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            Foreword

         

         I heard about The Pursuit of Awesome when I was in the studio working with Kodaline. It sounded like a great idea to me and I was honoured that Diana asked me to write something for it. What it means to you does not belong to me. It is yours to ignore, to engage with, to feel, to laugh at, to get irritated by or to interpret as you will. And so it is, as it finds you, it is yours. That’s awesome.

         Songwriting is a craft, it is an art, it is a way of life. There is a big difference between self-expression and creativity. Screaming is self-expression. Coughing to attract attention is self-expression. Clapping your hands is self-expression. It has its place and there is a component of it in songwriting for sure.

         What do you want to say? Why do you want to say it? Will you say it? How honest will you be? Are you willing to go to a vulnerable place and visit the corners of yourself that most people hide from? These are some of the questions I ask when I work with an artist to write a song.

         Then there is creativity. If the destination is the thing you want to say, then the creative part is the path you beat to get there. A songwriter is doing something immeasurable. They are making meaning out of life experience. I don’t believe that art is made to be understood. It is there to be felt, to be experienced. When we analyse it and run a tape-measure along the edges of it in the hope of devising a formula, we are missing the point.

         Meaning comes from the recipient’s own experience of receiving whatever the creator puts into the world. The ‘stuff’ of songs is born from the desire to say something, the chance to say it and a way to say it. Like all art, this is not static. It doesn’t end once it is ‘finished’. It is experienced anew every time, it is in flux, it is alive. 

         
             

         

         Coupled with the cultural backdrop that frames where and when we encounter a song, a poem, a picture, it is a living, breathing, evolving entity. Understanding is what we get from mathematics. Meaning is what we get from art.

         The fashionable wave of our ‘reach for the stars’, self-help culture has perhaps done some good. People should believe in themselves. What else is there to believe in? We are all we’ve got. But the idea that anyone can be anything if they try hard enough feels like a distortion of a good idea to me. I am far more interested in exploring limitations and uncomfortable places.

         Our desire to reach for the stars, the arc of where we’ve been and the struggle and beauty we experience on the way, whether we get there or not, feels infinitely more important than just ‘getting there’ or ‘making it’. When we acknowledge our limitations, we know where we stand and we can decide where we want to go.

         If we bathe in delusional grandeur and think we’ve already arrived, why would we care to go on a journey? For me, the journey is what it is all about.

         
             

         

         Johnny McDaid, Snow Patrol
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            Introduction

         

         I remember it like it was yesterday. That moment of sheer panic; heartbeat quickening, head spinning, brain about to explode trying to process what had just happened. It’s rare that I accost people at industry events but when I spotted Paul Costelloe at a London-Fashion-Week do, I just had to go over and say hello, and I had to have him in my book.

         As far as first encounters go, it went beautifully. In a smooth uninterrupted monologue, I introduced myself, told him about me and The Pursuit of Awesome, bigged up our Irish connection and invited him out for a coffee, if he so pleased. Paul listened intently, nodding appropriately, expressing delight and showing interest. When I finally stopped speaking, he broke out into a huge grin, accepting my offer.

         ‘I’d love to join you for a coffee, but why you’d want me in your book is another question,’ he mused.

         ‘Well because you’re Paul Costelloe. You’re a phenomenal fashion designer, you’ve just showcased at Fashion Week, you’re an excellent ambassador for Ireland and it would be an honour,’ I quipped.

         Paul gave a hearty laugh, eyes twinkling.

         ‘Darling, my name might be Paul but I’m certainly not a fashion designer, I’m a Swiss banker. I’m here for a few days on business. I wish I was the man you’re looking for but I’m afraid it’s a case of mistaken identity, although I am hugely flattered.’

         I was stumped. What are the chances I’d meet Paul Costelloe’s doppelgänger, also called Paul, at a fashion event in London where the real Paul resides and had just showcased?!

         I apologised profusely, backing away slowly and steadily, doing everything in my power to keep cool and stop myself from bolting away in panic and pure embarrassment. Luckily, this was a one-off and the rest of my contributors to The Pursuit of Awesome were a little more straightforward to meet.

         It’s a funny process, writing a book. I’ve interviewed plenty of authors throughout my career and I knew the writing process wouldn’t be half as glamorous as one would imagine but let me tell you, it takes a lot of sleepless nights and endless hours of staring at your computer screen. Pester-power levels were at an all-time high all time high trying to secure interviews, juggling diaries, chase up photographs – and that’s before any words have been put to paper. Transcribing, researching, editing, re-editing, chasing up facts – I’ve done it all single-handedly, and the feeling of satisfaction when everything is ready and you can finally type those magical words ‘The End’ is hard to describe. It’s almost euphoric.
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         My love for books and reading goes way back. As a child, the library was my favourite place in the world, and bookstores my haven. I devoured Enid Blyton’s Mallory Towers and The Famous Five, I went on nightly adventures with Nancy Drew, adopted the Baby-sitters Club crew as my sisters and dreamed of living the sparkly lives of Jessica and Elizabeth in the Sweet Valley series.

         And then there was Goosebumps, instilling a fear of anything and everything in my tween brain. In books I found a safe place, I felt included, understood; I could escape from the real world and let my mind wander to all sorts of strange and beautiful places. Sometimes I’d have up to three or four books on the go the same week, such was my enthusiasm to gobble up the stories.

