, straight A’s, SAT prep classes, and taking as many AP courses as your little brain could hold. The goal: to win over admissions counselors, even if you’d have to sell a kidney to afford tuition.

As trusted systems crash around us, nothing is assured. For me, a student who both loved and hated school, nothing ever was . . .

[image: Images]

“Señorita Tisch!” Señor Gomez yelled across the Spanish II classroom. “You’re one of my brightest students in all my classes, and yet you don’t pay attention. You don’t apply yourself! Whyyyy?”

Caught off guard, I froze in my chair, love notes I’d been scripting to my boyfriend, Jeff, ready to make their way down the line of desks. I remember my red face, but not whether I’d answered my eleventh-grade teacher, whom I’d always adored. “What up, Señor G?!” I’d yell across the crowded corridor as we’d pass each other between classes. But if he’d been paying attention, Señor Gomez would have seen that Jeff was far too cute to ignore in the back row and that I was paying plenty of attention. In inglés. Duh.

I was a bookworm, not that anyone would have known it. Never once did I hide under my bed covers with a flashlight, like my sister did, reading an assigned title. Instead, while Carol was off studying and writing another A paper for her Honors English class—show-off—I was wrung out from giving my all to after-school sports. As Mom cooked dinner to a Mozart concerto, and Dad napped following his 4:30 AM start time and evening commute, I’d lie on the floor of our den library and salivate over volume after volume of the hardcovers lining the walls. That’s where Astrology, Near-Death Experiences, Ancient Greece, King Tut’s Egypt, Medieval Armor, the Great Painters of the Renaissance, the Lost City of Atlantis, and Cheese Logs from Bon Appétit magazine came to life. I’d smell the see-through onion-skinned pages of the leather-bound editions of the 1910 Encyclopedia Britannica, with their intricate drawings of Guggenheim’s printing press, and imagine the grinding of the gears, the ooohs and ahhhs of enraptured readers. I prayed that my destiny had something to do with penning books that, like these, stood the test of time.

Despite the fact that I could barely spell, I was proud to be the Cyrano de Bergerac for my girlfriends, begging me to ghostwrite letters to their latest crush. My joy was in the social aspect of school, and athletics. How could I sit still when there were hills to climb on my ten-speed, track meets to run, football games to pom-pom for, tennis matches to win (barefoot on 100-degree courts, thank you very much). Assignments? Who needed them when you could learn the good stuff on your own?

So, how do you go from having every report card since kindergarten declaring, “Linda has a hard time sitting still,” and “She talks too much,” to fulfilling your dream to enter a world that’s as totally sane and respectable and quiet and intellectual as writing? Could committing to school help with that? I wasn’t sure it was worth the soul-selling risk. My mother had taken me to a holiday party where she worked at Stanford University. After making small talk with a bunch of gossipy complaining PhDs, I walked away thinking, Personality much? Even Stanford couldn’t teach joy.


Seth Godin, author of twenty bestsellers, including This Is Marketing, Tribes, Purple Cow, and Linchpin, as well as teacher and marketing whiz.
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Our culture has a dreaming problem. It was largely created by the current regime in schooling, and it’s getting worse. Dreamers in school are dangerous. Dreamers can be impatient, unwilling to become well rounded, and most of all, hard to fit into existing systems.

The dreams we need are self-reliant dreams. We need dreams based not on what is but on what might be. The only way out is going to be mapped by those able to dream.

In the connected age, reading and writing remain the two skills that are most likely to pay off with exponential results. The effective writer in the connected revolution can see her ideas spread to a hundred or a million people. Writing (whether in public, now that everyone has a platform, or in private, within organizations) is the tool we use to spread ideas. Writing activates the most sophisticated part of our brains and forces us to organize our thoughts.

While access to information is becoming ever easier (you’ll soon be able to take every single MIT course from home), the cultural connection that college produces can be produced only in a dorm room, at a football stadium, or walking across the quad, hand in hand. The right college is the last, best chance for masses of teenagers to find themselves in a situation where they have no choice but to grow. And fast. That’s the reason to spend the time and spend the money and hang out on campus: so you can find yourself in a dark alley with nowhere to go but forward.




