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        Introduction


      


    


  




  This book will not tell you how to write: there are many books published that cover the creative process. But it will tell you – if you have talent and enough

  perseverance – how to get published. It will tell you how to get an agent and a publisher. It will also tell you how to get the best out of them, how to build a good relationship with them,

  and how to leave them if this is impossible.




  Few of the books on how to write fiction discuss what to do with your novel once you’ve learned your craft. The aim of this book is to turn a creative writer into a professional author,

  able to get the very best out of the publishing experience, the trade and out of themselves.




  According to the cliché, everyone has a book in them. I’ve been an agent too long to believe that. If it’s true, then for some that’s exactly where it should stay! I

  don’t believe that everyone has the talent and the craft and the sheer application to become a published writer. But I do believe that those who do possess this combination of qualities will

  find this book a useful tool to have by their writing elbow. Ignorance is never blissful. The more you know about the publishing process, about what happens on the publishers’ – and

  agents’ – side of the desk, the more you can profit from it.




  Working with writers is, for me, a source of immense pleasure. Being a literary agent is a deeply satisfying existence. There are stressful and anxious parts of the job, but on the whole it is

  exciting and rewarding and tremendous fun. I realize how lucky I am to be able to make a living doing something that I enjoy so much. The aim of this book is to achieve that for talented writers

  too.




  The entire publishing industry would be out of work without authors. But writers must necessarily lead a quite schizophrenic life. Closeted away in private while they write, they then offer

  their manuscript to friends and strangers who will cheerfully tell them (sometimes quite wrongly, sometimes with great insight) what’s wrong with it. Or, perhaps even worse, may not tell them

  what’s wrong with it. Then comes a period of limbo while others take possession of their creation, and after that they are expected to turn into sparkling party animals for the publicity and

  promotion period – then back to purdah while writing the next one. It’s not something I envy (as I have had time to discover for myself during the writing of this book!).




  But I do love editing and selling the work of writers. The adrenaline rush I experience on the first day of the Frankfurt Book Fair every year (even though I know I’ll be totally

  exhausted, hoarse and probably laid low with ’flu within six days) is like nothing else I can describe. The excitement of discovering and launching a new writer, the exhilaration of

  conducting an auction, the euphoria of calling a writer to tell them of a big deal: these all amply balance the days when I have to deal with the many and varied problems of the writing and

  publishing life.




  So to all those talented writers out there who aren’t yet published: don’t give up. Use every setback to spur you to greater effort. Persevere, learn more about your craft and the

  way the industry works, and use this book to help you find an audience for your fiction. I wish you the very best of luck.










  

    

      

        How to use this book


      


    


  




  This book is for the writer who wants a career as a published author. It is for writers who wish to manage and make the best of that career and who need to be able to

  understand the trade. It is therefore not about how to write: there are many good books already published on that subject, some of which I list in the bibliography. I assume that you can write and

  that you are either embarking upon publication, or are already published. I assume that you want to make sense of an industry that can sometimes, from an author’s point of view, seem baffling

  at best, or obstructive at worst.




  The book is organized chronologically, dealing with subjects as a writer would encounter them. The three parts cover, respectively, before your book is sold, from contract to publication, and

  then publication and beyond.




  Part One moves from the initial market research on what to write, through preparing your material for submission, accepting editorial criticism, getting an agent, submitting material,

  negotiating a deal, and then to a long section on the trade and how it works.




  Part Two begins with advice on how to assess a publisher’s offer, and moves on to contract advice, work to do on your text before it is published (rewriting, guarding against libel,

  plagiarism), and then to the publisher’s preparation for publishing: decisions on format, jacket and marketing. It also covers how you sell to the publisher’s team, how they sell to

  overseas markets, and how you, your agent and your publisher sell other rights.




  The longest chapter, on contracts, is in this section. Once you have an offer from a publisher to publish your novel, the contract becomes vital. Everything that can or cannot be done by the

  publisher and yourself will be covered by this, and the repercussions of a badly drafted or little-understood contract will stay with you for years. Even if you have an agent who deals with the

  details for you, I would urge every author to study their contract and only to sign it once everything has been discussed and is understood. So much of the business of publishing and the trade is

  covered by the contract: a good contract should deal with every eventuality. An author who knows a bit about publishing could well start by reading the chapter on contracts, referring to other

  chapters to expand on each clause as it is discussed.




  Part Three deals with everything that follows publication: publicity (or lack of it), sales (or lack of them), royalty statements (again, sometimes the lack of them), understanding cash flow and

  dealing constructively with problems with your publisher and agent. And following publication, of course, on to your next book.




  Part Four is a section of appendixes including a bibliography of recommended books and lists of magazines, trade fairs and trade organizations. I have not covered areas such as writers’

  groups, or awards for writers. These change so rapidly that you would be advised to consult an annual directory for up-to-date information.




  The sections, and the chapter headings and sub-headings within them, should give you a clear indication of where to find information. An index acts as a further help to finding what you need.

  The bibliography lists a selection of the many books about writing and the business of publishing. However, this book does not set out to be a directory or handbook of publishing, giving names and

  addresses. There are very good reference works which list these and I would suggest that an ideal companion volume to this book would be the most recent edition of Barry Turner’s The

  Writer’s Handbook, which is updated and published annually.




  Depending on your present situation, you might want to start reading this book in different places. If you are unsure as to whether you need an agent or not, you could start with chapter 4. If,

  on the other hand, you have an agent but your current dilemma is that you are unhappy with them, turn straight to the section in chapter 17. If you’ve sold your book and it’s about to

  be published, chapter 14 on publicity may be of most use. If your book has been published for some months and you’ve just received your first royalty statement, which looks as comprehensible

  as if it were written in hieroglyphs, chapter 15, which explains them (royalty statements, not hieroglyphs), will hopefully be just what you need.




  I do hope the book proves useful, and helps you maximize the pleasure and the profit of being a novelist.




  If you don’t find what you need I will be more than happy to hear from you so that I can include the information in the next edition: do write to me either care of my publisher, Macmillan,

  or at my own agency offices.




  Happy reading, and writing!




  

    

      

        Carole Blake




        Blake Friedmann Literary Agency Ltd




        122 Arlington Road




        London NW1 7HP




        Telephone: 0171 284 0408




        Fax: 0171 284 0442
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  BEFORE YOUR BOOK IS SOLD
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          Market research


        

      


    


  




  

    

      

        It is absurd to have a hard and fast rule about what one should read and what one shouldn’t. More than half of modern culture depends on what one shouldn’t

        read – Oscar Wilde




        

          Is what you want to write different to what people want to read? – Edwina Currie, speaking at Woman’s Weekly’s ‘How To Make Money

          Writing Fiction’ seminar


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        What to write?


      


    


  




  Are you writing the right book? It’s a simple question but it is complicated to arrive at an answer. If you spend time thinking about this before you start your novel, you

  may save yourself a lot of agonies later. Many writers, whether they realize it or not, are writing primarily for themselves. If you intend to make money from your fiction, you must write what

  moves you, but you must also write with an eye on the eventual market for your work.




  This book is entirely about commercial fiction. I have chosen to concentrate on this for three reasons: because so many people seem to be trying to get novels published, because I love

  commercial fiction and spend most of my life working with it, and because many of the processes of publishing and selling it (and therefore much of the advice) is so different for literary

  fiction.




  A few years ago, a national newspaper calculated that the average acceptance rate for unsolicited manuscripts by a publisher in Britain or America was half a per cent. That actually seems rather

  high to me. It’s certainly a higher acceptance rate than we take on from the unsolicited manuscripts we receive in our medium-sized agency. Although the total number of books published

  increases every year, I’m sure the odds against acceptance are just as bad now, if not worse than when the newspaper quoted the figure. It’s important not to underestimate the obstacles

  to publication, but to understand how to overcome them, which is what this book is all about.




  Watership Down by Richard Adams, The Day of the Jackal by Frederick Forsyth and one of our agency’s bestselling books, Free to Trade by Michael

  Ridpath (now translated into thirty-eight languages) were all unsolicited, ‘slush pile’ manuscripts when they were submitted to their initial publisher or agent.




  Life’s not fair, so what can you do to improve the odds of getting published? After all, as Steinbeck said, ‘Writing makes horse racing seem like a nice stable occupation.’




  It’s not just how you write. That’s vital, of course. But it’s also what you write – and how you present it. This chapter deals with how you decide what to write.




  

    

      

        Trends and how to spot them


      


    


  




  Trying to identify trends is tough. The novels that editors are buying now will not be published for at least a year (if they are bought at finished manuscript stage), or two

  years (if they are commissioned in the early stages of writing). Starting your novel today may mean that the earliest it could be published is three years from now: eighteen months to write it and

  then a further eighteen months to sell it and have it published. You would need a crystal ball to know what will be hot in the market place in three years’ time. As reliable crystal balls are

  in short supply, I’ll try to highlight other means of identifying marketable areas of fiction.




  I am amazed that so many authors start the laborious and intensive work of writing a novel by basing their decision about the subject matter on little more than a whim. Think how much of your

  time you could waste if you pick the wrong genre or subject, or set your novel in a geographical location that the trade believes just won’t sell. It’s so hard to break into print that

  every author should give themselves as many advantages as they can.




