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Introduction

 

 

I’VE BEEN WRITING AND EDITING professionally for just over a decade now, and for most of that time I worked freelance. No health insurance. No steady paycheck. No spouse with a job of her own, or any savings. Ten years on a tightrope. There were some flush times, of course. Early on I managed to buy an inexpensive two-family home and played landlord. This was during the dot-com boom, so many business and arts magazines were ready to pay well for articles on the Next Big Thing, the latest IPO, and the New Economy that would never ever falter. I then experienced, first hand, the immediate faltering of everything. I spent an afternoon stabbing with a stick and collecting papers from the World Trade Center that had fluttered over the Hudson and into my little Jersey City backyard. Magazine after magazine collapsed, starting just days later, many citing the fact that their accounts receivable were buried under smoldering rubble in a quarantined part of town. (This excuse was largely nonsense, of course. Most of the magazines had been shedding pages since the economic crash of the previous spring.) The dot-coms had fallen from the tightrope, and nobody in publishing works with a net.

I’ve also been involved in the book trade—I’ve written or contributed to over fifty books, and have been the in-house editor of a dozen more, and all but one of them have come from the independent press. Soft Skull, Ben Bella, Prime, Night Shade, Disinformation, Cemetery Dance, Delirium, lovely Apex Publications (and now, in this book's second edition, even lovelier Lethe!) and more. Publishers come and go, too. One overprinted book, a single car accident, a misread ISBN printed in a major review, shenanigans with a distributor or a crank with a brother-in-law lawyer and fifty spare bucks with which to file a nuisance lawsuit—this is how independent publishers can falter too. The only thing I can guarantee for readers of Starve Better is this: your checks will not arrive on time. You’ll open your first book and alight upon an infelicity or copy error that will make you cringe. Friends and relatives will report that for the life of them they cannot find your book in stores anywhere, but they’ll have good advice: send your book to Brad Pitt, and he might make a movie out of it!

If I had to do the last two and a half decades over, I probably wouldn’t, and not because things have gone poorly for me. My nonfiction has been cited in academic journals, reprinted in daily newspapers, landed me on NPR (where I was called a “whore” for thirty minutes by the interviewer), and on one glorious day in 2006, generated $6,000 for me in a single very long stretch at the keyboard. My fiction has thrice been nominated for Bram Stoker awards, has been or will soon be published in Italian, German, and Greek, and has appeared everywhere from slick men’s magazines to photocopied fanzines. As an editor, I’ve been nominated for the Hugo and World Fantasy awards. I now have a full-time job, my first ever with withholding and health insurance and a 401K, running my own science fiction and fantasy imprint. (Fewer than one job of this type opens up each year.) I wouldn’t do it over because really, it’s a dreadful life, freelancing as a writer—and as an almost willfully anti-commercial writer at that, with no academic pedigree or the cultural capital with which to gain a full-time appointment at a university. You can be commercial and do well or be a full-time instructor and write what you like during the summer, but if you’re not one or the other, you’ll suffer as I have suffered.

Despite my many failures, I’ve done that which you’re not supposed to do—published novellas without being “a name” (I am still not a name), published first-person essays in magazines that never run them, had my fiction featured in a German music magazine’s 25th anniversary issue as the first and last short story ever to grace those pages, had people stop me in the street to ask if I were me (“Who’s askin’?” is the best answer, I’ve found). I type with two fingers. I make fun of the publishing industry and its foibles on my blog. Pretty much the only sane thing I’ve done recently is name this book Starve Better—its original title was The Nickronomicon, which surely would have limited the potential audience of this book to the two dozen people who both keep track of my career and have the disposable income to buy a pamphlet. They’re mostly blog readers. Maybe I’ll save the original title for an omnibus collection of my Lovecraftian work . . . .

Indeed, Starve Better came about thanks largely to my blog. After writing some little piece of advice, I’d often get a comment or two along the lines of “You should collect all these little essays into a book.” Finally, I asked myself “Why not?” And here you have it. I’ve not actually written enough appropriate blog posts to make a book, but I’ve also taught writing and have lecture notes, published a few essays on the writing life, and had the time to put down a few more thoughts here and there.

The first section is The Book of Lies, which consists of some notes on writing fiction, specifically short fiction. The second is The Book of Life, which details some advice on being a freelance writer of nonfiction, primarily of articles for magazines and alternative newspapers. We’re concentrating on short subjects mainly because we’re in the market for fast money, not good money. Writing a fantasy trilogy or a 10,000 word think piece on Henry Kissinger is all well and good, except that by the time the late check arrives for that sort of work, you’ve been off the tightrope and the birds have had their fill of your dead flesh. I cannot teach you how to avoid the traps of being a starving writer, but in this volume, I hope I can teach you how to starve better.