         I loved to write too. I had a special diary I called ‘Kitty’ and would jot down daily the trials and tribulations of my inner-city Dublin life. While my classmates groaned at the prospect of writing essays, I found myself oddly pleased. I couldn’t imagine anything better than going home to my empty copybook and bringing all sorts of beautiful characters to life. I’m not   ashamed I was that nerd who couldn’t wait to get my corrected homework back, excited to see if my teacher enjoyed my story as much as I did conjuring it up.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         I always knew I wanted to work in media, and television fascinated me. Although more of an observer than an extrovert, I loved people and listening to them speak. I loved asking questions and learning new things. Like most teenagers I daydreamed of what could be but I never really knew how to get ‘in’. I didn’t have any connections and on more than one occasion, ignorant adults tried to discourage me, telling me I’d never work in television because I wasn’t fully Irish.

         It made me sad, not because I thought they were right, but because I knew they were wrong. I knocked on every door I could. The Internet and Google became my best friends. I emailed newspapers, radio stations, magazines and production companies to get my foot in. I wanted experience and I was prepared to work my butt off to prove my worth and to show them I was an invaluable asset. At first nobody replied but I remained undeterred. I stayed positive and slowly but surely the opportunities appeared. Perseverance is key in this business. I learnt that a long time ago. If you’re passionate you must never give up. Instead, work harder to become better, stronger and irreplaceable.
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         At fifteen I spent a week in FM104, mainly answering phones in reception and shadowing various presenters and people as they went about their daily work. A week in the Star newspaper followed where I must have photocopied half a forest of trees, did enough post office runs to rival Postman Pat and met Westlife, my teen idols, at a press conference where Brian announced his departure from the band. That summer a stint in Kiss magazine followed, where I did various bits and bobs and stalked editor Susan Vasquez, completely in awe of what to me seemed like the most glamorous job in the world.
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         My break in TV came in my final year of college when an email from Ireland AM appeared one gloomy September afternoon. They had kept a letter I sent four months previously on file and finally a work experience position was free. I jumped at the chance to work as a guest greeter, waking up at 4.30 AM twice a week to help out on the live breakfast programme. I’d help print the presenter’s scripts, make tea and coffee, bring guests to studio and other small jobs in between.

         Whenever possible I stayed back to learn the skills of research, helping put together briefs for the presenters, write suggested interview questions and brainstorm for ideas. I loved every second. Ireland AM gave me experience of a buzzing working environment. I knew from my first day that I needed to work in television, that there was absolutely no other option.

         Despite my ‘in’, I was determined to work harder. I pestered producers in other stations and production companies left, right and centre, I scoured Google for auditions and job openings and I did every evening course goingto help pick up any bit of extra experience.

         My parents were my rock. They encouraged and supported me endlessly. They reassured me that no dream was too big, that whatever I wanted was right there at my fingertips, that I just had to reach out and grab it. I firmly embraced this positive mental attitude, letting nothing stand in my way; especially not my Moldovan background.

         I’ll never forget the excitement of securing a job as presenter in RTÉ. I was in my final weeks of college completing my thesis on children’s TV programmes, when an advertisement on the Den website caught my eye.

         I applied immediately and kept my fingers crossed. By the time a phone call came, inviting me to audition, I had almost forgotten I had applied in   the first place! My first audition was daunting. I was quite a shy twenty-one-year-old. I was confident in my abilities but I was aware that in a group situation I was always the quietest in the room. I had this idea in my head that all kids TV presenters were loud and zany and I knew that I was different. I managed to get through and left feeling happy with my performance.

         The next day my family went on holidays to Monaco. We were just three days in when RTÉ called me back, requesting to see me again in the next round. I remember I was in the back of a rental car, munching on a baguette, when the call came. It was a stressful day of driving a few hundred kilometres to stay in a villa we had rented online only to find it was a case of false advertisement and that call lifted everyone’s spirits.

         A few days later I was on a plane back to Dublin. Audition two came and went, although this time I was uncertain about my performance. I left for the airport a little disheartened, hoping I had done myself justice. I was back in Monaco a few days when RTÉ called again, so I packed my suitcase one final time and returned home to a day of workshops; I was down to the final six.

         It’s not much of an anecdote. I got the job eventually and my life changed in ways I could never have imagined. I worked on elev8 for five seasons and it was the most rewarding, challenging, satisfying and defining years of my life to date. I can’t imagine a better crash course in presenting live telly than being thrown in at the deep end, and I enjoyed every single moment.
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         After the first six months I began to find both my voice and my feet. I revelled in the live-studio environment, never knowing exactly what was going to happen. Every day was different: new guests, new people, new content, new games, and each one with its own challenges to navigate. 

         I will never take for granted the massive opportunity RTÉ gave me in kick-starting my career. Sure, I had worked hard on my studies and building up connections but it was no doubt a matter of being in the right place at the right time also. I pinch myself to this day when I look at my back catalogue of work.
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         Seven hundred episodes, two hundred and eighty hours of live TV, two documentaries, collaborating with so many wonderful charities, meeting all sorts of inspiring people and well-known personalities, hosting events around the country, MCing a garden party for the President of Ireland, being nominated for various awards. Even writing this book: had I not had this incredible opportunity, perhaps The Pursuit of Awesome would never have been born.

         I wrote this book as much for myself as for anyone reading in search of some guidance, motivation and inspiration. One thing I’ve discovered is that nobody out there has the answer to everything; we are all human beings trying to work it all out. Whatever that ‘it’ may be, doesn’t matter. We’re all united in our yearning and desire, and our journey of discovery. Each of my contributors has an important lesson to share.

         They were all once young boys and girls with high hopes and big ambitions, dreaming of a future that could be; from Hozier to Rob Kearney to Cecelia Ahern and Rory McIlroy. Amongst the stories to follow you’ll also meet some new heroes, shining a light into industries that often seem distant and exclusive. They’ll share with you their high and lows, their successes and failures, and the lessons they’ve learned.