  If you can write well, your investment in this process – time and money – could be repaid many times over. If you are aiming to be a published writer that’s a small price to

  pay. After all, no one expects any other career to fall in their lap overnight, but it’s extraordinary how many people think, ‘I could become a novelist if only I had the time’,

  as though talent and hard work were quite incidental!




  Don’t join a bandwagon that has already been gathering pace for a while: by the time you have written, sold and published your book, the fashion may have produced a backlash. Christian

  Jacq’s bestselling sequence of novels about Ramses began being published in English (having been translated from the original French) in 1997. The first volume was such a

  success that Simon & Schuster decided to speed up publication of the other volumes. I think they were right. Many other writers and publishers rushed to bring out fiction with an Ancient Egypt

  theme to cash in on the market created by Jacq’s books. Too many titles in the same subject area can saturate the market so that while one or two might sell very well, the rest all suffer

  from so much competition.




  ‘Write about what you know’ is advice often given to writers starting out, but I think this can be misleading. Many writers I know have put good research, way beyond their own

  immediate experience, to wonderful use. John Trenhaile’s first three novels were very classy thrillers set in Russia during the Cold War, published many years before the fall of the Berlin

  Wall. The rave review that John and I prized most, for Kyril, was from the Los Angeles Times which began: ‘Mr Trenhaile, who obviously knows Moscow like the back of his hand . .

  .’ To this day John has never visited the city. But he is a great professional and knows how to put good research to work. That trilogy of novels was translated into a dozen languages and

  stayed in print for many years.




  I’ve no doubt that many of the retired civil engineers, dentists and planning officers who write their first novels based in their own field have been told to ‘write about what you

  know’. But can you name novels with those backgrounds, or those professions, which have become popular published books? I can’t. As a result, I turn down a lot of fiction from retired

  civil engineers, dentists and planning officers! These are not aspirational jobs or backgrounds for mass-market readers, so consequently a novel where these backgrounds are central to the story

  starts life with the odds stacked against it. No matter how fascinating they might be, I’ve never yet met anyone who dreamed of the glamour of a dentist’s drill, or fantasized about the

  day they would be qualified to wield a theodolite! I don’t mean to suggest that these or other professions can never appear within the covers of a successful commercial novel. But if you do

  use them, make sure that they form the background, rather than the dominant theme, in your fiction.




  Now that I’ve managed to insult at least some of my readers, I’ll attempt to explain what I mean. There are some professions that will carry fiction well. Acting, antiques, the art

  world, fashion, financial trading, horse racing, the law and, of course, the world of the police and private detectives have all been used successfully as backdrops for bestselling fiction. What

  links them is that they are perceived to be glamorous and exciting, and many people aspire to them, or at least think they would enjoy them more than their own lives. These careers are aspirational: people can dream about them, and backgrounds like these become an advantage to your characters.




  An author who turned backgrounds into gold was Arthur Hailey. His novels such as Hotel and Wheels told the audience everything about running hotels or working in the automobile

  industry. For a reader, the added value of reading a Hailey novel is acquiring a huge amount of knowledge about a specific business. But he made very sure that his characters were fascinating and

  the storylines compelling, thus the background did not dominate.




  If there has recently been a huge shift of world politics, steer clear of the previous political situation, at least for a while. In the years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, it became very

  difficult to sell thrillers set against the background of the Cold War. They were regarded as old-fashioned. Readers wanted to believe that the world had become a safer place, no longer populated

  by spies living in a grey twilight. No matter that one of my spy-writer clients, Ted Allbeury, himself an ex-spy-catcher, knew that the real spy world was busier than ever, public perception had

  swung against those stories, so thriller writers had to find new arenas for their novels.




  

    

      

        Genres


      


    


  




  If you choose to write in a genre – crime, romance or science fiction, for example – it is important to know the rules of that genre. Not because you must follow

  them slavishly, but because if you are going to bend them, it’s best to be aware of how and when you are doing so. There are many books on all aspects of how to write, including titles on

  every specific genre. Seek them out and absorb the information. Also, many genres have well-organized and energetic associations that you can join. Science fiction, crime writing, romance fiction:

  they all have successful and well-run societies with programmes of speakers and events. You may have to travel to their regional meeting point if you want to attend workshops and talks, but most

  publish newsletters and some offer a manuscript advice service.




  Joining a writers’ group can be useful for researching the market too. In a well-run group where the members trust one another, a lot of information is shared that can be of enormous

  benefit if it warns you away from pitfalls that others have discovered. Writers in these groups share information on what’s selling or not, who’s buying or not, who’s paying what

  (and sometimes also who’s paying late), and they can be helpful with recommendations of editors and agents. At the back of this book you will find details of a wide range of publications and organizations that can be used to brief you on the state of publishing, and what publishers might be looking for. Networking with other writers can be very useful on

  all levels.




  One of the most obvious (and often underrated) forms of research is to read every successful novel you can lay your hands on in your chosen area of writing. Not so that you can copy them, but so

  that you can analyse why they are successful and what ingredients make them appeal to a wide audience. Also, so that you can identify something for you to include in your novel that will be fresh

  and original, but will still enable your novel to satisfy the readers’ expectations. If you are passionate about fiction you will be reading your competitors’ work voraciously anyway. A

  lifetime’s passion for your genre pays dividends if it means you have read all the writers who are your role models, and all the writers whose work warns you what not to emulate!




  Don’t forget the length: some genres, for example, have strong conventions about the length that they expect novels to be. In general, it is a good idea to look at the length of the books

  written by writers you might consider would appeal to the same market as yours.




  Most successful commercial novels are 100,000 words or so – but I am regularly offered novels that are 50,000 or 60,000 words. Gilbert Adair can publish a beautifully crafted literary

  novel at that length because novellas work in the literary field, but this is not what a publisher of commercial fiction is looking for. The logistics and the figures of the literary publishing

  world operate quite differently from that of commercial fiction. Authors who offer insufficient material for the area in which they are working are simply demonstrating to agents and publishers

  that they can’t be bothered to learn the rules of their trade.




  Equally, make sure that you do not write too long for the market you are aiming at. The longer your book, the more expensive it will be to print and bind, and this could push up the selling

  price. If you are a successful writer already, or writing for the fantasy market, say, this might not matter too much. But if you are an unpublished writer it could prejudice an agent and publisher

  against your work. Salman Rushdie, when favourably reviewing a new and long Don Delillo novel on television said, ‘If you’re going to write a long novel you have to make the reader feel

  it is too short; that you have to cram everything in and that you could have gone on for longer.’




  There are, unfortunately, times when certain genres fall out of favour. This has happened to historical fiction in recent years, as well as spy thrillers. These restrictions seldom count against

  an already established writer with a loyal readership, but they can stop a first novelist being accepted if the tide of public opinion (or even simply the perception of that

  opinion by publishing editors) has moved away from their chosen genre.




  Unless you write like an angel, trying to sell material that is not what the market wants is unlikely to succeed: you are creating obstacles for yourself. You can’t always be sure of

  getting it right, but doing some homework before you begin certainly won’t do any harm.




  Many writers only think about marketing when they are ready to offer their manuscript to a publisher or an agent. By that time it can be too late. If you have chosen a genre that is completely

  out of fashion, or a subject or background that six well-known writers have used for their latest novels, you will find it extremely difficult, perhaps impossible, to sell your work even if the

  writing is wonderful and the storyline commercial.




  Although it’s wise to find a genre or subject to write about that you have a passion for, don’t allow yourself to be self-indulgent. It’s essential to be self-critical, and

  it’s vital to be open to criticism from others.




  

    

      

        The hard work of creating


      


    


  




  My advice is always to write about characters and stories that you care passionately about, know something about and enjoy. The strength of your feelings and your connection to

  your subject will enthuse the reader similarly. When you feel strongly at the outset, passion will carry you through the long and demanding work to completion. This is more likely to happen than if

  you pick a subject or plot only because you think it will be the next fashionable genre or theme.




  Georges Simenon, the creator of Maigret, put it well: ‘Writing is not a profession, but a vocation of unhappiness.’ For some, ‘being’ a writer is attractive. Actually

  doing the work is extremely unglamorous and can come as a shock to the newly initiated. I have an enormous respect for people who write regularly, and who persevere through to a career as a

  novelist, publishing one good book after another.




  I would rather slit my wrists than try to write fiction myself. The idea of spending a year or more in a lonely room, writing and writing, only to deliver the manuscript to friends and critics

  to comment on it seems like a recipe for hell on wheels. If I’m honest, the process of writing this book hasn’t been unalloyed pleasure throughout either! When I was halfway through

  this book, and complaining to anyone who would listen about how much more I had to do, Michael Ridpath, while commiserating, said to me, ‘Most people don’t realize

  that there’s an awful lot of typing involved in writing a book.’ Apart from the fact that it made me laugh, it also put me in my place. First, I shouldn’t have been moaning to one

  of my clients about my own writing and, second, I should have realized that writing fiction – making it all up – must be more difficult than writing non-fiction on a subject from which

  I actually earn my living!




  

    

      

        The rules


      


    


  




  Perhaps writers can take consolation from the fact that first novels are rarely an author’s best work. And, as many of you can probably testify, they are often not even

  their first published work: many first novels lie forever in a desk drawer. But writing them may have been a necessary first step on the way to later publication of another novel.