Valarie Kaur, civil rights leader and bestselling author of See No Stranger: A Memoir and Manifesto of Revolutionary Love.
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The heroes in Harry Potter were students. They were young and wielded magic when the grown-ups wouldn’t or couldn’t. Think about education as a place to learn spells—and gain a little protection out in the world.

I remember graduating from Stanford University. A professor called me into her office and said, “I don’t say this very often, but you have to go to law school.” I said, “No, no, no, no.” It was the last thing on my mind. My single most important educational moment was in the streets, protesting the Iraq war and getting arrested for the first time.

The professor said, “You’re a woman of color. I see you. You have an activist’s heart. You’re going to keep ending up out in the streets. If you want people to listen to you, you have to get your degrees.”

She was talking about degrees as if they were armor. You don’t go into battle without a sword and a shield, without armor. This wise woman in my life was saying, “Get your degrees to be able to fight the good fight in the world—and to be safe.” Even then, how safe is it? But as safe as you can possibly be.




Cheryl Strayed, #1 New York Times bestselling memoirist (Wild, made into a movie starring Reese Witherspoon) and author (Tiny Beautiful Things, Brave Enough, and Torch).
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There are all paths to the mountaintop, as they say. College is important to different people for different reasons. I grew up working class in rural America. I didn’t know anyone who had written books, and I didn’t know of many people who even read books. So, college was an incredibly important portal for me to pass through.

After Wild was a big hit, reporters would always say, “Oh my gosh, your life must have changed so much.” I’d say, “Not really.” The only way my life changed significantly with the publication of Wild was that I could pay my bills with more ease than I had before, which was none. But really, when my life changed is when I went to college, and I saw that there was this whole world of people who painted and wrote and acted and were scientists and mathematicians, all of which suddenly became accessible to me and was an important piece of my becoming a writer.

You write a book one page at a time, one sentence at a time. I didn’t know that myself before I wrote my first book. You have to do the work and teach yourself what the work is. There’s the education. I learned a lot. But to learn how to be in a new part of society? Everything about that was magic.



I managed to get to college (despite being very distracted by a wickedly cute water-polo-playing frat boy at the USC Beta house), yet somehow didn’t visit those counselors enough to realize I was three years in and REEEEALLY should’ve taken certain courses right after those other ones (Algebra 2 follows Algebra 1, Spanish 3 follows Spanish 2), or the info mysteriously falls right out of your brain, and you’ll never be able to catch up. And, whoops! The major I’d chosen, Psychology, required Calculus and Statistics, which I’d already dropped twice, each, on account of not remembering any Algebra. When a teacher mentioned I’d need another four years after this to ever make any money with my psych degree, I quit. Yeah, with just three classes to go. I’d become an entrepreneur and a writer. I could see it. Why waste another penny of my parents’ money?

My ever-supportive mom and dad were game. “I never worry about you,” Dad said. “You always land on your feet.”

Over the years, my lifelong dream to write grew fierce. I finally admitted to myself that it was time and was keyed up about an actual project—but aside from having no training or credentials, there was just one more little problem. I didn’t know how to write. Raw talent was one thing, but craft was harder than I’d bargained for. Growing up, I’d figured that, unlike my sister, I’d be a kid while I was a kid (wasn’t that the point of childhood?). Looking at Carol all sleepless and hunched over her desk, I trusted that scripting my real-life experience would one day come as naturally as biking, running, or smashing tennis balls around. We have time. We’re all going to be successful anyway!

