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Foreword


BY AYESHA PANDE


On a good day as a longtime agent, I feel like a modern fairy godmother who makes literary dreams come true. Yet it takes more than waving a glittery wand to create a book. Luckily, this essential guide by my colleague Susan Shapiro illuminates all the work behind the wizardry. Susan, a bestselling author and acclaimed professor, provides invaluable insider knowledge and concrete steps to help aspiring authors launch their words into the world.


We first met fifteen years ago, right after I’d opened my Harlem-based boutique literary agency. Susan heard I was seeking new authors whose voices didn’t get enough play in the publishing industry.


“Boy, do I have an audience who needs you,” she said.


She invited me to join her popular panels of experts at The New School, NYU and Columbia University to share what I’d learned as an agent and former editor. The large crowds were filled with aspiring authors of every ethnicity, religion, career and background, from seventeen-year-old undergraduates to retired seniors. Insanely excited about publishing, they seemed especially inspired to hear that I championed under-represented writers. Many asked about my clients, like the lyrical novelists Patricia Engel and Lisa Ko, award-winning short story writer Danielle Evans, and activist scholar Ibram X. Kendi, author of the National Book Award–winning nonfiction books Stamped and the revelatory blockbuster How to Be an Anti-Racist.


My fascination for eclectic, unsung stories is not surprising since I grew up as a biracial émigré with divorced parents, moving between India, Germany and New Zealand before coming to the United States. As I was an outsider wherever we lived, books were my constant friend, escape, addiction and therapy. Even though my adventurous German mother always pushed me to go outside to climb trees or hike in the woods, I preferred to stay under the covers with Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island or Astrid Lindgren’s Pippi Longstocking.


After high school in Wellington, New Zealand, I moved to Calcutta to live with my father, a Bengali who could recite hundreds of poems by Wordsworth and T.S. Eliot. He inspired in me an enduring love for British authors like Thomas Hardy, Aldous Huxley and George Orwell. (How telling that a brown Englishman focused on the white male canon while neglecting the brilliant literature to be found in his native Bengal.) After he died, I was touched to find a secret cache of his own poetry hidden among his papers.


Unlike Susan, I didn’t study English or writing. My degrees were in history and international affairs from Washington and Columbia Universities, because if I couldn’t be a doctor, my Asian dad decided I should work in foreign affairs. Instead of landing at the United Nations, I applied my diplomatic skills as an editor at Farrar Straus, HarperCollins and Crown Publishers before founding my literary agency, where my heart and brain were immersed in shepherding important fiction and nonfiction into the universe (along with my two wonderful children).


During the age of self-publishing, when indie and online editors can be contacted directly, Susan often asks me to discuss why a writer may need someone like me to handle their business affairs. Now more than ever it’s smart to have a professional representing work on your behalf. As Susan explains in her chapter on approaching agents, we’re a mix of editor, teacher, salesperson, career coach, therapist, matchmaker, manager and cheerleader. When we take on a client, we become the author’s team, protector and advocate, helping them navigate the publishing realm, read contracts and get the best deals, often for their entire careers. The eight employees at my agency have handled authors from age twenty-one to seventy-five working as actors, academics, historians, editors, activists, parents, veterans and students—who usually receive advances between $300 and $300,000 and sometimes even more.


Not that it’s easy to land a good agent or editor. It helps when you have an extraordinary teacher like Susan, whose students have sold impressive books in all genres. At Susan’s events, fellow agents, editors and new authors share such tips as: take writing classes with an author you want to emulate, start a weekly criticism workshop with tough critics, or hire a ghost editor for guidance. Yet for people who can’t be at these fun and electrifying panels, or afford the time, money or commitment to get a degree or pay for outside editorial assistance, The Book Bible contains everything you need to know about what to do—and what not to do.


“What would make you reject an author out of hand?” is a question Susan frequently begs me to address, to keep her students from making mistakes that lead to rejection.


In the spirit of her “instant gratification takes too long” philosophy, I explain how my agency gets hundreds of submissions; I can receive forty a day myself, so I have to be discerning. Unfortunately, I often get queries where someone offers their “fiction novel,” “fictionalized memoir,” “sci-fi poems,” or “2,000-page masterpiece.” That automatically telegraphs that the sender is unfamiliar with the terms used to categorize books, hasn’t checked my website requirements or done their homework. By the time you’re ready to query an agent, there’s no excuse to not learn the basics of the industry. Yet it’s hard to know which expert to trust. Many guides focus only on how to write a novel or a memoir, without even defining the terminology. The Book Bible is the one inclusive reference I’ve seen that spans twenty genres, delineates the idiosyncratic differences between categories, and sheds light on both the craft and the business of being an author. Susan teaches you how to research which kind of project you’re imagining or pitching, as well as the most incisive ways to meet your goal.