  If you are looking for a career as a novelist (and few publishers or agents will be interested in you if you intend only to write one novel), then the learning process of writing that first

  novel – even if it remains unpublished – will be invaluable to you in the long-term.




  You can win against the tide of rejection if your writing and your storyline are extremely good, you have an original angle, and if you can create characters with whom a wide range of readers

  want to spend time. No one said it was easy getting published.




  A handy (but by no means exhaustive) checklist to apply to your work would include the following:




  

    

      1. Do I have a clear central character for my readers to identify with?




      2. Is that central character fully developed and totally believable?




      3. Is the world that I have created in the novel one my readers will want to spend time in even before they know the story or the characters?




      4. Does my character grow and develop during the course of the story?




      5. Is the pacing – the tension – even, or does it flag in places?




      6. Do I have sufficient set-piece scenes as dramatic highlights?




      7. Is my story likely to be overtaken by real events thereby making it seem out of date?




      8. Are my plot strands too complicated so the readers get confused?




      9. Are the stakes high enough for my central character? If not, the novel could fail to capture the readers’ imagination.




      10. Is there a big dramatic question at the heart of the book? If not, can I inject one? (One crude rule of thumb here is to see if you can sum up the storyline in one

      sentence: if you can, you have a Big Dramatic Question!)




      11. Is the storyline sufficiently high concept to stand out from all the other novels in the market place?




      12. Is the ending sufficiently satisfying for the expectation I have set up in the readers? (This presupposes that you have, indeed, set up the expectation!)


    


  




  Remember that writing fiction is the careful blending together of an art and a craft. It therefore follows that absolute rules are nonexistent. All that I, or anyone else in the publishing

  world, can suggest is that you should try to stack the odds in your favour by doing things that have worked for others. Of course, we will always be able to cite examples of books that have

  succeeded magnificently despite breaking all the rules. But authors will have done that by a combination of brilliant narrative technique, superb plotting and pace, perhaps an already successful

  career behind them – and probably a huge marketing budget from their publisher. If you are not sure about having any one of those ingredients, let alone all of them, then I would advise you

  to stick to the guidelines that most of us in the industry believe in.




  There is a careful tightrope to be walked between wilfulness and the market place. There is no point in offering a subject that the market does not want, no matter how strongly you feel about

  it, unless you can find a really original approach, or if you are prepared for rejection. What the market wants is partly determined by commissioning editors in the publishing companies. They are

  not always right, so one rejection shouldn’t be taken as a reason to give up. But several rejections for the same reasons – for example, the market is not selling this genre, or your

  characters are not engaging enough – should be taken seriously.




  Guard against forcing yourself to write something you have no feeling for just because the market seems to want it: this could result in a cold, sterile and unpublishable manuscript. Take the

  market place into account, but concentrate on the elements of your book that could lift it above the mass of manuscripts being offered.




  

    

      

        Characters


      


    


  




  Characters are the most important part of any novel, and the strongest memory that readers carry with them, once they have finished reading, is usually of

  outstanding characters who have touched them in some way. I would recommend always starting the development process with your characters, even though there are many other important considerations

  to take into account as well. To make the reader care for your characters and storyline, you must certainly care for them. It won’t work otherwise.




  

    

      

        Self-help


      


    


  




  Be sure you understand the sector of the market you are trying to please – read widely within the area you choose. You can learn a great deal by analysing other books and

  writers in the field. Join a writers’ group. If you are given criticism, listen to it carefully. Don’t let yourself react negatively to criticism: try not to be hurt by it, try only to

  learn from it. Even if you disagree with it, think about why the point was made. (See chapter 2 for more detailed discussion of this vital area.)




  Read books and magazines about writing. It’s fashionable in certain circles to sneer at self-help books, but they contain an enormous amount of useful information. So long as you sift

  through them and choose what you use, it’s possible to benefit from them. Michael Ridpath is on record as saying that he wrote his first novel, the huge bestseller Free to Trade, after

  reading two self-help books, one on plot, and one on character. When their publisher, Robinson Books, heard that, they decided to reprint the two titles in one volume and asked Michael to write an

  introduction to the new edition. In its new version it’s called How to Write a £illion.




  Join book clubs that offer commercial fiction: their monthly brochures are a very good guide to perennially popular areas of fiction. And reading them over a period of time builds into a useful

  body of reference of what is popular in fiction.




  Enter writing competitions. The discipline and the critiques will be instructive and, should you win, that will be useful information to include in your submission to an agent or a

  publisher.




  The publishing trade press can be very useful: from it you can learn about books being signed up by publishers right now that aren’t finished yet and are not due to be published for

  perhaps two or more years. This is priceless information. Reading the papers and magazines that the trade itself reads can only help you even if, at best, it only helps in identifying what not to

  write. There is a list of the main trade publications at the back of this book.




  Study the bestseller lists that appear regularly in newspapers; subscribe to a range of magazines about writing and publishing, preferably a mix of those aimed at writers

  and those aimed at the publishing trade; if you have friends who are writers, publishers or agents, then pump them unmercifully for information. Call publishers and ask for their catalogues. Haunt

  your local bookshop and persuade the staff to chat to you about what is selling, and what is coming in the future that they think will sell well.




  Make sure that you see the chart published annually in the Guardian in the first half of January. Journalist Alex Hamilton compiles a list of Britain’s 100 fastest-selling

  paperbacks during the previous calendar year. It includes a telling breakdown of figures (retail price, month of publication, quantity sold in Britain and abroad in the British publisher’s

  edition, and total revenue generated for each title). The figures come from the publishers, and the chart, with its commentary, is required reading for people in the trade and, of course,

  it’s a valuable source of information for would-be novelists. Trends emerge as successive years’ charts are scanned, and careful reading of the patterns that show up can be enormously

  informative. But remember, this is recording what has happened, not what is about to happen. Catching a trend before it has peaked requires skilled interpretation of the figures.




  An aside: people have wondered whether publishers artificially inflate the figures they quote to the newspaper. Publishing is a small and supportive community. It used to be that a sales rep

  from Publisher B could easily discover approximately what your sales were with Publisher A by asking competing sales reps or a friendly bookseller a few questions. Now, publishers and booksellers

  and the companies that chart the bestsellers are so highly computerized that exact sales figures are very easy to obtain. I, and other agents, scrutinize the figures they quote for my own clients,

  and if they don’t match the royalty statement figures on which they report sales and earnings to us, I query them. I’m sure some publishers do round the figures up a little, but if they

  exaggerated too much it would become obvious, if only to the authors and agents concerned.




  Finally, attending writers’ circles, book fairs and festivals and talks by people in the industry, can all provide you with contacts and valuable sources of information.




  

    



    

      

        Publishing catchphrases


      


    


  




  Catchphrases, so familiar they have become clichés, are bandied about in publishing. Cliché or not, they can sometimes contain helpful advice:




  ‘Local stories for global markets’ i.e. concentrate on a small group of characters and construct a tight plotline around them and the world will want to read the book. Maeve

  Haran’s first novel, Having It All, did just that: a career woman having difficulties balancing work and family. I remember asking the novel’s Polish publisher why she thought it

  had been so successful in her market. After all, it was set in the world of television in London and might have seemed a long way away from the Polish fiction market in the immediate post-Communist

  era. She looked surprised that I should have asked and said, ‘But Carole, it’s obvious. We Polish women have always had to work hard, and run the home at the same time.’




  ‘Big drama in small lives’: a similar point. Focus down on to your characters and your readers will want to follow. When Val Corbett (television producer and scriptwriter),

  Joyce Hopkirk (pioneering magazine editor) and Eve Pollard (ground-breaking newspaper editor and television presenter) were planning their first jointly written novel, Splash, we all spent a

  lot of time talking about what sold fiction in large quantities. When I repeated these two catchphrases the writers seized upon them gleefully. ‘But would a Norwegian woman living on a fjord

  like it?’ became the test they would apply to their storylines. They must have got it right because their novels are widely translated too!




  ‘Kill the darlings’: this one is a favourite in the film industry. Or as Samuel Johnson put it: ‘When rereading your material and you think you have found a particularly

  fine piece, strike it out!’ In other words, don’t get so emotionally attached to some part of your work that you can’t see what’s wrong with it.




  ‘Show don’t tell’: in order to illustrate a character trait, or a backstory element, demonstrate it with a scene, a snippet of dialogue but please – please –

  don’t have the narrative address the reader like a newscaster reciting facts.




  These are a few very general truths about commercially successful writing, but there is more to it than that. Commercial writing is the ability to mix craft with art, and that comes with

  training and practice.




  

    



    

      

        What are agents looking for?


      


    


  




  There are guidelines as to what I, and agents like me who handle a lot of commercial novels, want to find.




  When I receive sample material from a potential new author, I look for evidence that I am dealing with a writer – someone who believes in their material and writes with a sense of

  conviction. An obvious point, you might think – but too many writers write with tongue in cheek, or think that a gimmicky plot is all that matters. Also, I want to represent writers who are

  planning a career in writing. I never take on one-off clients.




  I look for the writer’s ability to involve me quickly in the characters, the atmosphere and the storyline. Good storytelling encourages the reader to relax into it.