         From Al Pacino’s producer Barry Navidi to author Derek Landy, Harry Potter actress Evanna Lynch, Markus Feehily from Westlife, CBBC’s Martin Dougan and Kodaline’s Steve Garrigan; each of the contributors in this book has kindly and generously spoken honestly about their rise to fame and success. 
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         You’ll learn that it’s not always going to be easy. You’ll learn about the importance of taking risks and embracing failure. Testing times build character. An easy life is a boring life. All the best people I know have suffered and endured hardship. Adversity is not to be feared but embraced. It’s in the most testing times that you really discover who you are, what you want, where you want to go and who you want to bring along with you on that crazy journey.

         Remember, you are the director of your own life movie, the author of your own autobiography, the artist in control of the paintbrush and indeed, the blank canvas. Splash those colours proudly. Life’s too short to stick to a palette of black and grey. Be true to yourself and your passions and the life you dream of. Be not afraid to take a risk. Be not afraid to fail. The fear of failing is a wicked thing. It can stop you dead in your tracks, root you to the spot and make you feel like you’re drowning or in quicksand. But when you face up to it? And better yet, conquer it? There is no feeling more liberating and satisfying.

         Remember, go forth confidently in the direction of your dreams.
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         P.S. Oh, and I did manage to finally meet the real Paul Costelloe! 

      

   


   
      

         
            In Print

            ‘Either write something worth reading or do something worth writing’

            Benjamin Franklin

         

         
            The world of books is a magical place.

            Carefully chosen words, beautifully constructed sentences; exquisite characters, both good and bold and somewhere in between; jaw-dropping, twisted plolines and a plethora of emotions reawakened. Whether you’re reading to escape or reading to feel accepted, few can argue against the power of a good book.

            To read is one thing; to write, another. No one can understand the endless hours lovingly dedicated to crafting the perfect story more than the wordsmiths themselves, the authors. Delve into the world of print over the next few pages and feel inspired as some of our most celebrated children’s authors, wonderful chick-lit writers and talented illustrators share their stories of success.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Derek Landy
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            Award-winning author Derek Landy is a master of children’s fantasy and suspense. Mind you, it’s not just the little ones – big kids like Steven Spielberg adore him too. With numerous prestigious writing accolades to his name, the Dublin-born novelist has been gripping millions of readers around the globe with his charming characters and endless wit and passion, and in doing so fulfilling a lifelong dream. As a child, I loved spending time in my own head. I was friendly; I was funny; I was outgoing; I was upbeat and optimistic. I was full of life and I had lots of friends but I really was happiest being alone.

         

         At the age of three, I developed a stammer. I was very fortunate not to be bullied about it or slagged off about it too much. Every so often there would be a kid who had never heard anyone stammer, who didn’t know what it was or what it meant but overall everyone understood.

         In life, each of us has our crosses to bear. It might not be as obvious as a stammer or a physical disability, but we’re all messed up in some way or another. It’s about the people around you. Not just your family but also the people you choose to allow into your life that will make the difference. To a certain extent it’s about attitude and so long as you have the people who will support you, your attitude can help you overcome most of your problems – not all, but most.

         During those early years, I wanted to be an artist, a writer or an actor. The writing was always there. When we’d get our homework in primary school and it was to write a short story I was always that kid who thought, ‘Oh excellent, a story,’ while my classmates would groan. I’d never understand why. That was my first indication that my attitude to writing and reading books was a whole lot different to everyone else’s. I was too young at that stage to think about careers. I knew I liked writing but I was also good at art. I still dreamt I would one day write and draw my own comics.

         I was serious about acting. Even though I had a stammer, I was often given big parts in the school plays that we had. When I was on stage and the spotlight was on me, I knew that nobody was going to interrupt me because I knew the lines; it was all scripted. That allowed my confidence to flourish; when I was acting, I wasn’t stammering.

         I remember in secondary school I had to do two impromptu speeches in front of assembly. I had come second in a writing competition and everyone shouted, ‘Speech, speech,’ so I had to get up in front of hundreds of people. Because there was no danger of me being interrupted, because the spotlight was on me, I was able to relax and my confidence skyrocketed again. I delivered two funny speeches and I felt, ‘Oh my God, I can finally speak.’ In school, in my normal day-to-day life, I struggled to get the words out – there were so many people and the conversation was usually flowing so fast and I was always in danger of being interrupted. I would be fine for half the sentence and then the momentum would be lost and someone would speak over me and I’d fade away.

         The stammer was debilitating. I went through about a year where I couldn’t answer the phone; I didn’t want to say the word ‘Hello.’ It was hard to buy tickets on the bus because I couldn’t say the name of my destination.

         Throughout my entire twenties, up until Skullduggery happened, I was very much a victim of my stammer. However, in the same way that the spotlight of the stage secured me in my own space, where I was the most important person in the room, and my confidence went up – the same thing happened with Skullduggery. All of a sudden, I was the most important person and everyone was listening to me. It was an astonishing revelation to realise that all it takes is just you, yourself, to say, ‘Listen, I’m important, I’m awesome, and everyone else will be forced to listen to the pearls of wisdom coming out of my mouth.’ That’s all it takes.

         
            Suddenly not only are you in charge of the stammer but you realise when you do stammer, you don’t actually care too much any more, whereas in the past you’d blush and clam up.

         

         We were all big readers in my house. That respect and love for the written word was always there and my sisters and brother and I all had this ingrained love of books. I think the stammer and the fact that I couldn’t communicate as fluently as I would have wanted to in real life, made me appreciate the written word so much more – the same with all those film noir movies and the screwball comedies with everyone speaking really fast. They’re a marvel of writing and performance. Everyone is so smart and so clever and so funny and so quick. I watched those movies as a kid and just stared at them and marvelled.