The secret weapon she tells her protégés, based on her own experience, is to sell a short piece related to their book in an impressive place like the New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal or The New Yorker to speed up the slow publishing process. It’s excellent advice because if I see an intriguing article, essay or op-ed, I often contact the author myself. That happened with an impressive piece I read in BuzzFeed by Christine Hyung-Oak Lee on the debilitating stroke she suffered at thirty-three. It led to a two-book deal for her evocative memoir Tell Me Everything You Don’t Remember and an upcoming novel.


Miraculously, despite wild economic ups and downs and frequent dire predictions of demise, literature has proved timeless and enduring. Even at the start of the pandemic, book deals kept happening daily and I sold a debut novel, crime fiction by Aamina Ahmad, to Penguin Random House. It’s the most exhilarating feeling when a great editor says yes and I get to call my author to share the magic words: “Your book will be published.” They’ll cry and scream, and then send chocolate, cookies or flowers. Many times I’m screaming and crying too!


I’m grateful to be able to play a small part enhancing the culture by reshaping the literary landscape. It’s an honor to contribute to this smart, soulful guide by a fellow book lover dedicated to helping new authors find their path and passion. Just make sure to read it before you pitch any editors or agents.









Introduction


It’s hard to make a living as a writer, yet 81 percent of people in this country want to be authors, according to American Scholar editor Joseph Epstein. After the excitement of publishing more than a dozen books myself, and the vicarious thrill of helping students sell hundreds of projects, I’m surprised the number isn’t higher. But like the luminary Ayesha Pande, I’ve always been book obsessed.


When my third-grade teacher distributed catalogues of paperback humor, science, poetry, history and novels, I wanted them all. My Midwest parents gave me ten bucks. Spotting a few fives in the kitchen drawer, I swiped those too. While classmates each picked a few, I was the high roller who bought every title. I later feared the theft was a sign of my privilege and immorality. Yet in retrospect, it also forecasted my career as a prolific author and writing teacher celebrating students with hardcovers in every section of the bookstore. After all, nobody hands you a byline or a book with your name on it. You have to be hungry, determined and desperate enough to grab it.


Are you?


“If you want to be a writer, you must do two things above all else,” advised Stephen King. “Read a lot and write a lot.” While it helps to be reading exactly what you want to be writing, I always tried to read everything. By high school, I was devouring a mix of highbrow and low: Cosmopolitan, Sylvia Plath’s Ariel, Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint and Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People, plus my parents’ Detroit News, Free Press, New York Times and Wall Street Journal. A teacher told me: hang out with people you want to be. Listening, I applied to graduate writing programs.


At twenty-two, finishing my degree at NYU and selling my first piece to Cosmo, I ran twenty blocks in heels to buy up the newsstand copies. I wound up with bylines in all those newspapers my folks subscribed to (a great place to begin), then on the covers of poetry, fiction, memoir and self-help books. Still, it took forever to afford my rent, even moonlighting as a teacher.


In twenty-five years at The New School and New York University, I’ve shared all my past errors to keep the people in my classes from repeating my mistakes and waiting until middle age to figure it out, like I did. I feared my penchant for switching categories made me seem like a dabbler. But now I see my versatility has an upside. Over the last decade I’ve helped students publish more than 150 books in all genres, earning advances between $1,000 and $500,000. Though the literary world feels like a secret society, it’s not. Publishers are desperate for hot debut authors—if you learn the inside scoop that I’m sharing to break in.


Of course, it’s much easier to publish 3 pages than 300. Selling a short piece in a top place is the best way to get an agent or editor to contact you. My first guide, The Byline Bible, shows how writing can turn your worst experiences into the most beautiful, as well as lucrative. Former students’ op-eds and personal essays on addiction, mental illness, infertility, military service, divorce, immigration and racism expanded into books. Everyone wants to know how they did it. The Book Bible tells you.


Here I map out the details of different kinds of projects that top editors want, along with writing, revising and marketing strategies, offering a clear plan to authorship. I share my bias towards work sold through agencies like Ayesha’s, since that was my path to success. While there are already some good instruction manuals out there, none cover all the categories and steps, from crafting plot to querying agents to launching and publicity.