  In the first few pages, I look for the ability to handle material in a way that suggests the writer could carry off a whole novel and is in charge of the characters and the backcloth. I want to

  find evidence that the writer has confidence and can handle emotion and pace. I need to see that the characters develop realistically within the course of the story. Characters who suddenly change

  direction and attitude are seldom believable. The storyline has to be set up in a way that makes their actions wholly credible.




  I look for the ability to develop the plot in a way that doesn’t raise question marks every few scenes. For example, alarm bells are always set off for me by coincidence. Coincidence at an

  important point in the story always feels like laziness on the part of the writer. The writer risks that the reader will feel cheated. It’s obviously more difficult to construct a plot that

  twists and turns in ways that reflect the characterization and the world that the writer has already set up, but it’s much more satisfying in the long-term. No good plot should rely on

  coincidence. Small ones can sometimes be justified. Big ones, never, even though I accept that coincidence happens often in real life. Fiction has to be better than real life. In life one

  thing happens after another; in drama one thing happens because of another.




  Getting readers emotionally involved in your characters is perhaps the most important single aspect of writing commercial fiction today. Creating a tight structure, finding a subject or theme

  that is relevant: these are vital.




  I have a mental checklist when looking at potential new clients. It is concerned with broader issues than just their writing. I like them to have strong convictions but also the ability to

  listen to constructive criticism.




  I want my clients to be commercially minded: writing only for yourself and your favourite aunt is all very well, but I need my authors to be read by large audiences. I

  don’t want to work with people who are too precious. I look for authors who are talented but also have a businesslike and professional attitude to the business in which they – and I

  – ply their talents.




  Novelists must be able to control and manipulate that magical triangle: the relationship between writer and character, writer and reader, and reader and character. Of the three, the most

  important is the last: the relationship between reader and character. If you forget any part of that triangle you will have an unsuccessful novel on your hands. Manage the triangle well and you

  may be able to produce a novel that will be successful.




  Like most professions, the craft can be learned. And it must be learned. Some are born with talent. If you have it then you can succeed if you are willing to apply yourself to the

  craft. It is possible for writers with a little talent to get published if they apply themselves to learning their craft, but this will usually only work for strict genres with fans who are

  voracious readers. Genres such as romance and police procedural can produce examples of mediocre books with a limited shelf life, which find an audience because that genre itself has such a large

  and enthusiastic audience.




  Careful reading of an author’s work sometimes leads me to the conclusion that they can write but are perhaps writing the wrong kind of book. One of my clients spent nine months working

  with me on three drafts of some early chapters of her first book. With each draft it got better, technically, but I liked it less. Eventually I told her I thought she was writing the wrong book

  because, as I said earlier, she didn’t like her characters enough to make me, the reader, like them. It became a heated discussion and I thought our relationship was over before it had

  properly begun. Some months later she delivered to me a short – and stunning – outline for a novel that got me excited the moment I read it. It became the international bestseller

  Having It All by Maeve Haran. The first novel wasn’t working because Maeve was trying to write something that she thought the market wanted but which her heart wasn’t in. When

  she wrote about a subject that she was personally passionate about (babies and the boardroom – the uneven playing field that mothers in business have to contend with) then the characters and

  the story came alive. This is how that novel, which is now translated into more than twenty languages, had its gestation.




  Don’t despair. Although we reject most of the 5,000 unsolicited submissions we receive a year – many because they show little or no talent, many because they

  pay no attention to the market at all – we have also had first novels high in the bestseller lists that I found in our ‘slush pile’. This term, by the way, is widely used in

  publishing circles to mean the piles and piles of unsolicited, unasked-for manuscripts that arrive in the offices of agents and publishers every working day of the year. It wasn’t coined by

  me, it has been in use for at least fifty years and it isn’t intended to be derogatory, merely descriptive!




  Your preparation for publication should start as soon as you decide you are going to write fiction. The advice in this chapter is intended to help you identify those ingredients that could help

  your novel to sell, and those that would definitely hinder its potential publication. Time spent thinking about the subjects covered here will be time well spent.
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          Editorial preparation


        

      


    


  




  

    

      

        This is not writing, this is typing!




        – Truman Capote, reviewing a Jack Kerouac novel




        

          A bad book is as much of a labour to write as a good one


        




        – Aldous Huxley, Point Counter Point, 1928


      


    


  




  

    

      

        How to get editorial criticism


      


    


  




  There are a variety of ways to obtain editorial criticism before you have an agent or a publisher. Families and friends can be helpful, but more often than not they will tell

  you what they think you want to hear unless you seriously impress upon them your wish to hear the truth, however unpalatable it might seem.




  One suggestion I’ve already made is to join a writing group. These are numerous: local groups, groups organized by a local education institute or library, or groups that operate by mail.

  These days there are also a number thriving on the Internet. Reference books, your local library and fellow writers are the starting points. It is essential to remember that you only get out of

  these what you put in. You must be prepared to read and criticize others’ work, and you must have an open mind about the comments you are likely to receive on your own work. Plus you should

  be prepared to rework your material and submit it again for their comments.




  Several organizations will appraise your work, for a fee. The best are those made up of other writers or professionals from the publishing world, preferably those who will have some kind of

  stake – their reputation, apart from their fee – in your future success. This serves as some sort of guarantee that their advice is impartial and aiming towards helping you achieve your

  goal of successful publication.




  Organizations such as the Romantic Novelists’ Association, The Society of Authors or The Writers’ Guild will admit you as a member (so long as you qualify for membership), and some

  run manuscript appraisal schemes. Those that do not will at least introduce you to other writers who may be prepared to read and comment on your work. A professional such as a

  publisher’s editor (who is always working towards the goal of publication) and an agent (whose goal is to achieve a saleable manuscript) will have more at stake when offering you editorial

  criticism than someone who only prepares a reader’s report on your work. Beware of organizations whose reputations you are not sure of, who exist only to appraise manuscripts: their only

  interest may lie in writing, and charging for, the largest number of reader’s reports.




  As I’ve said before, publishers and agents are not welfare organizations: they cannot offer detailed editorial criticism for books they will not publish or represent. Nor can they be

  expected to become a referral service if they cannot accept the manuscript themselves. No agent can ever be aware of the level of work or the balance of the lists of others and so cannot, and

  probably should not, offer suggestions of agencies more suited to your material. It would be better for you to do your own homework via a directory of agencies and a number of telephone calls.




  If we were to prepare editorial reports for the manuscripts we have to reject every day, we would, quite simply, never have time to work for the clients we do actually represent. It is sometimes

  possible to offer a few comments to those we reject, but this is not an invitation to enter into a lengthy correspondence or a meeting to discuss the comments.




  

    

      

        How to take editorial criticism


      


    


  




  Even so, getting people to offer criticism is a great deal easier than accepting it. It’s human nature to love something when you’ve created, nurtured and lived with

  it. But it remains true that many successful authors owe their success, at least in part, to their ability to accept, absorb and learn from criticism. Writers should be greedy for criticism. It

  means your reader has engaged sufficiently with your work to want to improve it. It’s a smart writer who listens to several sets of editorial criticism and then distils the best of them into

  a rewrite that turns a good book into a superb book. Who wouldn’t want to improve characterization, tighten plot, increase pacing and deepen motivation, along with adding impact to the

  opening and the climax? If you can do that by listening to criticism and then take credit for it all by putting your own name on it, again: why not?




  Most of my clients accept criticism very positively. Of course, it is important that the criticism is itself constructive and it’s vital to have a trusting

  relationship with whoever is offering the criticism, be it publisher or agent, family or friends. Most of the writers I work with are confident enough in their talent, and trusting enough of me and

  of their editor, to be able to accept editorial criticism with equanimity. As Maeve Haran once said to me, ‘Of course, I’d rather you rang me and told me you loved it and that it was

  perfect, but I will revise it if it’s going to get better.’




  It is rare that an author’s words reach the printed page without someone suggesting changes, be it plot restructuring, or line-by-line copy-editing, and it is a wise author who knows that

  they will get the credit themselves if the novel gets better. It’s also the writer – not the agent or the editor – who will be blamed publicly, by reviewers, if there are flaws.

  It behoves all of us in the process to remember that it is the author’s name that appears on the book, and the author must be allowed to be the final arbiter over what advice to accept or

  reject.




  Why do some writers have difficulty accepting comments from others that are intended only to make their novel better? It may be because the manner in which the criticism is offered is tactless.

  Saying you love a book takes up half a line, but describing in detail a dozen plot infelicities, six points where the characters step out of character, one occasion where the timing has gone awry,

  an incident where the author has brought a dead character back to life inadvertently and a suggestion for a stronger ending can take ten pages or more. But an editor or agent might need to include

  all of these comments in one editorial letter. So when I write editorial letters I try to remember not only to point out what I think needs changing, but also to comment on what I think is

  particularly good. It’s surprising how easy it can be to forget that at times. I try to remind myself of the necessity for regular encouragement by remembering what hard work it is to be a

  novelist!