         You could say I took a very convoluted route to being an author. One of the big questions I get asked these days is, ‘How do you become a writer, what steps do you take?’ or ‘My parents aren’t keen on me being a writer, how would you advise me?’

         I’m always kind of hesitant because being a writer is a very hard thing to be. Being a successful one, who gets paid, is next to impossible. Yet it happens, and it happened to me. It’s a very weird split between being realistic and pragmatic, and listening to your heart.

         In secondary school I didn’t know what I wanted to do. I knew I was good at writing but I didn’t view college or a course as a way to be a writer. I viewed writing as a way to be a writer. I wasn’t the best student by any means: I liked the things I liked and I hated the things I didn’t like. I didn’t study. I was always reading comics or drawing comics instead.

         The first time I did the Leaving Cert, I failed Irish and Maths – they were always my two worst subjects. I repeated my final year, and it was a miserable year. I did my best not to make any friends but I inevitably did because people are nice. Even though I wasn’t applying myself any harder than before, I did manage to pass everything the second time round. I began studying animation in Ballyfermot in Dublin. I lasted a year there before my lack of talent got me kicked out.

         I was raised and brought up on a farm. I always hated working there and I promised myself I wouldn’t make a career out of it. However, after school and college, I found myself living my nightmare. It was terrible. It was miserable. I worked there for approximately the next ten years and it was torture. Because I had messed up everything else, I thought, ‘What do I have left?’

         I realised that, one thing was writing. It was the one thing that I’d always been good at but hadn’t really thought about much until now. I decided I was going to be a writer and write movies. I absolutely adored film. I taught myself how to write screenplays. I bought a few books; I examined films; I read screenplays; I learned about structure and character and I just wrote. I wrote and I wrote and I wrote. I’d be working on the farm during the day and I’d be writing every spare minute in between because I realised that was my only chance to make something of myself. I managed to get two movies made – Dead Bodies and Boy Eats Girl.

         They didn’t make me any money and they didn’t send me to Hollywood but I didn’t need that. I just needed acknowledgement that I was good enough, that I was a writer and that I could call myself a writer. Because of those movies I got a wonderful agent in London. My life changed a little bit. I was now working part-time on the farm and going to London every few months to take meetings, to try and get something else moving.

         A few months after my second film came out, I was in London to take some more meetings. I was in a hotel room when I had a sort of revelation that changed my life. I didn’t have much money. I was staying in the only hotel room I could afford. It didn’t even have a TV; it didn’t even have a bathroom – every floor had a bathroom, it was that cheap. I remember being in that very threadbare room, with just a bed in it. No desk, no chair, no nothing. It was just a bed and a lamp and that’s it. I remember standing looking at the bed with the window behind me and two completely unconnected words popped into my head and formed a name – ‘Skullduggery’ and ‘Pleasant’.

         That’s really the biggest problem I have when people ask me for advice for being a writer. ‘I’ve got this passion and nobody understands it – but you understand it. Should I keep on trying?’

         Sometimes I say yes and sometimes I say no.

         The point is, if something had happened when I was standing in that hotel room – the car outside had beeped its horn or someone else had passed by the door or I was distracted in some way or other, even if the room had had a TV, ‘Skullduggery Pleasant’ wouldn’t have popped into my head and where would I be now? Maybe I would have found success somewhere else or maybe I would have been just another struggling screenwriter.

         That moment of inspiration changed my life entirely.

         My life had been leading up to it, absolutely, but nothing else had. It was not the culmination of a thought process. I hadn’t heard ‘Skullduggery’ and thought, ‘Hmm, that’s an interesting name, what can I do with that?’ It just popped in there a propos of nothing.

         
            I’ve realised over the years, when I ran it through in my head, my God, that moment that has led to my life changing in every conceivable way, that moment could just as easily never have happened and then I would not be here.

         

         We are mere pawns in the game of life and it’s astonishing what you have to rely on in order for things to work out. It’s terrifying. When ‘Skullduggery’ appeared in my head, I instantly knew this was going to be the best character I’d ever create. This guy was different and new and yet owed so much to the stuff I loved as a kid, the detective, the private eye, all of the comic books and movies I watched. He was absolutely the result of each and every one of my obsessions over the years but he was new and unique.

         I started to feel that little tingle of excitement. I didn’t really know what I was doing for the first half of the book. I wrote about thirty pages and I sent them to my agent, Michelle, who had always encouraged me to try writing prose and give screenwriting a tiny break.

         I told her, ‘Michelle, I’m writing a book. I think it’s for younger people, it’s about a skeleton detective.’ She asked me to send my thirty pages to her and when she got back to me, she was extremely excited. She thought it was good and so I continued writing and that tingle just grew and grew and grew. With her acknowledgement and seal of approval, I believed in what I was writing. Her reaction was always an honest one. If she felt I was onto something special and I felt I was onto something special, it must have been something special.

         It took about six months to write and edit the book. It was finished by Christmas and my agent sent it out the first week of February. A week later I was driving my parents and my gran to the airport – they were catching a flight to a wedding in England. On the drive my mother was gently suggesting that maybe I start looking for a proper job – ‘Hey we’re all really hopeful about this writing thing but it takes time and your heart isn’t really in the farm so maybe you should get another job. I’ve heard about this job going. You could drive a truck delivering mattresses.’