 

Nick Mamatas

 –Berkeley, California

July 2026


 

For Kazzie, who can’t read any of this, 
but who was there near the beginning.


 

 

[But first, a word of warning. Two, actually. The first is that I am a fan of pro wrestling. Sorry. The second is that all advice is contingent and partial. If you read something here, or anywhere else, that you don’t want to do, then don’t do it. Find another way to achieve your goals—either aesthetic or financial—as a writer. There is always another way. You may have to develop it yourself, but there is always another way. This essay comes from Flytrap, a fun fanzine published by the award-winning author Melody Pratt and Heather Shaw a wonderful writer in her own right.]

 

 

All Advice is 
Terrible Advice, 
Plus Other Useful Advice

 

 

ADVICE ABOUT WRITING REMINDS ME of nothing so much as the underrated feud between The Undertaker and the late Yokozuna in the early 90s WWF. The Undertaker was and is a stiff and Yokozuna was a butterball better suited for a sideshow than athletic exhibitions, but there was an element of unpredictability that gave their matches something special. I remember watching their infamous Casket Match at 1994’s Royal Rumble with my then-roommate who took great joy in reminding me that wrestling was “fake.” Yes, yes, it is. Also fake: situation comedies, Farscape, soap operas, and half the news. This is known. Doesn’t make the television less entertaining.

But my roommate just loved pointing out how fake it all was. During the match, the goal of which is to shove one’s opponent into a coffin and shut him in, Pablo pointed out that the match was no-disqualification—the only rule was that the match ended when the casket was closed. “If it’s no rules,” demanded Pablo, “why don’t ten bad guys show up, beat the shit out of the Undertaker, and shove him into the casket?”

About a minute later, that’s exactly what happened. He shut up after that.

Those ten guys remind me of writing. There are no rules. Only the results matter; the process of shoving the kind-hearted zombie mortician into the rented coffin is irrelevant. The problem is that when people can’t get results, they become obsessed with  process. Nobody holds forth on the writing advice like barely published neophyte writers, and it makes me want to get together a posse of masked men and beat them down.

Recently, I got to witness somebody flip out over adverbs. The Harry Potter books, you see, are full of ’em. If you’re flying, it’s swiftly, if you’re tip-toeing, it’s stealthily. This, according to Mister Flippy, was wrong. “When editors see -ly words from newbies, the submission goes right into the round file! Why can Rowling get away with it?” he wanted to know. He had a readymade answer, too—money-grubbing publishers foolishly allowed adverbs into Harry Potter titles because the books sell. Big Name Authors can break the rules.

Of course they can. So can you. Using lots of adverbs and adjectives is a newbie mistake. Declaring the use of adverbs and adjectives forbidden due to some secret publishing industry decree is another newbie mistake. Engaging in conspiracy theory about the adverbs you do happen to see in books is a medical mistake by the newbie’s doctor. Up the dosage, Bones.

There are a lot of little nonsensical shorthand rules. Don’t write in first person. Really really don’t write in second person. Make sure you spend equal time and effort on plot, characterization, themes, and facts. Be stylish. Don’t be too stylish. Write to entertain only, don’t be a pretentious Little Miss Fancy Britches. Make your prose purple and poetic so it stands out as something other than hackwork. Don’t write a series of short stories and expect to sell them as a book. These rules are all about as useful for writing as they are for casket matches. Stories and books breaking all of these rules can be found on the shelves of every bookstore and library in America. That means that they aren’t really rules. Look around, you’ll see.

What are you going to believe, some nutcase on an online forum, or the evidence of your senses?

Even worse than the advice about what to write is the advice about how to write. Just a week ago I was in some chat room when a neophyte writer declared that writing short stories teaches one “the form” of writing novels. That sounded odd to me since short stories are a different form entirely. Plus, evidence of the senses: there are plenty of great novelists who write lousy short stories, and many excellent short story writers whose novels collapse utterly. Some masters of one form can literally not write the other form at all.

So I asked for evidence. The neophyte, a Clarion grad, pointed to Clarion. Plenty of Clarion grads have gone on to write novels. Many have not. Plenty of the Clarion alum novels blow rubber donkey dongs. Many are wonderful. Same as non-Clarion grads, really. I mentioned this. She put me on /ignore, as she was tired of hearing my non-existent “jabs.” I found her website and checked out her bibliography. She hasn’t mastered the novel yet, let’s just say. Or gotten beyond the “fluke sale” short story level. All rules, no results. It’s a common malady. After all, reading books on writing feels like writing, as does workshopping stories, handing in “crits,” and holding forth in chat rooms. But those are all just preliminaries: literary pyrotechnics and entrance music, the catchphrases and snarled threats from someone who hasn’t gotten sweaty yet. The only thing that matters is what goes on in the ring, and that ring is the editor’s desk.