  Agents and editors love working with authors who are open to their ideas. It makes the editor and the agent feel more a part of the book and it bonds them more closely to the writer’s

  career. This could in turn lead to that vital extra bit of effort within the publishing house or the agency necessary to carry the writer on to the next level of success. Agents and editors are

  always trying to do more than is physically possible within each working day (and during what is laughably known as our ‘spare time’, which in my experience is likely to be dedicated

  either to work taken home for evenings or weekends, or spent at work-related social events). We do all work under enormous pressure, so if you can work in a way that motivates your agent or your

  editor to want to do that bit extra for you, it is you and your career that will benefit. It’s human nature, after all, to want to do more for someone you like and

  admire and whom you feel takes your advice.




  One of my clients, barrister-turned-thriller writer John Trenhaile, was superb at this. He regularly received six sets of editorial notes on his early novels. He would get long letters

  commenting on his manuscripts from his UK hardback editor, his UK paperback editor, his US hardback editor, his US paperback editor, his Canadian publisher and his agent! And he loved it. He would

  wait until he had all six, analyse them in great detail, picking out the best from all of them, and produce one response letter to all of us, setting out the changes he planned to incorporate into

  the next draft. If someone’s comment on the central character in chapter 5 was not to be acted upon, they would then either argue their case or acknowledge that John was right. John’s

  response to the variety of comments he received from a range of editors was that each one would probably make at least one good suggestion that the others would miss. He saw a definite benefit in

  having several sets of eyes scrutinize his work.




  John is unusual in being able to work with so many editors. I have always thought it had a lot to do with his training as a barrister: he was used to teamwork, but with the knowledge that the

  team, although expert, did revolve around him, the leader. Barristers have to collate and analyse a huge number of facts in order to produce a clear and cohesive final argument. In John, a

  barrister’s case-winning presentation had become a novelist’s technique for improving his final manuscript as much as possible.




  Another author I represent, the Irish thriller writer Keith Baker, also embraces editorial criticism with enthusiasm. His editor and I always comment on the fact that Keith doesn’t just

  fix the problems that editing has highlighted, he improves each new manuscript draft dramatically more than is ever asked for in editorial notes.




  It is undoubtedly hard to slave over a draft manuscript for months or even years and then to receive a mini-manuscript of criticisms – large and small – from those who seem to

  criticize rather than create, instead of the bouquet of congratulations and the letter of praise, which is what every writer really wants from their editor or agent. But learning to accept and

  include in your work the results of well-meaning constructive criticism can be enormously beneficial to your work, and is a major step on the route to becoming a professional writer. I’m not

  suggesting that any writer should become a slave to their critics: it is the writer who picks and chooses what criticism to act on. But rejecting helpful advice is pointless.




  

    

      

        Dealing with rejection


      


    


  




  

    

      

        Not only does this bog down in the middle, but the author tends to stay too long with non-essentials. He seems to have little idea of pace . . . and that puts me off

        badly . . .




        – on Len Deighton’s The Ipcress File




        

          A long, dull novel about an artist


        




        – on Irving Stone’s Lust for Life




        

          You’re welcome to Le Carré – he hasn’t got any future


        




        – on John Le Carré’s The Spy Who Came In From the Cold


      


    


  




  All of the above are quoted in Rotten Rejections compiled by Bill Henderson (Pushcart Press, New York, 1990), a truly wonderful book that will give encouragement to

  every writer as it shows critics to be fallible! Mr Henderson started his publishing company after receiving many rejections for his own novel.




  

    

      

        Your manuscript is both good and original; but the part that is good is not original, and the part that is original is not good




        – Samuel Johnson


      


    


  




  No one likes rejection. Of any kind, on any subject, from anyone, let alone on the fruits of your literary efforts. But if your manuscript is rejected, you’ll be in good

  company, as you’ll see from the quotes above. Take consolation from the fact that almost every successful writer – even those who seem to permanently reside in the bestseller lists

  – has had to face rejection at some point in their career. Turning rejection to your advantage changes a negative act into a positive one.




  Publishers (and agents) will often reject a novel with bland phrases such as ‘it’s not right for our list’, which can be infuriating. Sometimes this isn’t just a brush

  off: it may well be the truth. Did you check what they published (or represented) before sending the material? Did you do your other homework properly? If not, read chapter 1 again! If your

  manuscript really isn’t right for their list then you’ve wasted their time, and your own, and that of your manuscript. Do some more research. You don’t necessarily need to be

  downhearted about the quality of your writing. If you have submitted your romantic novel to a publisher who doesn’t actually publish romantic fiction and they reject it, then it is probably

  not a criticism of your novel’s quality, but rather a straightforward instance of it really being wrong for their list.




  Some editors will use that phrase as a get-out. Either they haven’t looked at the novel properly, or don’t want to say exactly why they are rejecting it, or

  they simply don’t have the time to respond in detail. The sheer volume of the material submitted to agents and to publishers means that, unfortunately, a large proportion of it will be

  rejected without being read through entirely. This will never change: there will always be many more people writing than can be published. Trying to become a published writer is not for the

  faint-hearted.




  Many writers feel anger when their manuscript is rejected. This is only natural, you’ve worked long and hard producing something you have confidence in, and for a stranger to bounce it

  back to you can seem callous and unfair. But look closely at the rejection letter. Does it contain more than a few bland generalizations? If it does make specific remarks about your novel –

  rather than just how full their publication list is etc. – seize upon those remarks and analyse them. Any comments at all that can be used to make your novel better are like gold dust.

  Don’t let constructive criticism slip through your fingers just because you’re unhappy that the editor hasn’t fallen in love with your creation.




  If an editor says your characterization is thin, maybe the following exercise would be useful: try rewriting your character biographies only from the facts you’ve given about them in the

  novel, taking care not to include anything that isn’t actually on the page. When you wrote the character biographies in the first place you were including everything that you knew

  about the characters. Did all of that information actually make it to the final draft of the novel? If a scene that demonstrated some vital fact about your hero was cut, it could explain why an

  editor found the characterization thin. Reinstate it, or get that information back into the novel in another way.




  If you see a comment that the novel lacks pace, go through your manuscript and draw a flow chart of each character’s actions and appearances within each chapter. I’ve seen my client

  John Harvey, creator of the Resnick detective novels and television series, do this for his work. It’s fascinating, and extremely useful in spotting potential lulls in the plot or points in

  the book where you lose a vital character from the scene for too long.




  Any and all comments, whether negative or positive, can and should be used to help you constantly improve your manuscript. That’s not to say that all comments will be helpful, of course.

  It’s often said that if you put six editors in a room with a manuscript you’ll end up with seven different opinions (see the story about John Trenhaile and his six editors earlier in

  this chapter!). There is never an absolute right and wrong when it comes to fiction. Inevitably you will find editors contradicting each other, often in the most infuriating way if you are the

  writer. This is another reason for doing homework in advance of offering. As with everything else in life, there are horses for courses. Getting a good match between author

  and editor is an art form, and something that agents spend a lot of time perfecting.




  Recently, we had two different television companies rejecting the same script, one, because the producer liked the storyline but not the characters. But the producer at the second company said

  she was turning it down because the storyline was poor even though the characterization was particularly well done. Nothing can be learned from those two rejection letters, except that you

  can’t please all of the folk all of the time!




  Some of the suggestions for taking editorial criticism can also be applied to dealing with rejection with regard to ego, for example. No matter how much you are infuriated by a rejection letter,

  I would suggest you should keep it, filed safely. You can then do one of two things with it: use it later, in conjunction with others, to revise the manuscript if you don’t get offers

  meanwhile. Or laugh at it secretly after you’ve become a successful writer! I would counsel against replying to it with a point by point refutation. The editor didn’t love your book:

  contradicting their reasons won’t convince them to love it.




  I have never believed that suffering was good for the soul – I’m not that much of a masochist – and ideally I would like all of my authors to be accepted by publishers in the

  first month of submission. But life’s not always like that.




  Don’t think that agents themselves don’t get upset when receiving rejections from publishers. Obviously agents are one removed from the hurt – I didn’t actually write the

  novel – but if I believe in an author’s work (and I shouldn’t be representing that author if I don’t) then it’s a blow to see it rejected. It’s also a blow to my

  professional pride (if I know my job, liking a novel should mean I can sell it), and it’s then painful to have to deliver the bad news to a client I respect.




  

    

      

        Persevere


      


    


  




  

    

      

        I write when I’m inspired, and I see to it that I’m inspired at 9 o’clock every morning – Peter de Vries


      


    


  




  One particular memory often keeps me hopeful when I’m finding it tough going selling a book. More than fifteen years ago I was trying to sell the first novel by a short

  story writer I had represented for some time. She had a very unusual storyline, I absolutely loved it, and her writing was superb. But time after time editors rejected it with what the trade calls

  ‘rave rejections’. They praised the novel, but didn’t offer to publish it. Letters would arrive which would end with, ‘But I just don’t know how

  we would be able to sell it.’




  For two and a half years I submitted that manuscript, doggedly aiming it at one fiction editor after another. Every time an editor moved companies, they’d find this manuscript on their

  desk. I was hoping that the well-known wish to buy something as soon as an editor changed jobs would work the magic for a manuscript that several editors had praised highly. But no. Eventually the

  author and I put it away for about eighteen months while she carried on writing her very successful short stories for magazines.