         I thought, ‘Wow, OK Barbara, thanks for that. I’m going to stick to writing for just a bit longer.’ I told her that Michelle had sent the book out to a few publishers and that I wanted to see what would happen. I dropped them off at the airport and drove into Dublin, to my favourite comic book shop, Forbidden Planet. I was browsing through the comics when my agent called me. I moved into the book’s section so I could actually hear her and she gave me good news – HarperCollins were interested. I didn’t really know what that meant. Were they mildly interested? Does it mean they think it had potential? I didn’t know that it meant they wanted to publish it and I certainly didn’t know it meant they wanted to give me any money for it.

         My agent continued, ‘Also, this other publisher is also interested, oh and this other one, and another, and another – it’s looking good Derek.’ I called my mother as soon as I got off the phone. She was waiting to board the plane. I told her the news and she was hugely excited. Over the next week, every day my agent would call to tell me a new publisher was ‘interested’. A week later after that initial call, Michelle rang again.

         
            She asked me if I was sitting down. I said, ‘No’. She said, ‘Well maybe you should,’ to which I replied, ‘Oh I’m fine Michelle.’ She told me the news: ‘HarperCollins have offered a million pounds.’

         

         For some reason I was really calm. We both were. I put down the phone and went into the kitchen where my mother and brother were yapping away. They realised I had been standing there for a minute, silently. I looked at them and said, ‘HarperCollins have offered me a million pounds for my book.’

         From that moment on, it all changed. I had been the black sheep of the family; the kid who messed up in school and in college. I didn’t have a degree. Suddenly, from that moment on, I was a golden child. From that moment on, whenever I walked into the room my mother had a massive smile on her face that went on for months. After ten years of being on the outskirts and on the brink of failure or not quite success, I had landed on something wonderful and amazing.

         Skullduggery stayed with me for eleven books. It was difficult to say goodbye to him and the rest of characters. To me, Skullduggery and Valkyrie were more than just characters. Every time I wrote a new book, it was like meeting up with old friends. However, you don’t want to do the same thing over and over again unless you have a very good reason, unless this is a story that lives and thrives within you. Not every writer has a long-running series. Most writers just write individual books and then move on to the next.

         
            I wasn’t content to be just writing Skullduggery for the rest of my life. I really also wanted to do something different. As a kid, I promised myself that I’d never lead a normal life.

         

         With my circumstances with Skullduggery, I was afforded the opportunity to indulge in my love of movies and comics and awesomeness. I’ve built up a collection of props and costumes from movies like a facehugger from Aliens, Michael Keaton’s Batman suits and Christopher Reeves’ Superman suits. I have light-sabres, a machete used in Jaws and Captain America’s shield, which is fantastic to carry around the house feeling awesome about yourself. My house is full of toys and statues. In my office I have Star Wars statues everywhere. I’ve got paintings on the wall. I fill my house full of creativity so I never have to seek inspiration. Everywhere I look is an idea. It is that same buzz that you want to pass on to somebody else.

         Writing has allowed me to meet some of my personal heroes; meeting Steven Spielberg was one hundred percent a cool moment for me. When the book was just published, my agent and I went to Hollywood to sell the rights. There’s still no movie news to this day but in that week we went around the studios because everyone wanted the rights to Skullduggery. It was a week of being pampered by executives and meeting amazing people like J. J. Abrams who has just done the new Star Wars film. Meeting Steven Spielberg was the highlight. I got to meet him in a lovely studio with palm trees outside and everything looking very colonial and just gorgeous. The door opens and in walks the Steven Spielberg.

         I just started grinning. This was the guy who pretty much shaped my childhood and the childhoods of millions of people. To meet him, to talk to him, to chat to him about Skullduggery was awesome. He had been reading my book to his kids and he really loved it. He was telling me about parts he loved, ideas he had, he’d get really excited and loved that he was mentioned in the first book. It was absolutely wonderful and astonishing.

         I feel exceptionally lucky. There are better writers than me out there who will never even have a book deal because the right editor did not pick it up or it wasn’t appreciated. Or they might even write a book and nobody will buy a copy. Not because it’s not any good but because of the market or world events, which can overtake your little piece of art. It’s a game of luck.

         For a kid who never wanted to be normal, never wanted to be ordinary, I haven’t done too badly. If I travelled back in time and met my teenage self and said, ‘Dude, you’re gonna have an extraordinary life,’ not only would my teenage self not be surprised by the success of Skullduggery and my writing, I don’t think he would be surprised that I had finally somehow managed to achieve time travel.

         Derek’s Tips for being a Better Writer

         
            Ignore what’s hot right now.

         

         By the time you finish your book, it’s not going to be hot any more. Forget about trying to predict the next trend. Make the next trend. I wrote Skullduggery and I packed it with every genre I wanted to write. It was that attitude, that really carefree attitude that resulted in Skullduggery being the way it is.

         
            Have fun.

         

         I don’t say that dismissively. I got my agent because I sent her the script for one of my movies, Boy Eats Girls. It’s a zombie movie and it’s a comedy. My agent is a literary agent – she does film and TV too. She’s not a genre-specific agent but she wouldn’t be the biggest fan of zombies. She said the reason she took me on is because she could see and feel the fun that I was having in the script. That has led to my absolute belief that if the writer is having fun writing, the reader will have fun reading because hey, fun is contagious.

         
            Slice off a big piece of yourself with everything you write and put it on the page.

         

         You have to deliver a piece of actual honesty, no matter what you’re writing about, be it zombies, skeleton detectives, a love story or a thriller or science fiction or a story of Russian aristocrats in the nineteenth century. It doesn’t matter the genre, the style of the type – you have to put a bit of yourself into it – a bit of your own humanity into what it is you’re writing. There’s a reason most writers are insane and that’s because everything they write, they slice off another part of themselves and lay it on the page. You have to do that. You have to connect with an audience – no matter what you’re writing. Emotional honesty is the core of all writing, and you need that.