I sure as shit didn’t want to have to go back to school to write. I could figure it out. Books were in my DNA. The shelves of my childhood home groaned with them. Mom had been the president of a book club for ten years and a founding member for longer. One of her best friends, Kay Sprinkel Grace (yes, her real name—and yes, she does), was a famous nonprofit fundraiser with many books to her name, one of which was dedicated to my parents. My father’s best friend, Charles Sailor, was a big-time New York Times bestselling author who sold millions of books and lived in fancy Bel Air and wrote screenplays and hit TV shows. Carol and I had driven around with “Uncle Chuck” in a limousine on his book tour for The Second Son and marveled at how the biggest names in Hollywood—Newman, Redford, Stallone—wanted to bring that book to film. I was even more dazzled by the bulging canvas sacks carrying fan letters to his house by the tens of thousands from the post office. If I could be like him, I thought, I’d really have the power to help this world!

This writing thing couldn’t be that hard. Everyone’s doing it!

But Carol, who got annoyingly good grades, graduated a year early from high school, won a statewide journalism award at eighteen, and got into the USC Journalism school, scoffed at my first try:

“Why do you have six commas in every sentence, Linda?”

“I put one in whenever someone pauses,” I answered.

“That’s not how grammar works,” she said. “People have to breathe!”


Meg Wolitzer, New York Times bestselling author of many novels, including The Female Persuasion, The Ten-Year Nap, and The Wife, which was made into a critically acclaimed movie starring Glenn Close and Jonathan Pryce.

[image: Images]

My college writing courses [at Smith College and Brown University] gave me confidence, but it took a while. You need to hear things again and again—somebody saying, “That line is great,” or, “That doesn’t work.” Then you make a connection: “Oh! Wait a minute! The reason that line doesn’t work is that I’m doing that same thing I did last time when they told me that line didn’t work.” You start to see patterns. Only after doing it a dozen times can you go off and not do it that thirteenth time.




Dr. Jane Goodall, PhD, DBE, is the founder of the Jane Goodall Institute and UN Messenger of Peace. Goodall is best known for the groundbreaking research into the lives of wild chimpanzees in Gombe, Tanzania, now spanning more than sixty years, and has written many books for adults and children, including The Book of Hope.
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Louis B. Leakey wanted me to attend [college] because I had a mind unclouded by the reductionist theory of the animal behavior people. When I was told that I shouldn’t talk about animals with personalities, minds, and emotions, I knew the professors were wrong. But at Cambridge, I was taught to think in a logical and scientific way so I could carry on with what was then rather revolutionary: talking about animals as individuals, which wasn’t done in animal behavior at the time, and to apply this logical way of thinking.

I think that’s helped my writing. It’s helped me to think things through really carefully and realize that, “Well, I’ve said this paragraph, but actually, it’s contradicting something I said earlier, so let me get these two paragraphs together and make sense of it.”



Luckily, I’m a Leo, and we’re super driven, even grandiose. I was on a mission. I. Would. Figure. This. Out. And I did—although not without having to work through a lot of shame and guilt around leaving school. Thankfully, Dad lived long enough to see the release of my first book, the cover of which he had emblazoned on a T-shirt surrounded by black lettering: “Got my daughter’s book yet?” But when he was diagnosed with stage 4 cancer not long afterward, just five years after we’d already lost Mom to the dreaded disease, I was desperate to make good on the promise I’d made to them when I’d enrolled at USC—that I’d graduate. All I had to do was convince my former dean to agree to a trade. Seemed simple enough.

If I could give my father the assurance that I’d walk across that commencement stage after all, he’d have to live to celebrate that long-deferred milestone, right? You hear it all the time, people practically rising from the dead to attend some extraordinary event they’d never miss. And, if it were too late for him to witness the ceremony, at the very least he’d go to his grave knowing that his and Mom’s sacrifices weren’t in vain.

Universities sometimes grant college credits for work experience. Surely the writing I’d published and consulted on would cover the three measly courses I was missing. Arriving at USC, I checked my reflection in my rearview mirror and prayed I was worthy of the special circumstance.

I barely breathed as the dean reviewed my transcripts, examined my first book, and paged through magazine articles I’d laid out for her.

“And I’m halfway finished with my second book, a title I’m co-authoring for a blind cop,” I said, breaking the silence. “He was shot in the face at a highway drug checkpoint. He’s a PhD, a therapist for police, fire, and military personnel, so I’m using many of the lessons I learned here in my psych courses.”