  We started to talk about it seriously again, four years after I’d first started submitting it. We both felt very strongly that it was a novel that would work one day. We talked about

  changes to plot and character, and she reworked the outline. Success! The first submission I made after that particular reworking resulted in a modest offer from Michael Joseph, from an editor who

  had just joined them. Michael Joseph had rejected it twice before, via different editors, and in fact the managing director remembered it from a previous submission and gave the new editor

  permission to bid for it because it had been so much improved. The fact that the managing director had read it herself, and had remembered it clearly after a considerable lapse of time, says

  something for the power of the storytelling.




  The novel was Lady of Hay and the author Barbara Erskine. It was a success as soon as it was published. Michael Joseph’s rights department auctioned the paperback rights and

  Sphere’s six-figure advance set a record, at the time, for the highest sum paid by a paperback house for reprint rights to a first book by a British novelist. And it has been in print ever

  since. A couple of years ago, the eight-year paperback license from Michael Joseph to Sphere ran out (see chapter 13 for an explanation of this) and Michael Joseph auctioned it again. Sphere, now

  called Warner Books, bid again, as did HarperCollins, Barbara’s current publisher.




  Funnily enough, the managing director of Warner Books at this time, Philippa Harrison, was the managing director of Michael Joseph all those years ago, when she first allowed a new editor to

  purchase Lady of Hay. HarperCollins won the auction, gaining paperback rights to a novel that was then eleven years old, and the new advance was twelve times what Michael Joseph had paid for

  full volume rights originally! That track record, and the seventeen translation rights deals that we licensed for this 700-page novel, makes me feel that the four years of hard slog to sell it were

  more than worth it. And the experience makes me even more tenacious when I hit setbacks with my novel submissions.




  But why didn’t I find a publisher sooner? Two main reasons, I think, each as important as the other. There is no doubt that it was much improved by the changes

  Barbara made to the plotline just before we submitted it to Michael Joseph. And it was also genuinely ahead of its time when we began with it. By the time it was published it was hailed as being

  the first of a new genre, ‘the time slip novel’. It is a novel in which several key characters seem to have lived before, and the central character passes (uncomfortably, and not always

  willingly) from the present to the past and back again. It’s a novel that tells two stories, woven together, one contemporary and one historical. During the time I was submitting it,

  publishers really didn’t think that readers wanted this blend of romance and fantasy; they were nervous of the market’s reaction. It was clever of Michael Joseph to have bought it when

  they did: readers were more than ready for it when it was finally published. It has now sold millions of copies around the world, is in print in many languages, and has spawned many imitators.




  Another example of this was Carol Shields’ marvellous fiction. For several years I offered book after book to every editor I knew at British publishing houses. Finally, Fourth Estate took

  a little gamble and offered me a small advance for her fifth book. They now publish everything she writes, have bought all the early volumes, and launched their own paperback list with her Booker

  Prize shortlisted novel The Stone Diaries. Editor after editor told me how much they loved the novels but couldn’t think how to sell them. Hugely, is the way that Fourth Estate sells

  them all! Of course, by the time Carol was on the shortlist for the Booker Prize, many editors had convinced themselves that they had loved her books all along. I did indulge in a few ‘I told

  you so’ conversations when editor after editor called to tell me what long-term fans they were of her fiction.




  If you are sure of your talent, rejection should only make you more determined to succeed. A few years ago I received a letter from an author who was upset that I had not offered to represent

  him. He wrote:




  

    

      

        I must express my disappointment not so much that you have rejected my work but in the way that you couched your reply. Merely to write that you don’t ‘feel

        that strongly’ about it doesn’t exactly help me. I am a young author who has recently completed my first novel. I wish to have it published and sought your professional help in

        accomplishing this. Such as constructive criticism; informing me of what the market is looking for. Not necessarily in copious detail but at least giving me a clue.


      


    


  




  Sadly I had to reply that I just couldn’t prepare editorial criticisms for every author I turned down, and that I felt that not feeling strongly

  toward a plot and the author’s characters was indeed a sufficiently good reason not to take him on as a client.




  Don’t let rejection make you bitter, for then those who rejected your work will have taken away some of your pleasure in the creation of your novel.
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          Submission to an agent


        

      


    


  




  

    

      

        If you want to ‘get in touch with your feelings’ fine, talk to yourself. We all do. But if you want to communicate with another thinking human being, get in

        touch with your thoughts. Put them in order, give them a purpose, use them to persuade, to instruct, to discover, to seduce. The secret way to do this is to write it down, and then cut out

        the confusing parts – William Safire




        

          Be regular and orderly in your life, so that you may be violent and original in your work – Flaubert


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        Presentation


      


    


  




  Obviously, present your material well. Don’t underestimate the value of this. Sending out poorly-printed documents that cause eye strain, curled-up pages or typescripts

  that have obviously been through many submissions and suffered for it, means that when an agent is choosing which manuscript to pick up next, yours may not be the one that looks most

  attractive.




  Basic skills are not enough. Learn the tools of your trade properly: it is a trade and it requires a serious apprenticeship. With so many people acquiring computer skills, your submission will

  compare unfavourably if you are still using a typewriter, or if you haven’t bothered to read your manuscript through to check for typing and grammatical errors. Beware of using a

  computer’s spell checking tool too slavishly. An author I know told me that when checking a document this way the computer stopped on the word ‘fulfilmment’. This was

  actually a mistyping for the word ‘fulfilment’. The computer, though, suggested substituting ‘fulmoviement’. Machines don’t think, people

  should.




  

    

      

        Publisher or agent first?


      


    


  




  Before deciding on a submission to an agency, consider the following.




  If you are writing on a specialized non-fiction subject and you can identify likely publishers easily, it’s quite sensible to go direct to them. If you’re

  writing poetry, it’s quite easy to identify those few publishers that publish poetry and it’s extremely unusual to find agents who represent poetry, so again it’s sensible to

  submit direct to publishers.




  If you are writing in specialized categories of fiction where it’s necessary to conform to fairly strict publisher-given guidelines, such as Mills & Boon romances or the erotic novels

  published by Virgin and some others, then again you might well choose to submit directly to the publisher. The publishers of these kinds of series are not only very specific about what they want

  (storylines, length etc.) but tend to be relatively inflexible in the terms they offer authors. They often insist on sticking to their own standard deals, which usually require the author to

  surrender world rights in all languages to them. This can mean that there would be little leeway for an agent to negotiate and improve on a deal offered by them.




  If you are writing general commercial fiction of the kind published by dozens of publishing companies, I would advise you to try agents first. Few general fiction publishers will read

  unsolicited manuscripts. Of those that do, some shy away from taking on manuscripts that need editorial work. Quite a lot of editorial work is done on first novels by agents these days, and in my

  experience agents tend to answer their unsolicited submissions rather faster than most publishers do.




  

    

      

        When to offer


      


    


  




  The obvious answer is to offer your material when it’s ready. But how can you tell when the material stands the best chance of pleasing an agent? Should you offer a

  synopsis and sample chapters? Should you write the whole of the first draft – or revise and rewrite until you can’t face it any more?




  It’s very difficult to make a proper assessment of this when you are so close to your own material. I would suggest the following:




  

    

      1. Improve your material until, in your judgement, it’s as good as you can make it (see chapter 2)




      2. Research the potential agents as thoroughly as you can (see chapters 5 and 6)




      3. Then seek to manipulate your potential agent as best you can by making a professional presentation and approach (this chapter!)


    


  




  

    

      

        Improving your material


      


    


  




  There are many obvious ways to improve your material. As I have already suggested, you can join a writers’ group, or go to evening classes on creative writing, or approach

  organizations that will appraise your material, such as the Romantic Novelists’ Association. They have an admirable scheme that is helpful to many romance writers, whereby experienced editors

  will critique manuscripts. There are also a growing number of editorial organizations that will provide you with editorial criticism for a fee. In addition, there are ‘book doctors’ you

  can hire to provide reports and detailed guidelines for revision, although you do have to check their credentials quite carefully. Not all of the editors and book doctors are qualified. They may

  not be at all unscrupulous, but people do make money out of authors whose judgement may not be at its most critical when they are paying for value judgements on their own creative work.




  Before you enter into an agreement with anyone you are intending to pay for editorial work, I would advise checking them out as thoroughly as you can. Ask them for the names of published authors

  whose books they have worked on. Ask them if they are prepared to let you talk to an author they have edited. Write to The Society of Authors to ask if they have any information on the work of the

  person you are considering using. Make sure that you have a clear-cut agreement with the editor as to how much work they will do: how many drafts they will edit, how detailed the editorial notes

  will be, and how long the editorial report will take to prepare once you have delivered your manuscript.




  No reputable agent should ever charge you for editorial work. An agent’s function is to send cheques to their clients, not the other way around! If an agent asks you to pay for their

  editing, you should resist. Point out that the Association of Authors’ Agents outlaws this practice and that the agent’s commission on the eventual sale should be sufficient recompense

  for work on the manuscript. If the agent tries to make you pay, it suggests they don’t really think they will be able to sell the book profitably and are simply trying to make money out of

  you without offering a proper agent’s service.