      

   


   
      

         
            Sarah Webb
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            Sarah Webb has been scribbling in her diaries ever since she can remember. With thirty-five novels to her name, she is a firm favourite on children’s bookshelves, with readers from all over the world – the USA, Australia, Poland, Italy and even Indonesia.

            A bookseller, festival planner, children’s and adult fiction author and winner of the Children’s Books Ireland Outstanding Contribution to Children’s Book Award 2015, there’s no stopping this passionate author.

         

         I never ‘decided’ to be a writer. It’s just something I’ve always done. As a kid, I wrote knock-off Enid Blyton stories – fan fiction, it would be called now. ‘The Magic Sofa’ was the first story I remember writing. I still have a copy of it, in a tiny notebook, to this day. It was about a family who owned a magic sofa that could fly, a bit like a magic carpet. They had all kinds of adventures.

         As a teen, I kept diaries and I still have those too – I love reading them and finding out how I felt and what I thought about the world when I was age thirteen or fifteen or seventeen. It’s fascinating. I had four major preoccupations as a teen: parties, friends (and falling out with said friends), clothes and make-up, and yes – I hate to admit it – boys. I even kept a ‘boys I like’ list at the back of my diary!

         I’ve worked in children’s books for over twenty years now, as a writer, festival programmer, reviewer and children’s bookseller. A career highlight to date was definitely winning the Children’s Books Ireland award for outstanding contribution to children’s books in 2015. It was a huge honour for me and something I’m very proud of – I was thrilled to be given an award by my peers.

         I’ve published thirty-five books to date but that first book as a writer is a massive career milestone. Thinking back, I can’t help but smile. My first book was called Kids Can Cook. It was non-fiction, full of recipes for children – cakes, buns, and fun things like that. It was turned down by many publishers but every time it was rejected, I kept sending it back out. Eventually a small Irish publisher called Children’s Press took it on.

         
            I was gobsmacked when Reena Dardis from Children’s Press rang to tell me she’d like to publish it. I was in my wee house with my young baby son and I did a little dance in my kitchen/living room: it was a pretty small house.

         

         It was definitely one of the highlights of my life. A first book is a very special thing indeed. It was all the more special because it meant I could buy my own car with the money I got after it was published and had sold quite a few copies – an old, second-hand Honda Civic.

         As a single mum with a full-time job in Waterstones bookshop, my weeks were really busy, and I spent a lot of time pushing my son to his minders and back in his buggy. Having a car made a huge difference to my life and gave me back some time – time I could spend writing. It was a real godsend.

         To this day, my favourite part of the whole writing process is creating characters. I spend months thinking about my characters before I start writing a thing – who they are, what makes them tick, what they love, what they hate. Then I create their world: where they live, their family, friends, pets, school. And then I put them into an opening scene and start writing their story. For me, character drives plot, so that’s what I start with – creating characters. While you’re writing, you are living in a world of your own creation – that’s pretty amazing. The act of creating characters and their world is what keeps me gripped.

         
            Being an author is a truly wonderful job. You can work in your pyjamas, set your own hours, and follow your passion.

         

         There are negatives too – the money isn’t great, especially starting out. You may need another job, which is the case with a lot of people who work in the arts – artists, musicians and so on. I review children’s books, I teach, I talk to children in schools and libraries. I like variety and much as I love writing, I also like getting away from the desk and meeting people.

         Researching a new book or topic is one of the most enjoyable aspects of writing – it’s fascinating and I learn so much. I love coming up with new ideas. I have far too many rattling around in my head. I have – touch wood – never run out of ideas.

         I have lots of notebooks on the go all the time. I also use my phone to jot down ideas and thoughts. Ideas can be very particular to an individual person. I might write down ‘dolphin … US girl … communication’. Now, anyone else would ask, ‘What on earth is she talking about?’ But I’d know. I’m not precious about my ideas. Everyone has such different passions and interests; that’s what makes life interesting.

         I find inspiration everywhere. I adore writers and illustrators like Judy Blume, Roald Dahl, Maurice Sendak, Judi Curtin, Oisin McGann, Alan Nolan, Martina Devlin, Marita Conlon-McKenna, John Boyne, Shaun Tan, Oliver Jeffers, Eoin Colfer, Roddy Doyle and so many more wonderful creative people. I’m a huge reader and good writing also inspires me so much.

         Women like Mary Robinson and Mary McAleese have influenced me. The suffragettes – who fought for women’s right to vote – have left a huge impression on me too. Malala is an amazing woman and an incredible role model.

         I’m also greatly inspired by the girls and boys I meet every week when I visit libraries and schools. They are so amazing and so smart – the future of Ireland is in very good hands! I look to nature too. I enjoy travelling – train journeys, storms, the sea, good movies, good TV shows – so many things.

         As a children’s bookseller I’ve met so many wonderful writers that I admire over the years, from Jacqueline Wilson, to Jo Rowling and Michael Morpurgo. One of the highlights was meeting Judy Blume when I was a young bookseller in my twenties. She told me that writing for children was a real joy and privilege and that I should definitely do it. She was completely right – it really is a joy and a privilege.

         
            Going to college isn’t essential to becoming an author; reading is.

         

         I just happened to study English, but if you want to write, write. Start now and never give up. Write your heart out. The more practice you get as a child or teenager, the better.

         Sarah’s Advice:
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         My diaries are forevermore reminding my how difficult the teenage years can be. With the luxury of hindsight I say:

         
            Don’t worry too much about what other people think.

            Hang out with your grandparents and godparents more. They won’t be around forever and they are cooler than you know.