The dean looked down, shook her head. She took her glasses off, closed her eyes.

“I’m so sorry, Linda. Maybe if you’d published a math book in Spanish”—the third class I’d dropped—“or written a psych textbook, perhaps we could count that as course—”

“I just hoped I’d qualify because my writing is so psychological.”

“I’m sorry,” she repeated and began to gather my magazines into a tidy stack.

She spent the next half hour outlining my options, which mostly amounted to investing years and tens of thousands of dollars on tuition and tutors before I could even think of donning a cap and gown.


Tom Hanks, typewriter-obsessed Renaissance man (and Oscar-winning actor, screenwriter, director, producer, and musician). He’s published essays in the New York Times, Vanity Fair, The New Yorker, and his first book of fiction, Uncommon Type: Some Stories.
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I always feel like I’m still six units shy of getting a degree.* A friend of mine was getting out of high school, and he had an uncle who said to him: “So, you’re going to go to college?”

My friend said, “Yeah. I’m going to college.”

“Good!” said his uncle. “Here’s the deal. I will pay for you to go to college as long as you want to go to college. Because I’m going to tell you right now. The moment you leave college, you’ve got to work every day, for the rest of your life.”

That’s why, hey! I’m still six units shy of my degree!




Gabrielle Bernstein, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Universe Has Your Back, and many other bestsellers, including Super Attractor, May Cause Miracles, Judgement Detox, and Happy Days.
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I had a big belief that held me back—a story I told myself that said: “I am not smart enough.” When I was in sixth grade, some kid told me I was stupid, which changed the trajectory of my life. It was a really traumatic event for me and ultimately led me on a path of excelling in the arts. I went on to get a BFA in Theater and turned my back on academia. I just did not identify myself as someone that was going to thrive in that way. My literary education ended in the eighth grade. That was it. I could barely string a sentence together, had the worst grammar, and couldn’t spell.

I sometimes feel like, “How am I even associated with all these writers?” Even to this day, I catch myself saying things like, “Oh, I’m not really a writer.” People say, “Are you kidding me? You’ve published seven [now more!] books.” And then I hear my guides. I have a nice little dialogue with my guides who surround me. They’re like, “Get over yourself. You are a writer!”

I’m proud to be able to show people that may not identify as literary that they can know they’re writers. They can say: “Well, if she could do it with nothing past eighth grade English, I can too.”



Walking through the quad in a defeated daze, I felt as old as the very bricks of Doheny Library. I sat down at the feet of the famed Tommy Trojan statue, where many years prior, I’d been photographed for the cover of the 1998 USC Trojans Gift Catalog. Mom and Dad loved that. “Tell me something good,” my father would always say when he saw my name on his caller ID, believing I had “God’s phone number.” I rummaged for my cell and dialed his number.

“Daddy,” I said, my voice cracking upon hearing his. “I’m here at ’SC. I’m going to get my degree.”

“Are you doing this for me?” he asked, his voice shaky. I pictured him in his kitchen, his past surgeries to his jaw and mouth making it physically hard for him to speak.

“Yes. But I want to,” I lied.

A pause. “Linda, no. Not for me. The reason I wanted you to go to college was so that you could be happy and successful. So you could thrive. You are the happiest, most successful, thriving person I know.” For once, I was rendered speechless. Should I remind him that I still sometimes struggle to pay my bills? “Besides,” Dad continued. “It’s going to take you years.” He was right about that. The dean had said it would take at least three . . .

“And in that time, how many books will you not write that would have helped how many people?” Silent rain fell from my eyes.

“Look around,” he said. “How many students do you see on campus right now?” I couldn’t count that fast. It seemed like thousands. “How many of them will write books? Most of them will graduate, but how many of them will write books that change people’s lives?”

“I don’t know, Daddy.”

“I free you, sweetheart. Let it go.”