“Some people say publishing is a business, but it’s really a casino,” the late Daniel Menaker, former executive editor in chief of Random House, once told me. Still, there are ways to improve your odds with knowledge I wish I had earlier in my career:




Which genres usually require a full manuscript to sell to an editor? (Fiction and poetry.) Which category is easiest to sell to a publisher with the fewest pages? (Nonfiction.) Must I be famous to get a book deal for a memoir? (No, but you need a great story.) If I want a decent advance, should I get an agent or go directly to publishers? (Agent.) Will my book be fact-checked? (Probably not; the onus is on you.) Do you recommend self-publishing? (No, though there are times when it makes sense.)





I could have used this overview while studying English at the University of Michigan and creative writing at NYU. My impressive instructors assigned their own acclaimed books, yet never offered names of editors or agents. It was verboten to ask. They offered no publishing courses for aspiring authors or ways to navigate this bumpy journey, ignoring the business side that blinded me. In fine arts degrees, the focus is still more process than profession, barely mentioning student internships, jobs or freelance opportunities to pay tuition or debt. I’ve taught in MFA programs that cost $70,000 annually, as much as an MD, JD or MBA. I love when students say they learned more about publishing in my two-hour seminar than in all of undergrad and grad school combined. To paraphrase Mark Strand: I became what was missing.


In college, poems I spent four years on were accepted by literary journals that only paid in copies. A favorite instructor I hounded recommended me for a minimum wage editorial assistant job at The New Yorker, proving that the squeaky wheel does indeed get the grease. The magazine paid me $1,200 for a profile of a man who collected meteorites, but my editor left and it ended up running elsewhere. A fellow assistant hooked me up with her Cosmopolitan editor friend who bought and ran my amusing “Outrageous Opinion” breakup humor pieces for $500 each—until they nixed that column. I switched from frustrated poet and not-hilarious-enough humorist to overeager New York Times Book Review critic. Assignments paid $100 plus a free book.


In another absurdly non-lucrative turn, after years of struggling, at twenty-nine I became Newsday’s paperback columnist for $300 weekly. But I could choose what I reviewed, a rare perk. I devoured books one hundred hours a week, while on buses, subways, at my local diner and doing leg lifts in exercise class. At lunch someone asked, “You have little kids at home?” He pointed to the chicken I’d cut into small pieces, my habit so I could turn pages faster. Fat packages of books came to my apartment—every day was Hanukkah! On a trip to Jamaica with my boyfriend, I brought more books than bathing suits. Was that why he dumped me for an actress?


Depressed, I admitted to my editor that critiquing twenty books a month burned me out, hoping he’d reduce it to four. He reduced it to zero, replacing me with another poetry MFA (poets work cheap) who only had to do three reviews weekly. “Both my lover and editor dumped me for other women,” I told my shrink. “Which is worse, my ex with a younger girl, or my byline replaced by a better poet? I can’t envision any job I’ll like as much as being a critic with my own column.”


“Didn’t you say you really wanted to write your own books?” she asked.


If you can afford a good shrink, you won’t regret it. Mine danced at both my book party and wedding. But it was easier to land a husband than a hardcover. A comic novel I tried was rejected by thirty agents. I didn’t know not to send out an early draft, since you only get one shot. Asking advice from mentors is a good move. Mine said, “You have no imagination whatsoever. Try nonfiction.” An editor at Berkeley Press who liked my Cosmo humor asked me to do a relationship humor guide. But I didn’t realize signing a contract directly with a publisher could be to my disadvantage, as agents often negotiate higher advances and royalties. In the chapter on how to find literary representation, you’ll learn why it’s better to figure it out before your debut.


My little paperback The Male-to-Female Dictionary came out when I was thirty-five, the same year I married a hilarious scriptwriter. And I found a tiny publisher for my poetry manuscript. It sold a grand total of about 20 copies, mostly to me and my relatives. A mentor gave me a blurb praising the book, but privately admitted, “You have too many words, not enough music.”


Crushed, I took a job as an adjunct professor. (I advise aspiring writers to find day jobs or side hustles, since my teaching salary made my books possible.) The first assignment I gave my students: write 3 pages on your most humiliating secret. This is the prompt that has led to the most publications ever. (Try it.) When several pieces they published led to hardcover deals, I felt like the wedding planner who couldn’t wed. So I took my own advice to mine my indignities. Besides my ex who left me for the actress, other embarrassing breakups from my past haunted me. “If you got the story tell it; if you ain’t got it, write it,” a mentor said. Since I hadn’t fought in war or solved world hunger, I at least found a universally intriguing conceit. What if I visited my top five heartbreakers, asking what really went wrong? As Nora Ephron said, “Everything is copy.”