  There are dozens of good books (and just as many – if not more – bad books) on how to write and how to improve your writing. Two of the best for commercial fiction are How to

  Write a Damn Good Novel by James Frey (Papermac, but sadly now out of print) and Writing the Blockbuster Novel by Albert Zuckerman (Little, Brown). The best books to consult for a

  thorough grounding in grammar are Eric Partridge’s Usage and Abusage: A Guide to Good English (Hamish Hamilton) and H. W. Fowler’s A Dictionary of Modern

  English Usage (Oxford University Press). Perhaps rather more accessible and easier to digest is Michael Legat’s The Nuts and Bolts of Writing (Robert Hale), written, he says, after

  ‘a cry of mixed irritation and despair’ from his publisher, who was bemoaning the low standard of spelling, punctuation, grammar and presentation in manuscripts he was offered.




  The key to getting the best from any of these methods is your own ability to encourage – and take – editorial criticism (see chapter 2). The best advice in the world is useless if

  you reject it, or feel offended by it. Don’t react emotionally and negatively to criticism, even if you disagree with it. The most sensible and professional authors see themselves as a member

  of a team that has one common goal: the successful marketing of the author’s career. The writer is the name spearheading the team, but others can contribute and enhance the value of the

  ‘brand’, to borrow a phrase from the advertising world. Agents and editors who offer constructive criticism – criticism that comes from someone already on your side, whose only

  aim is to improve the book – will be welcomed by smart writers who realize that they will be the principal beneficiary. After all, very few books reach the shops without some – and

  often very extensive – editing. I firmly believe that the more pairs of eyes that scrutinize material before publication, the better that novel or story will read.




  

    

      

        Researching agents


      


    


  




  If you know any writers, ask for recommendations. If you belong to a writers’ group ask others in the group. Go to talks given by authors in libraries, bookshops etc. Ask

  booksellers and librarians for recommendations. Writers often mention their agent’s name in the acknowledgements of their novels, but before sending off your material, telephone the agency to

  check the agent still works there.




  Call literary agencies and describe briefly the area that your novel falls into: the receptionist will probably be able to tell you if it is likely that they have an agent who would be

  interested. Read the trade press for news of deals recently finalized by agents. These will all give you information about what areas an agency works with.




  Meetings organized by The Writers’ Guild, The Society of Authors and the various genre associations are good places to pick up recommendations. And they often have speakers who are agents

  too: stick around after the talk so that you can meet the speaker.




  

    

      

        Professional presentations


      


    


  




  I get very irritated when first-time novelists send me only a synopsis for the novel they plan to write. Without a few chapters, I cannot possibly form an opinion as to whether

  they can actually write. I also dislike receiving sample chapters without a storyline. I can’t judge whether a novel sets up the characters and the plot well if I don’t know what the

  writer’s intentions are for the plot. I also hate receiving complete novels as an initial submission: neither my staff nor I can afford to read entire manuscripts speculatively, nor do we

  have room for them. And please do remember to send return postage. If we had to pay postage on the manuscripts we return to authors we cannot represent it would cost us many thousands of pounds

  annually.




  This tells you two things: what agents don’t want, and that I can be pretty short-tempered.




  What agents and publishers do want is a package that enables them to judge content and style as quickly as possible. Then, if they like it, they will ask for the full manuscript. I believe that

  an ideal submission package consists of:




  

    

      1. A brief blurb (one or two paragraphs)




      2. Biographies of your main characters (perhaps two or three paragraphs per character)




      3. A synopsis of the whole novel (say four to ten pages)




      4. The first two or three chapters




      5. An author biography (one page)


    


  




  The blurb whets my appetite. The biographies introduce the people I am going to care about. The storyline tells me what is going to happen to them. The chapters show me if the

  writer has the talent to make it work. The author biography is because I like to know a little about the people I may choose to work with, and if there is anything about them and their life that

  makes them saleable or interesting. An interesting or relevant life is helpful, but a quiet life does not count against you if your material is good.




  People read fiction in order to live vicariously. Readers wish to relate to characters and situations that they might not come into contact with in their own life. Whether consciously or

  subconsciously, they wish to see themselves in the dramas they read about. So it follows that the preliminary package you submit to an agent or a publisher must convey that you can achieve this for

  your reader: it must show that you can create credible characters, who inhabit a world we can believe in and wish to share.




  I think of the synopsis and chapters as being two sides of a graph. Together they will demonstrate the qualities of content and style that the writer is able to bring to the book. One without

  the other isn’t sufficient.




  

    

      

        Blurb


      


    


  




  Here you must sell it, not tell it. Imagine it as the text for the back of the paperback cover, without the hyperbole of which copywriters are so fond. This is not the place to

  cover every twist of the plot, nor should you make extravagant claims or compare your writing favourably to a range of bestselling novelists. Simply produce one or two paragraphs that indicate the

  genre, the period and the world you are creating, in a way that will persuade a reader to open it now and know more. Your blurb should set up expectations about the plot, but it shouldn’t

  tease as much as a paperback publisher’s blurb: yours will be read by professionals keen to know how you resolve your plot.




  

    

      

        Character biographies


      


    


  




  These should contain the key personal traits and characteristics and background details that will dictate the behaviour of your main characters. The biographical notes should

  not contain parts of the plot: save that for the synopsis. But past events that take place before the action of the novel begins can be touched on here if it is important for us to know them, and

  if they are important in forming the character of your players.




  If, for instance, you have a character who will show extreme mistrust in a relationship, then it is valid for us to know that they may have been betrayed by a lover some time in the past. It may

  not be part of the current plot, but is an incident that has produced a character trait.




  Tell us briefly in their biographies what they look like and how old they are at the start of the novel, their relationship to one another, their position in society, if they have a career etc.

  This is the place to give a thumbnail sketch so that the reader can picture them not only physically, but also psychologically. Putting the essential biographical details of your characters in this

  separate part of your submission document enables you to keep your synopsis – the storyline – uncluttered. If you have already written twenty-page biographies for your characters,

  and/or long monologues (perhaps to find the voice of your characters), keep these to yourself for now. Once you have an agent or a publisher these may become useful. Detailed

  character research always pays off in the long run for the writer, but doesn’t have to be shown to the agent or editor when you are first submitting your material.




  

    

      

        Synopsis


      


    


  




  Unlike the blurb, which should sell it, not tell it, a synopsis must tell it.




  A synopsis should provide answers to the following key questions:




  

    

      1. Whose story is it?




      

        

          In other words, is it clear who your central character is? A weak central character, or no obvious central character, spells disaster in commercial fiction.


        


      




      

        2. What do they want, and what stops them from getting it?


      




      

        

          Do we know what the central character is setting out to achieve, and what they are up against while they try?


        


      




      

        3. How do they get it?


      




      

        

          Is the plot compelling and page turning?


        


      


    


  




  The synopsis not only informs the reader of the journey you plan for them and for your characters, it also performs another equally important function: it helps you organize

  your thoughts and shows that you can think ahead. Keeping all the plot points separate from the character biographies makes it easier for you and the person reading it to analyse your storyline.

  Because you don’t have to describe each character as you introduce them into the plot (this has already been done in the biographies), you can describe the action in a simple straightforward

  way. This is very helpful for agents and editors analysing pace and tension.




  Lay out the plot in the order you will write it. If you are using flashbacks, describe them in the position where they will occur. For example, I once received a synopsis that began in 1950,

  describing the upbringing of a post-war baby. But the opening chapter of the novel took place in 1975. The character was a young married woman, and it was only in the second chapter that we were

  told, in a flashback, about the incident that happened when she was a child in 1950. The synopsis must mirror the plot sequence in the novel.




  Much commercial fiction is plot-based and writers who do not plan a plot in advance may be storing up future problems for themselves. A truly satisfying ending for the reader can only be

  achieved when the writer knows at the beginning what they are aiming for – not to plant heavy signals ahead of the action, but to seed, early in the novel, pieces of

  story that will deliver their pay-off much later.




  The synopsis is thus not only your selling document, but also your map for writing the novel. It is a skeleton whose covering is built up, layer by layer, as you write the chapters. A surprising

  number of writers are either nervous of writing a synopsis or feel that an agent asks for one simply to read less than the whole manuscript. But I have met so many writers over the years who say

  that having a synopsis actually makes it so much easier for them to write the novel (as well as the help it affords agents and publishers’ editors in assessing the work). So I’m going

  to stick to my guns and say that I won’t read chapters from a potential new client unless I also have a synopsis.




  So many potential plot problems can be ironed out while working on a synopsis that it’s easy to demonstrate how much rewriting time they save later. Occasionally a prospective new client

  who has already completed an entire novel will approach our agency. I still ask for a synopsis because initially I can’t commit myself to the many hours of speculative reading that a whole

  manuscript would entail. Having a synopsis makes it much easier to analyse the use of characters in the plot, the pacing and the tension, because these things are clearer in a ten-page synopsis

  than in a 500- (or 1,000-) page manuscript.




  Sometimes, having completed the whole novel, the author declines to produce a synopsis, or finds that another agent will read their manuscript without one. At that point I wish them well and

  send the material back. Life is too short for me to spend dozens of hours reading material I may not like enough, by a writer who doesn’t want to take what I think is tried and tested advice.

  Writers who make their long-term decisions about taking on an agent, based on the short-term wish not to write a synopsis, are perhaps not thinking as clearly as they ought about their

  representation.