Even writers who do get results seem trapped in a rule mentality. I was reading a good short story writer’s blog the other day; he had an interesting essay about the time he spent writing his first novel. The thrust of the entry was that he felt bad for taking so many days off while writing. My reaction was a simple “buh?” The novel is done. The novel seems very likely to sell. What do these days off matter? There’s no guarantee that finishing the novel sooner would have made it sell more quickly, or that the book’s quality suffered for the days he took off. It was just a neo-Calvinist self-administered spanking. “I” whack! “must” smack! “write” wham! “every” pow! “day!” crack! Talk like that makes Yokozuna cry. Winning’s the name of the game here, not anything else. If the novel sells and is well-received, taking days off is, by definition, a successful strategy for writing a novel.

The cult of advice is insidious, even though many good writers know to preface their commentary with plenty of disclaimers and qualifiers. Unfortunately, when someone pays for a workshop or an MFA or a book on writing, they want to get what they pay for: The Secret to Writing Well. And if they don’t get it, they’ll just pretend that they do. Carefully qualified suggestions become God’s own commandments.

One more story, this one neophyte versus neophyte: it seems that a pal of mine heard from Samuel R. Delany that plots are an artifact of the reading experience rather than intrinsic to the writing process, and that writers should understand this. She shared this pearl with some online buddies, who hooted and laughed and declared that Delany must be nuts. Their cries of “You have to have a plot!” were met with the equally tedious counterclaim “No, you can’t have a plot, because there is no such thing!” Now, Delany has shoved quite a few grapplers into caskets in his day, so his comments are worth taking seriously. They are not worth taking as true, though, since clearly people have conceived of plots or something-they-call-plots and have created good, saleable stories that way, too.

Write what you want, when you want, and how you want to write it. If you keep finding yourself staring up at the lights while the ref counts to three, try another strategy. There are plenty to choose from. One thousand different writers work in one thousand different ways. Whether it’s with the help of ten masked workshoppers, a set of brass knuckles hidden in one’s stylish sequined trunks, or with the textbook execution of a hip-toss drive, whatever gets the story published and enjoyed is what works.
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[My primary interest in fiction is the short story. I enjoy both commercial fiction—mostly science fiction, fantasy, and horror—and also transgressive, postmodern, experimental fiction. Thanks to these influences, my own work ends up being the most uncommercial sort of commercial fiction. This is why I have zero money. It is also why I’ve managed to publish SF in men’s magazines with a quarter of a million readers for four-digit checks and in hotsy-totsy literary journals run by foreign governments and read almost exclusively by tenure committees…. And I’ve been able to parlay my fiction into some nonfiction. This piece first appeared in the June 2009 issue of The Writer, which is the best of the hobbyist magazines on writing, mainly because it does not let the ads—increasingly for self-publication services—dictate editorial policy, unlike some of its competitors. Of course, they did re-title the piece “In Praise of the Short Story” because hobby magazines have to be “up” at all times.]

 

 

Why Write What 
Nobody Reads? 
A Defense of the 
Short Story

 

 

HERE’S A WAY TO PASS the time. Quiz your friends—the ones who aren’t themselves writers or aspiring writers—with a single question: “Read any good short stories lately?” The answer will likely be “No,” except for the occasional reader of The New Yorker or perhaps a fan of science fiction or mystery who still reads the remaining magazines in those genres. Most literary journals have circulations in the lower four digits and more submitters than subscribers. Nor do most of them pay in anything but contributor copies, and if you happen to place your story with an online magazine, you’ll get as many copies as you like as long as the printer toner holds out. Long gone are the days when The Saturday Evening Post was on six million coffee tables and its table of contents promised stories by everyone from William Faulkner to Ray Bradbury. That era will never return. So, then, why write short stories? There are several reasons that keep me toiling away in the comma mines, and perhaps they’ll inspire you as well.

 

FREEDOM! SWEET, SWEET FREEDOM! The very anti-commercial status of short stories is a large part of what makes writing them worthwhile. The past few decades have seen a tightening in the New York—and even within the small and university—presses when it comes to book-length fiction. A work that falls “between genres” or that is shorter than 60,000 words (or longer than 150,000) isn’t going to get much traction with agents and editors. Any novel that is structurally unusual or doesn’t have Hollywood-ready protagonists is a hard sell, both to the publishing industry and to the public. Authors increasingly need a “platform” as a blogger, a past as a trauma survivor, or a telegenic cutie-pie face to get attention for their novels.