I crafted a proposal for my comical nonfiction sex, drugs, breakup and marriage memoir, not knowing that debut memoirs (like novels) often require a completed manuscript. Agents said, “It’s funny, but there’s not enough here.” To prove them wrong, I wrote 225 pages. Debating whether to call it fiction or nonfiction, an editor friend said, “A novel that is merely autobiographical is a great disappointment, but a memoir that reads like a novel is a great surprise.” I used an “Author’s Note” to explain my narrative strategy: “Names, dates, and personal characteristics have been changed for literary cohesion, to protect privacy and so my husband won’t divorce me.” I spent $2,500 for a ghost editor who kicked it into shape. “You have to spend money to make money” was true for me. It was a good investment, since the book sold for twenty times the editing expenditure, though I’ll also share ways to minimize your financial risk while maximizing your advance.


At forty-three, when my first hardcover memoir Five Men Who Broke My Heart came out, someone asked how long it took. “Twenty-three years of banging my head against the wall, then six months,” I said. When New York Times and The Oprah Magazine critics called my book frank, funny and “a mind-bendingly good read,” I yelled, “This is the happiest moment of my life!”


“Not our wedding day?” my husband asked.


“I adore you,” I said. “But any dummy can wed. You just need another dummy. Not everybody can sell a book.”


Writers often pick a lane, labelling themselves a “poet,” “novelist,” “short story writer,” “memoirist” or “biographer.” I just say “author.” If a project is rejected, I reinvent myself, revise my pages and try a new category. To do this, you first have to understand the different classifications, knowing, for example, that nonfiction must be true and there’s no such thing as a YA/memoir/historical fantasy hybrid. Editors say, “Don’t write for the market, write for love,” and “Finish the book first, then figure out what it is.” Still, it’s smart to decide early on which bookstore shelf your project will fit. When an undergrad asked me to read his 700-page sci-fi thriller in rhyming iambic pentameter, I said, “Don’t invent your own genre. Learn the categories and rules before you break them.” Students try timely ideas that are trending. Yet mainstream books can take years from “yes” to completion. By the time you jump on a trend, it may be over.


Genre can be fluid though, if you’re flexible. A nonfiction draft turned into a splashy novel and led to selling my first attempt at fiction thirteen years after I started. (Instead of a book launch, it got a Book Mitzvah.) When I tried the memoir Secrets of a Fix-Up Fanatic, about being set up by a mutual friend as well as fixing up thirty couples as an amateur matchmaker, I was told it was boring. Turning it into self-help with the subtitle “How to Meet and Marry Your Match” made it fly—especially after I guest starred on a reality TV dating show as the love guru. Someone who took my seminar did a radio interview that led her to a six-figure two-book deal. Getting press or going viral on social media helps a book sell faster—another trick I’ll unpack.


My eclectic oeuvre now includes several memoirs (one coauthored), three novels (two comic, one indie), an anthology, self-help books, middle-grade fiction and the pop culture chronicle of Barbie for a coffee table tome. Who knew being a low-end doll collector, amateur matchmaker, former addict and rejected lover would be perfect platforms for books? As I advise my students: “Explore your worst obsessions.”


What’s yours? Try writing about it.


Here’s what not to do: A man from Australia emailed “I’ll be in New York Sunday. Can I take you to lunch to pick your brain about how to sell my book?” A Texas colleague called to ask, “Would you read my novel and recommend your agent?” Similar queries motivated scriptwriter Josh Olson’s hilarious Village Voice piece “I Will Not Read Your Fucking Script.” He ranted, “If that seems unfair, I’ll make you a deal: In return for you not asking me to read your fucking script, I will not ask you to wash my fucking car, or take my fucking picture, or represent me in fucking court, or take out my fucking gall bladder, or whatever the fuck it is that you do for a living.”


I loved his sublime response. Yet as a teacher who enjoys inspiring people, I never want to say, “I’m too busy writing my own book. Why don’t you take my online class?” Now I can be cheerful and helpful by saying the words every successful author must learn: “Here’s a link to buy my book.” It’s a sentiment you’ll appreciate more after you sign a contract to get yours published.