            You may be young, but you can do whatever you set your mind to. Don’t let anyone put you off, or say you can’t do something – you can.

            Believe in yourself.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Will Sliney
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            Illustrator Will Sliney has loved cartoons and comic books all his life. His wildest childhood dream came true when Marvel Comics came knocking on his door with a job offer.

            This Cork-man spends his time drawing Spiderman and conjuring up his own series about Irish folk legend Cú Chulainn.

         

         Ever since I can remember, I was always mad about cartoons. Watching cartoons and playing video games took up a lot of my early years, but so did drawing. If I was playing a video game, I would be coming up with my own video game concepts, drawing the stories for them, and it was the same with my favourite cartoons. I used to create my own characters and even write out the backstories for them – what kind of powers they’d have, and so on.

         Like most kids, I wanted to do everything. I wanted to play football and I wanted to be a Formula One driver but I never really knew that you could go out there and do these kinds of jobs in real life. I always thought it would have been cool to work in these kinds of professions but it was only when I got to college that I realised that there were actually those kinds of jobs out there and that I could actively work towards getting there.

         As a youngster I certainly drew more than other kids but I definitely don’t believe a talent for drawing is something that you’re born with. I think the more you draw, the better you get. When I was in school, I used to draw a lot more than other people and that’s how I improved my talent and skill. I kept at it all the way through my teenage years, which has definitely helped improve my skill and style.

         The road to Marvel started when I was studying multimedia. It was a mixture of everything. There was a small bit of illustration and I realised that’s what I really, enjoyed doing. I wanted to work as an illustrator so much. I did my research and figured out a way to reach out to these companies that would give me the opportunity to make drawing my lifestyle. One of the most important things in getting a job with these people is to actually get your work in front of them.

         When I finished college I put together a portfolio of five or six pages of my drawings in the comic-book style. I optimistically flew over to San Diego to try and show it off to all the publishers at ComicCon. I quickly realised that probably wasn’t the best way of doing things. It’s like turning up at a football stadium with your football boots saying, ‘Will you have a look at me playing?’

         It took some time before I realised that instead of trucking halfway around the world, the best route was to start a little smaller and look for a more achievable job in comic books.

         
            The rejection is all part of it, you have to learn that you’re not going to be good enough straight away – you can learn from failure all the time.

         

         I wasn’t too deterred after my trip to San Diego. I knew I was on the right track so I just kept working. I started out in a really small job in Dublin and it all went upwards from here. At the time, a publisher called Atomic Diner hired me to do a superhero book called Atomic Rotten, Route 66. It was the first time I had ever been paid to do comic books – although looking back, it wasn’t much. It was amazing to finally have some of my work published; seeing my work put together into an actual comic book that was sold in shops was invaluable experience.

         
            Holding that first copy of Atomic Rotten was fantastic. I can still remember that new book smell. It was a really nice achievement and it gave me the confidence to move forward.

         

         My parents were always extremely supportive. They didn’t bug me to do a ‘real job’, or anything like that. They knew how much I loved drawing and how passionate I was, how hard I was working and how serious I was about pursuing a career in my chosen field. They allowed me to chase my dream. When I came out of college I was working in an e-learning job and any moment I had I’d be drawing, working on my sketches, always trying to get better. Seeing me do that proved my genuine interest to my parents and showed them how serious I was about it. I was so dedicated: I’d draw at lunchtime: I’d draw before work: I’d draw into the evenings.

         About five years before I got my job with Marvel, a talent scout came to Ireland. He had an early look at my work and he was very encouraging, telling me to keep at it and that I was getting closer to being able to work for them one day. From that first meeting, I stayed in regular contact with Marvel, sending on my drawings by email over the years – so they were always casting an eye over my work. I knew I had to get a better understanding of anatomy and work on my storytelling and all that. I suppose they also needed me to be able to prove that I had plenty of work published. Marvel wanted to see that I had a track record working for companies and that I was employable.

         At another show in Dublin a few years later I met with the same talent scout once again. He told me that I was finally ready and that they’d have some sort of contract for me the following week. Hearing those words was brilliant. I’d been dreaming of this for so long, hoping that one day I would actually get the chance to work for this dream-company. After putting in thousands and thousands of hours of drawing, it was a nice realisation and a funny moment.

         Sure enough, a day after the convention, I got a phone call from Marvel asking me to do a test-page. I had just signed up to do another convention in Belfast the following day. I knew I was under pressure to get this tester done up and sent to Marvel before I got on the train to Belfast the next morning. I stayed up all night and got the work in and made the train as planned. Unfortunately, as soon as I crossed the border, I had no Internet. I sat there anxiously praying to hear back from them but with no way of checking my emails. When I got to the hotel I plugged my laptop in but of course, the cable wasn’t working so I had to go about fixing it.

         
            Eventually I managed to get online and an email was there telling me I had the job. It was surreal. I was in this random hotel room jumping about the place with joy.

         

         My first assignment with Marvel was a series about an all-female superhero troupe called the Fearless Defenders. Usually, for someone starting out, you’re assigned single issues. Needless to say, I felt very lucky to be offered the opportunity to work on an entire series. You could say I started with a bang! It was a new issue, a new book. It was very exciting.

         I worked on that series for a full year before they began to consider me for one of the Spiderman books. I started out with single issues before eventually working full-time on the Spiderman series. Funnily enough, I felt more pressure on The Fearless Defenders that I did working on Spiderman. That first page on The Fearless Defenders was the toughest page that I ever worked on. I worried about it so much.

         There were so many more eyes on my work, and the standard was super-high. Those pages definitely took me a lot longer than anything else I’d done before. I wanted to impress and do Marvel justice.