  Some writers worry that a synopsis written before the manuscript is completed will tie them down to a plot structure they may wish to change later. There is no need to feel that you can’t

  revise your storyline when you come to the actual writing. No agent or publisher will object to you making alterations later if they improve the novel. Of course, if you have accepted

  representation by an agent, or a contract from a publisher, based on a synopsis that promised a pacy, plot-based thriller set against today’s politics in South Africa, and the delivered

  manuscript is a character-based relationship novel set against the backdrop of village life in southern France, you are going to have to explain yourself to puzzled publishing folk. A publisher who

  has contracted for a novel that, when delivered, proves to be substantially different, may have the right to reject it.




  I do have sympathy for those writers who genuinely feel that, having written a synopsis, they no longer have the same feeling of excitement about writing the novel

  itself.




  I used to be very unsympathetic to writers who said they couldn’t write synopses, thinking they were just not wanting to do the work, until my client Kay Mitchell wrote a more detailed

  synopsis than she usually did for one of her detective novels. (Her editor wanted to be able to brief the designer for the jacket before the novel was finished.) Kay then hit a terrible

  writer’s block that took her some time to work through. She felt so constrained by her outline that her creative writing dried up for months. It was only much later, when we were chatting

  over lunch, that I came to understand the depth of the problem she had faced. Kay was writing two series of detective novels, one under her own name featuring Chief Inspector Morrissey, and another

  under the pseudonym of Sarah Lacey featuring amateur detective Leah Hunter.




  I’d always been amazed that Kay could work on both at once. When we were talking about the problems she had faced after producing the detailed synopsis for one of her novels, Kay told me

  more about her work methods. She keeps two desks, with two different word processors – one for each series – and can write alternate chapters by turning from one desk to the other. She

  sees the plots in her mind’s eye like a series of rooms, opening one from the other, with each room being a chapter. Her characters beckon her from one room into the next, and that’s

  how the storyline evolves. An outline seemed to halt this flow.




  I was astonished: I’d never heard of a work method like it. But it worked well (Kay seldom has to do much rewriting or reworking on her novels) and so I was anxious that she

  shouldn’t try to change it. On the basis of ‘If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’ I was keen for Kay to stick to what suited her. She hasn’t been asked to write a

  detailed synopsis since. If I hadn’t heard this story from someone I’ve worked with for a while and whose novels I love, I don’t think I would have believed it! But I still

  believe that for those who can write them and still face writing the novel later, a synopsis is a useful instrument.




  

    

      

        Sample chapters


      


    


  




  Never send random chapters, or worse, random pages (we do regularly receive packages of each of these!). Make sure all the main characters are introduced in these opening

  chapters, and that you have introduced the theme and set up the major action, the reason for the plot. If these elements don’t all get going in a satisfactory way within your first few chapters, then you should ask yourself why anyone should keep reading. Go back and revise once more until everything is properly set up at the beginning. In commercial

  fiction in particular, there is no excuse for dull or slow opening chapters.




  I did once receive a submission where the covering letter from the author said that he was sending the first chapter and then two from further into the novel ‘. . . because the first

  chapters aren’t the best’. Well all I can say is that they should have been. If they were not, he should have reworked them until they became so. There is so much competition in the

  commercial fiction market place that only the strong win – and strong means offering characters who involve readers in the story right away, exciting plots that make readers want to turn the

  pages and a world that enthrals.




  I can think of no better way to illustrate this point, than these opening sentences from novels by authors whose careers have begun with Blake Friedmann:




  

    

      

        Lying back on their big double bed, Allegra Boyd watched her husband Matt remove his socks with one hand, the other still firmly holding on to the sports’ section,

        and drop them to the carpet where they would remain as if rendered magically invisible by some male chauvinist genie until she or Mrs O’Shock, their Irish cleaning lady, picked them

        up.




        – Scenes from the Sex War by Maeve Haran (Penguin)




        

          I had lost half a million dollars in slightly less than half an hour and the coffee machine didn’t work. This was turning into a bad day. Half a million dollars is

          a lot of money, and I need a cup of coffee badly. – Free to Trade by Michael Ridpath (Arrow)


        




        

          Orgasm. It was the most perfect word. Eliciting all it could, easing meaning out of every syllable O . . . a large perfect Oh, the softly parted lips, the promise of the

          never-ending union. Gas . . . gasp, a shuddering intake of breath, a sensation to savour and the arching curving back as you sink into the mmmmm . . . the bliss. Yes, it was a great word,

          Amy thought.


        




        – Love: A User’s Guide by Clare Naylor (Coronet)


      


    


  




  

    

      

        Author biography


      


    


  




  I don’t want to know your school examination results, but I do want to know anything relevant about you that will persuade a publisher to buy your book. If you are

  seventeen or seventy-five, say so: both extremes can be selling points. Clare Naylor was only twenty-four and assistant to an editor I knew and worked with when she sent her manuscript to me. Both

  facts intrigued me. If you are a trader of stocks and shares and have used the financial world as a background for your thriller, tell me, as Michael Ridpath did in his

  submission letter when he sent me Free to Trade. It will make me more likely to believe that your novel’s background will be authentic.




  If you have reached a level of prominence in your career, say so, no matter that it may not be writing-related. It will establish a level of professionalism that will create a favourable

  impression in the publishing trade, and achievement in any field augers well for your other ventures. Maeve Haran was a very successful television producer who had just had her second daughter and

  was dying to be able to stay home with her, rather than go back to the studios, when she wrote her first book.




  If you are a single mother with triplets, writing every night while the children sleep, say so. It suggests tenacity and a passion for writing. Many writers send covering letters that describe

  their novels as ‘light airport reads’ or ‘a romance for the beach’. While that may have been sufficient to allow the novel to be taken seriously a few years ago, the

  competition to be published now is so fierce that agents and publishers look for evidence of more commitment to their work from new writers. It’s better to describe the warmth and emotional

  intensity of the characters, the credibility and excitement of the plot. It’s vital, too, that the preliminary material you send lives up to your promises.




  I, and most agents I know, want to represent writers who are planning a career in writing. I never take on one-off fiction. The effort of placing a first novel is often so great, that both agent

  and publisher – and author – will be looking for more of a return than just a one-book contract. These days, it’s quite common for a publisher to offer a two-book contract when

  first signing up a writer. This is evidence of enthusiasm and excitement for the writer’s work, but it’s also practical: the publisher wants to know that the money invested in marketing

  the first book can be amortized over the selling of another. Since they want to be sure that the writer isn’t a one-off, they want to protect their investment in the launch of the first one

  by knowing they have the second under contract. It’s not necessary to have written a second book, or even to have started a second, before approaching an agent or publisher. But they will

  probably ask you if you are planning a second and how long you think it will take you to complete it, so be prepared.




  

    



    

      

        How to offer


      


    


  




  Your submission letter must sell you and your work. Take great care when composing it. It has to speak for you to a professional who has little time to spare. Don’t make

  extravagant claims: it prejudices people against you. Don’t write ten-page letters: life is too short, and certainly mornings in the office are too short to read long and wordy letters with

  unsolicited manuscripts. Unless you are really sure that you are funny, don’t write jokey letters.




  By the time I’ve read something like these quotes which follow, for the tenth time in a week, I’m ready to scream:




  

    

      

        I know you receive many useless manuscripts but this really is different.


      


    


  




  This simply invites the reader to think the book will be as bad as all the others that come in with letters with extravagant claims.




  

    

      

        It will appeal to a huge international audience because the action takes place in New York, London, Madrid, Nairobi and Tokyo.


      


    


  




  You’ve completely misunderstood what constitutes international appeal: having your hero spend most of the novel on planes or trains doesn’t add up to a page-turning

  plot.




  

    

      

        It is ideal for a Hollywood film.


      


    


  




  It will be hard enough to sell it to a publisher, let alone to a film company, especially a film company in Hollywood.




  

    

      

        You’ll be turning down a fortune if you let it get away!


      


    


  




  This shows too much arrogance at the beginning of the submission process.




  

    

      

        I will telephone you in three days to arrange a meeting to discuss my novel.


      


    


  




  Not with me, you won’t! Anyone with so little respect for the work levels within most agencies, and showing such pushiness, will rarely receive more than a form rejection

  letter from our agency.




  

    

      

        I’m faxing [or e-mailing] you my manuscript as postage costs are so high.


      


    


  




  You don’t want to spend your money on mailing costs, but you expect me to spend my company’s money printing out your manuscript!




  Don’t start your letter by telling the recipient what is wrong with modern fiction. Don’t write a three-line letter asking for a meeting tomorrow so that you

  can bring in your manuscript. Don’t offer a ‘fictional manuscript’ (we do have prejudices against overwriting and ungrammatical use of the language).




  I would also advise against including copies of other publishers’ or agents’ rejection letters, even if they do contain phrases of praise. All too often an unsophisticated author is

  simply sending out copies of a company’s standard rejection slip without being aware of it, but another publisher or agent will spot it straight away. It will only alert the reader to the

  fact that you have been to – and been rejected by – others already.




  Here’s a direct quote from a letter received by our agency:




  

    

      

        X [a well-known publisher] turned this down. I think the sentimental style of writing was too much for them. However, it is the way I write, am I supposed to change my

        style to suit the market? I hope not as I might as well stop now. I felt they missed the point. The story moves very slowly, and has to be read in its entirety in order to appreciate its

        subtlety.
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