Abby Wambach, soccer legend (GOAT), two-time Olympic Gold Medalist, and #1 New York Times bestselling author of Wolfpack, Wolfpack (Young Readers Edition), and the memoir Forward.
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From the perspective of pleasing others, I would want to go back [to college] and honor the promise I made to my mom and get my degree at some point. Do I think going back and completing my college education is going to change me in drastic ways? Probably not. I’m pretty well-baked at this point. I might not ever do it. And that is also okay. My wife [Glennon Doyle] helped me understand that people travel many different roads, and it doesn’t mean one route is more successful than others.

If and when I [go back], it’ll be because I want to draw myself closer to that self-esteem and that self-worth that, for whatever reason, is tied up in this promise I made to my mom.



The sun dipped into the sea behind me as I drove east on the Pasadena freeway toward home. I’d soon be rejoining my sister, Carol, to be with Dad in his last days, but I felt grateful. Only hours before, I believed I’d squandered my education and my parents’ hard-earned money, let them down, let the system down, let myself down. Now, thanks to Dad’s benediction, I could remember my college years and once again smile. And, unlike my father, I had time for a fresh rewrite, a new personal narrative about who I was and what I was capable of. Here I’d thought I was going to give Dad a gift, but he gave me one worth so much more.

My father understood that a classroom setting wasn’t the only place from which to gain wisdom—or to pursue the dream of writing. As Mark Twain said, “I have never let schooling get in the way of my education.” Yet, for many of us, high school or college were sources of shame and discouragement. Some let a lack of credentials stop them from pursuing their writing dreams. Some allowed grades to determine their worth. Others took writing classes or pursued an MFA in hopes that the degree would pave an easier path to talent and publication, and (of course!) it sometimes did. The successful writers in this book span from degreeless to teaching at the university level, yet one thing they all have in common is the universal desire to share what’s in their heart.


Martha Beck, New York Times bestselling author, life coach, and O magazine columnist. Her books include Expecting Adam; Leaving the Saints; Finding Your Way in a Wild New World; Diana, Herself; and her 2022 Oprah’s Book Club selection, The Way of Integrity.
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I feel like the reason I got three Harvard degrees is so that I could say to everybody, “This is bullshit. You do not need it!” I’ve been to the mountain. Trust me! I checked in all the places they told me things were hiding, but there’s really nothing there, so do whatever the hell you want. What I always tell people when they’re starting to write or become a coach is that if you told me you went to a Le Cordon Bleu school and became a 5-star or Michelin-starred chef, I would be impressed. But if you gave me something you cooked and it tasted disgusting, I would not care about your degree.

My degrees gave me my ticket to say things because, “Oh, she went to Harvard.” There is a ticket to your mission, but it does not have to be a college degree. I think it’s an antiquated system that frankly needs to be minimized.

Nobody in any college or institution can give you what you need to contribute to the world, which is a genuine message. What I’ve observed watching people over the years is that if you have something important to say in the world, the Universe will give you an opportunity and a platform from which to say that.




Tomi Adeyemi, Nigerian-American novelist, and author of the #1 New York Times bestsellers Children of Blood and Bone and Children of Virtue and Vengeance, and named one of TIME magazine’s 100 Most Influential People of 2020.
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I had great teachers [at Harvard], but I applied for a fiction writing class five semesters in a row over two and a half years and got rejected every time. When I finally went to ask the teacher why he was rejecting me, he pointed to a bunch of superficial grammatical, copy edit–level things like commas. I asked, “Okay, but is there any feedback to my content since everything you’re saying is surface level?”

He said, “Well, if you’re making these mistakes, I can’t teach you how to write.”

I now tell my writers to live for your Hair Flip moment. Every time someone says something out of pocket and left field—especially if you’re marginalized, which is going to happen—expect it. Did I learn to write at school? No. Did I become angry enough to sustain the passion and perseverance and intensity needed to cross the threshold? Definitely.