         Spiderman is my ultimate character to work on. That’s what I was always aiming for. I’ve been working on him for almost two years and I still love him. With Marvel we work at a pace of a page a day. They release a new issue every month and a comic book is about twenty-pages long. It varies from artist to artist, but I’m quite fast, so I aim for a page and a quarter each day. Every artist’s day is different because you have to work during the hours when you’re most productive. I work my best in the morning so I start then and keep going well into the afternoon.

         I draw directly onto my computer screen via a tablet called a Cintiq. It’s the same process as drawing with pen and paper; the only difference is that you can zoom in. When I started working, I travelled a lot, and having A3 pages on the go made it a little difficult in terms of things like scanning. By going down the digital route, I was able to carry my work in a laptop bag.

         If I told you, you’d never believe how many times you have to draw the laces on a boot or a buckle on a belt. There’s always a challenge in every issue or series – something new that you might not have drawn before – and you have to figure out how to do it in an effective way. You do have to study and practise quite a bit before you can apply it to the proper comic strip. The challenges change every month, but you kind of have a set process as to how to approach these new challenges and difficulties.

         One of my favourite things about the job is that you’re constantly improving and always focusing on improving yourself. You might look at work that’s a month old and cringe at something small that you’ve improved on in that short period of time. In this job, I’ll be learning until I can’t learn any more, which is the best thing.

         To this day, I still collect comic books so I can study the different illustrators that are out there. My favourite at the moment is a guy called Stuart Immonen. He works on the new Star Wars books and I really admire him. To be honest, my favourites change all the time. I learn different things from different artists.

         A few years before I began working with Marvel, there was an animated series called Star Wars, The Clone Wars. I was lucky to work on the comic-book adaptation of that. As a huge Star Wars fan, that was particularly cool for me. I get a lot of nostalgia on a lot of the comics I get to work on.

         My favourite thing is when someone comes up to me with a comic I’ve worked on to be signed. It’ll have dog ears and it makes me smile because it means they’ve read it twenty times over, back to front.

         They’ll always bring their own drawings to show me, which I find very interesting.

         Four or five years ago at a book launch there might have been one or two people with a portfolio but now you might get a couple of hundred people with portfolios – which is amazing.

         
            My biggest highlight so far has been going to the Marvel offices in New York. When I was going in to sign my contract and I was walking through those doors for the first time – that was magic.

         

         The whole place is set up to impress – it’s where they bring in the actors for the first time too. There’s a Thor room and an Iron Man room and a Hulk room, amazing artwork and these huge sculptures … that moment was a real ‘pinch me’ moment for me. I was over the moon and delighted to be there. It was a huge dream come true for me.

         Marvel aside, I’m also extremely proud of a comic book I released a couple of years back focusing on Cú Chulainn. I’ve always loved his story but I realised you could never find a full story of him anywhere. I thought he really suited the superhero style so I decided to write and illustrate my own comic book dedicated to him. I wanted to get my stamp on him out there.

         After working in comic books for a few years, it was nice to have a book that launched in Ireland that people could connect to. It really kicked things off for me here. It was really cool. To this day it holds the record for being Ireland’s fastest-selling graphic novel. I hope to go back some day and make more Celtic warriors come alive in comic-book form.

         My advice if you’re interested in drawing is to just keep drawing. The deal is, the more you draw, the better you get. If you’re getting frustrated with drawing certain things that you don’t feel are working, just remember that the more you practise, the more you’ll improve. Keep going.

         To get spotted, attend the relevant conventions and get face-to-face time with the necessary scouts. The one thing the guys at Marvel always say is don’t just blindly send off fifty images in an email for somebody to look at. Each company has different submission guidelines.

         Find the relevant emails of the talent managers and email them politely asking if you can send some of your work. They’ll get back to you and say ‘yes’, and it kind of goes from there. They’ll look at your work and give you a few pointers, or they might give you a sample script of their own work so you can see how they handle their own characters.

         These companies do want to see new talent and it’s all about being nice and professional and asking for permission to send your stuff off.

         Remember, practice makes perfect.

      

   


   
      

         
            Paige Toon
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            A former Heat magazine editor and author of over a dozen novels, Paige Toon grew up between England, Australia and America, or wherever her Formula 1 racing-driver dad took her! Passionate about books, magazines and films, Paige is a firm favourite with chick-lit readers around the world. And yes, Paige is her real name.

         

         I know it sounds clichéd, but I’ve wanted to write ever since I could remember. As a little girl, I used to escape to the back of the garden to write poems and songs. The first job I ever wanted to do was to work in a magazine. I wanted to be an author before that, but when I started reading magazines as a teenager – I quite fancied it as a fun job. I remember writing sad stories in my childhood years.

         I used to think that my parents and relatives thought I was just a kid who would always write happy endings, and so I would make them as sad as possible for the shock factor. I’ve always liked surprising my audience.

         By the time I got to university, I decided to study philosophy. I was worried that doing English would put me off writing. When I wrote my novel, One Perfect Summer, I created this heroine called Alice who goes to study English literature. I remember thinking, ‘I wish I had done that, that would have been really lovely.’ Philosophy still allowed me to open up my mind, though. It allowed me to be creative in my own way, without forcing literature down my throat.

         Post-college, I took a year out before finding work experience at a small magazine. I really wanted to write film reviews and so off I went to work for a film magazine called Neon. I did one week’s work experience. They were only too happy to have someone come in and offer to help. They weren’t a massive publication by any means. For bigger magazines like Heat, there was up to a year’s wait, but I quite liked working in this smaller office. I used it as an opportunity to shine and make an impact.
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