Individual short stories can be utterly wild and experimental, and their authors don’t need to become the literary equivalent of used car salespeople to publish them. A single short story won’t ruin sales for an issue of a magazine or journal, so editors can err on the side of quality rather than safety. Literary journals cover a wide aesthetic spectrum: from contemporary realism to obscure experimentation, from microfiction to novelettes. Even the commercial magazines take chances—the days of pulp hacks writing strictly to formula are long gone. In a recent issue of Woman’s World, for example, author Christine Pedersen published a romance story told from the point of view of a 1956 Ford Thunderbird. You just can’t do that in romance novels.

With short fiction, you get to write (and publish) what you want. If edits need to be made, they’ll be made by an editor and not by a corporate accountant, salesperson, or publicist.

 

QUICK MONEY! This reason to write short fiction may seem a bit counter-intuitive. Many literary journals pay in nothing but contributor copies and prestige. The commercial fiction magazines pay around a nickel a word, whereas for short nonfiction, payments of twenty-five cents to a dollar a word aren’t unreasonable. And then there’s the competition. It’s not unusual for a new writer to collect hundreds of rejections and to finally give up on a dozen or more stories before finally getting published. But there is money to be made in short fiction, and compared to writing novels, the money can come quickly. We’re talking fast money, not good money.

In commercial fiction, especially science fiction and fantasy, there are a fairly large number of magazines and anthologies that pay anywhere from five to ten cents a word for short stories and novellas. A 5,000-word story written over a weekend can earn its author $250. To the right market, a 1,000-word story can be sold for $1,000. (And that’s Woman’s World, not Esquire.) Horror, mystery/ crime, and even romance have a number of paying markets for short work as well, and acceptances (or rejections) come after weeks or months. That novel advance payment can be a year away, and that’s even after signing the contract. Short fiction checks can come in time for Christmas . . . if you spend Labor Day weekend writing.

While literary journals don’t always pay for short fiction, plenty do. Not only do the commercial slicks (The New Yorker, Playboy) pay extremely well, there are venerable journals such as Paris Review and Glimmer Train Stories that pay hundreds of dollars. Less remunerative, but still worth paying attention to when it comes to earning money with short fiction, are avant-garde journals such as Black Warrior Review, the Canadian subTERRAIN and many others. Of course, many journals also run contests that involve paying a fee for the chance at a larger “prize,” but there are enough paying literary journals and magazines to submit to before breaking out one’s own checkbook for anything other than stamps and paper.

Is it even worthwhile to try to sell short stories for such small sums when one can just publish short fiction on a personal website or non-paying market? Well, take a look at your phone bill, cable bill, or that restaurant you like, or that new pair of shoes you want—a short story check can come in handy. It’s a truism that nobody can make a living writing short stories anymore, but it’s also true that nobody wants to spend forty or fifty hours a week cranking the little devils out. Think of short fiction as a sideline, or as a hobby that can turn a profit.

There is room for new authors for those publishing slots in the commercial and little magazines. Many writers cut their teeth on short fiction but soon move on to publishing novels. For them, the choice of spending a few days writing a short story for $500 or using that time to write a chapter of a book that can earn a $50,000 advance is clear—the novel takes precedence. Some 

prominent authors still write and publish short fiction despite the algebra of profit-per-keystroke, but many leave short fiction behind. Those authors who do continue writing short fiction even after becoming established as a novelist are most likely familiar with the ultimate reason to write short fiction.

 

CANDY IS DANDY AND LIQUOR IS QUICKER, BUT WRITING IS EXCITING! In the film Art School Confidential, a drunken cynic gives away the game to a young upstart by telling him the truth about a life in the arts:

 

“What do you think an artist cares about? Does he think all day about fine wines and black tie affairs and what he’s gonna say at the next after-dinner speech? No, he lives only for that narcotic moment of creative bliss.”

 

Writing short fiction is a natural high. There is something about the short story, perhaps related to Edgar Allan Poe’s notion of “the unity of effect or impression” that makes writing short stories, or at least finishing short stories, exhilarating. Unlike a novel, a short story’s plot or throughline can be kept in one’s own head as a single compelling thought or image. Making that thought manifest on the page is a euphoric thrill. Finishing a novel is a gas as well, but it can take months or years to get to the high. With short stories, you can experience “that narcotic moment of creative bliss” more frequently, and unlike the other rewards of writing—acceptance letters, checks, one’s name in print—the glory of creation never gets old. Indeed, as one gets better at writing and thus better able to achieve the unity of effect, the emotion that comes from completing a short story grows even more intense. It’s so for me, anyway, and given the huge numbers of people who continue to write short fiction when they could be writing work with a larger audience and larger checks attached, it must be a pretty
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