I love the experience I had at Harvard in many ways. But I get emails from people saying, “Do I have to study English literature at Harvard to write?” I didn’t learn to write at Harvard. I learned to write on my own. I was told I was a bad writer at Harvard, that I had no future in writing. Someone in high school once said I’d work the fryer at McDonald’s.* People don’t know shit. You decide what you’re going to learn. You decide what you’re going to be. Then do it. And if you have to do it in spite of things, even better.
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I hope it goes without saying that if you’re currently enrolled in college or plan to go, more power to you! When my son threatened several times to quit film school, despite the debt I was racking up, I was having none of it.

“But, Mom!” he’d whine. “You and Dad didn’t finish college!” True. But looking at my kid, I saw a young man who needed structure, a place where people expected him to show up, connections I didn’t have, and new philosophies. Hardly a week goes by—eight years later—that he doesn’t thank me for forcing him to finish.

Many people, past and present, knock college. In Between the World and Me, Ta-Nehisi Coates writes, “I was made for the library, not the classroom. The classroom was a jail of other people’s interests, the library was open, unending, free.” Ray Bradbury, who read EVERY book in the library over ten years, was also not a fan of colleges and universities, believing that teachers held prejudices, but libraries never did. But no one can deny that, particularly for people in rural areas or developing nations, higher education can be the most reliable ticket out of the poverty that steals time, motivation, opportunity, and creative drive.

Far be it from me to knock MFAs; the do-it-yourself way can take a lot longer! When it comes to college, there’s no right answer, only a wrong one. The wrong answer is believing you must have a degree to write. Degree or no degree, I believe one truth: We writers long to share our stories because there is a path forward for us. Don’t worry. As you’re about to see, if writing and publishing scare you, you’re far from alone. Moreover, you can always borrow some of my father’s faith in me. I carry it close, but there’s plenty to go around.

__________________

*To be fair, not every bookworm with a history of being teased as “Teacher’s Pet” feels 100 percent ready to go public either.

*Fun fact: Tom studied theater at Chabot College in Hayward, CA, and transferred to Cal State University, Sacramento. In 2010, TIME magazine named Tom one of the “Top 10 College Dropouts.”

*Fun fact: At twenty-three, Tomi received one of the biggest young adult publishing deals ever, including preemptive film rights sales to Fox/Disney/Lucasfilm. Paramount Pictures now has the rights to the series and Tomi will write the screenplay and executive produce the adaptation.




2

Paying the Rent

Making a Living Before It Pays to Write

“The best way to appreciate your job is to imagine yourself without one.”

~Oscar Wilde

Making a living. We’ve all gotta do it unless you have a patron/sugar daddy-mama footing the bills while you craft your great American, or (these days) un-American, novel. Ahh. The easy life. Could happen. Does happen. But yeah, back to reality.

Your bed office might look like a comfy indulgence to the critical observer, but between forgetting to eat, blink, or breathe while wrestling those story lines, functioning at full capacity in the outside world can feel comical to tragic. If your “real” job (or side hustle) requires an excess of chair-sitting and brain-twisting, your writing practice will suffer. Few paychecks come easy. But many writers choose physical jobs (caretaking, carpentry, cleaning, driving or delivery, gas pumping, barback or waiting tables, personal trainer, plant or outdoor nursery work, dog-walking—to name a few) to avoid adding to the overthinking they’re already doing. Some even prefer working nights (security, warehouse or grocery shelving, janitorial, marrying for money) to write at home during the day while the world’s busy clocking in.

When a book is calling, it’s oh-so-tempting to quit your day job to gamble purely on your words. Not so fast. That seemingly “dead-end” gig that’s terribly beneath your skill set might pay off in ways no one, not even you, could foresee.
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Winter, 1988

“Get a FUCKING job!” my husband of ten weeks yelled, his eyes like lasers. I couldn’t speak or move. Watching his temples throb, I was convinced he no longer loved me. My body caved in on itself as I crouched in the corner, bawling.

“It’s like all of nature was celebrating your union,” my sister had said about our wedding. Butterflies flew around our heads, frogs croaked in a nearby brook, a cat rubbed our minister’s ankles. Jesse and I hadn’t known each other long.* But it was insta-love in the health food store’s produce section for two raw food–obsessed vegans. At twenty-nine, he was tired of being a playboy. At twenty-three, I was idealistic enough to believe in love at first sight. Having just gone through a traumatic breakup at USC, I needed therapy and a year alone. Instead, I married a six-foot-two, blond-haired, blue-eyed ex-model who ate like me—no one ever ate like me—and promised to nourish me.

“I will cover our bills until you know what you want to do with your life,” Jesse had said. He was rich, practically—an actor with $18,000 in the bank and national commercials running!—affording me plenty of time to not worry about moneymaking while I got to know my new man. I couldn’t quit my multilevel marketing scheme “job” fast enough. My inventory of hair restoration serum had been rotting past expiration dates in my apartment anyway. Diane, my best friend and “business” partner, and I couldn’t sell a bottle because it was crap. Crap is especially hard to peddle without a work ethic.

“All you have to do is keep the cat alive and pay the rent while I’m gone,” Jesse said, laying cash out on the counter. I drove him to the airport for his trip to Budapest, Hungary, to shoot Howling V: The Rebirth. While Jesse pretend-ran for his life from a werewolf that would rip his prosthetic neck out, I went “window” shopping on Melrose Avenue with Diane. That was when the bluest sky-blue turquoise necklace stole my money.

Jesse came home from the filming, and I can’t recall how I justified losing half the cash earmarked for our landlord. But having gone straight from living off my father’s bank account to Jesse’s and never once balancing a checkbook, I couldn’t for the life of me understand why my groom was so enraged by the whole thing. How could a bauble make such a dent in our account?

“Maybe the bank’s wrong?”

Jesse wasn’t amused. Then I slipped in another teensy issue I’d neglected to tell him about: my $12,000 student loan debt.


Joy Harjo, three-term Poet Laureate of the United States, musician, playwright, author, and member of the Muscogee Nation. Her writing includes nine books of poetry, two award-winning children’s books, and memoirs Crazy Brave and Poet Warrior.
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When I was eighteen, I got a job at the Mini Serve Gas Mart filling cars. I loved working there. It was outside. Usually, jobs for women, like the ones I was qualified for, were inside, like waitressing. I enjoyed visiting with people. I made a miniskirt in the Shell Oil gas colors, and cars started lining up. I knew how to fill gas without showing anything. It became a very popular place. When I left there, my boss said, “You’re the best worker I’ve ever had. If you ever need a job, come back.”




Dean Koontz, one of the world’s most highly paid writers, having sold over half a billion books, has authored numerous suspense thrillers that incorporate horror, fantasy, science fiction, mystery, and humor. Most of his titles have appeared on the New York Times Best Seller list, with fourteen hardcover and sixteen paperbacks reaching #1.
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I had sold a couple of paperback novels and a number of short stories, but I wasn’t anywhere close to making a living. My wife said, “I’ll support us for five years. If you can’t make it in five, you’ll never make it.” I tried to negotiate her up to seven, but she has Sicilian blood, so she wins every negotiation.

It was a generous thing, which is her nature. It took almost the full five years, but at the end of that period, she was able to quit her job and go to work on the investment, business, and foreign rights sides of my writing career. She says in some ways that was a mistake because when she worked for somebody else, it was only forty hours a week.



Get a fucking job.

Job???

Truthfully, I was ashamed of not contributing financially to our togetherness and surprised to access deeply buried feelings I harbored that men were supposed to take care of their women. Where’d that come from? Certainly not my mother, a subscriber to Ms. magazine, who held a full-time job for years and championed women’s rights in the workforce.

I’d lost my patron—a crushing blow—but it’s not like I needed or deserved one. I wasn’t even yet a writer, although I’d always hoped one day I’d muster the courage to try. In the meantime, the jig was up. Time to earn a living or risk losing my man. But who would hire me?

Desperate not to return to retail, as I’d done in high school and college (which mostly made my wardrobe expand more than my bank account), the Bodhi Tree Bookstore was the only building I could stomach visiting daily. With a staff of a hundred, they weren’t hiring. Until the owners, Stan Madson and Phil Thompson, received my ode to the fifty self-help and woo-woo titles I’d read and affirmed I’d peddle from their shelves.

During my shifts, I purchased enough books, crystals, and incense to open my own store and decided to supplement that spiraling income by doing what I always did—praying for guidance. Not in a formal, religious kind of way. More in a God-is-my-best-friend-and-wants-what-I-want way. When a sudden cinematic vision of my life as a dog-walker for the rich and famous stopped me cold while walking through Beverly Hills, I thought I’d just made up the best job on God’s green earth: Puppies and exercise for money, not to mention something I was actually qualified for—what could be better?! I ran home to mock up my flyers.

“That’s the craziest shit I’ve ever heard,” Jesse said when I showed him my creations. “You think people will pay you ten dollars an hour to walk their dogs?”

“No. I think they’ll pay twenty-five,” I said—and off I went to broker a deal with the manager at the Pet Department on Melrose, who hired me to work for cruddy pay on my off days at the bookstore for the trade of promoting my new biz on-site. Never mind that I wasn’t licensed or bonded to work in people’s homes—you should have seen my business cards! Who can resist a tabby kitten sitting atop a collie’s head?


Laura Munson, New York Times bestselling memoirist, author of the bestselling novel Willa’s Grove, and writing coach. The flurry of comments on her 2009 essay, “Those Aren’t Fighting Words, Dear,” published in the New York Times’s “Modern Love” column, crashed the Times’s website.
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The moment I realized that I was a writer, in the eleventh hour of college where I had been studying theater and film, it was nose to the book—no distractions, no excuses. That meant swatting away every shiny brass ring that came into view. A cush job in advertising with a 401(k) and health benefits? Nope. A tony position at a blue-chip art gallery in Manhattan? Sorry. You want to give me storefront property in Lincoln Park for me to start my own bookstore to pay my parents back for a favor??? Uh . . . so there is a free lunch? Still, thanks anyway. “I’m writing my first novel, and I can’t have any sexy distractions. It’s gonna take some time.”

There were years of writing what I knew were “exercises in learning.” I didn’t go get my MFA. I wanted to cut my teeth on life. And what does a WASPy twenty-year-old know about life other than the dread coming-of-age rebel story? I needed to bash around on this beautiful and heartbreaking planet for a while, and to write my way through it. And so, there was the first novel. And the second. And on and on for fifteen years, sitting at the intersection of heart and mind and craft that is the writing life.

I vowed to take whatever job I could to make ends meet and stay fully committed to the writing life. It was one thing, really: obsession. And a lot of humor. How else do you justify to yourself, your parents, and everyone you know who is not a writer (pretty much everyone), with a fancy-ass prep school/private liberal arts college education under your belt, this resume: delivery truck driver, cocktail waitress, house cleaner, nanny, barista, dog-walker, birthday party musician, eulogy writer, switchboard operator, apartment manager, flower shop schlepper, and, my favorite of all, morning prep “cook” for a hippie café in Seattle, in the dark at 5:00 AM, elbow-deep in hummus and falafel ball construction? I chopped a lot of veggies that year. I still can chop veggies like no one’s business.



I’ll never forget the voice. I’d only worked at the pet store slinging kibble eight weeks when he came in, but I’d have recognized Paul Williams anywhere. I’d stayed up many a late night with Mom watching his frequent playful banter with Johnny Carson. She was a giddy fan of the petite, blond actor-songwriter whose seventies hits like “We’ve Only Just Begun,” “Rainy Days and Mondays,” and “Evergreen” (for which he won an Oscar with Barbra Streisand for the first remake of A Star Is Born) were part of the feel-good soundtrack of our home.

“How are Chewy and Tasha?” Lenny, our most senior sales guy, was chatting up Paul at the checkout.

“Perfect as usual,” he answered. I had one puppy-sitting client at that point. Pet Companion was still mostly a figment of my imagination, but the day Kevin had hired me, I gripped my temporary badge with my new schedule and looked up into the heavens with pure faith
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__________________
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