SECTION ONE:


NONFICTION
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Memoir/Autobiography


HOW TO ENSURE YOUR FIRST-PERSON NONFICTION WON’T BE PUBLISHED




1. Refuse to Read Similar Books: Write in a total vacuum. That way you’ll delude yourself into thinking that your memoir on giving up the sauce, or your grandfather’s death from cancer, is a brilliant, original idea that nobody has ever done before.


2. Avoid All Writing Instruction: Just wing it. You aced your college English papers twelve years ago and you’ve been successful in advertising. Even though you’ve spent decades in a completely different field, how hard could publishing a book be? Your words are golden, so make sure to rush out your first draft, no editing allowed.


3. Be a Literary Snob: Don’t add a provocative title or subtitle, any topical updates, pop culture references, recent studies, a new perspective or a fresh spin to your old story. Geniuses should never have to compromise their artistic vision for crass marketing purposes (even if you’re hoping for a six-figure advance from Random House).


4. Pretend You’re as Important as Presidents: Narrate every single year you’ve lived for the sole reason that it really happened (even if it’s mundane, confusing, irrelevant or tedious). Add a whole chapter about the time you shoved a raisin up your nose when you were three and how you cried when meeting Santa Claus—since your grandma loves those stories.


5. Trash Your Ex or Relatives You Hate: Recite a litany of all the bad things your horrible ex, boss or mother did to you to get revenge in print. Play victim, forgetting to mention that your own neurosis, alcoholism or drug abuse contributed in any way to your being busted, broke or alone. Use real names, professions and identifying characteristics, making it so nasty that your work is libelous and you get sued. No publicity is bad publicity, right?


6. Try to Sell a Book of Your Previously Published Work: Bestselling authors Janet Malcolm and Ian Frazier got book-length collections from their magazine pieces. No matter that their great pieces first debuted to great acclaim in The New Yorker. Your personal essays got 1,000 claps on Medium—same thing, no?


7. Stay Light and Breezy: Avoid any pain or deep revelations. The world is depressing enough, you don’t have to add to it. Tina Fey’s memoir was funny, so figure yours can be too. Forget that her book sold well because she’s Tina Fey, with millions of fans from Saturday Night Live, Mean Girls and 30 Rock.


8. Lie Through Your Teeth: You need to be more dramatic, so what’s a few fibs? Don’t tell your agent or editor the true story, so they get ambushed by the fallout when a critic realizes—a la James Frey on Oprah—you’ve passed off fiction as nonfiction.


9. Plagiarize Others and Yourself: Google information that you include from other sources with no citations or indications that the sentences you are quoting aren’t your own. Nobody will notice if you paraphrase Wikipedia, will they? Also be sure to repeat what you’ve already published, without mentioning it’s from your earlier work, assuming it’ll be a good way to build a new audience.


10. Expect Immediate Success: Be impatient, entitled and bitter when literary agents you’ve never met don’t get back to you within a month. Then tell everyone, “See? It’s impossible to break into publishing,” ignoring the thousands of memoirs that come out every year by authors who worked harder, revised longer and exercised more patience and respect for the written word.





BETTER WAYS TO CRAFT YOUR OWN STORY


“I’m tired, everybody’s tired of my turmoil,” wrote Robert Lowell.


Actually, we’re not. A half century after his death, we’re still buying his books about his struggles with family, divorce and manic depression. Although he mostly crafted poignant poems from his personal chaos, he also published essays, plays, translations and criticism. His Pulitzer Prize and other awards confirmed that confessional poets were onto something: revealing your own drama/conflict/tension can be fascinating. Maybe that’s why major wordsmiths like Vladimir Nabokov, Mary Karr, Maya Angelou, Gregory Orr and Donald Hall crossed genres to publish memoirs.


Although poetry, essay collections, novels, short fiction and self-help can delve into explorations of intimate experiences, each category has its own rules and expectations. Autobiography, as it used to be called, is the written history of the author’s entire life, told from their perspective, using “I.” Memoir, as it is now referred to, is usually a revealing chronicle that focuses on someone’s most fascinating, dramatic personal experience. It can revolve around a time, place, job, class, experience, hobby or specific relationship.


First-person books are wildly popular, often topping the charts, even in a bad economy. The biggest advances go to the biggest celebrities like Bruce Springsteen, Shaquille O’Neal and Sally Field, who used the old autobiographical model, detailing their childhoods through their successful careers. Amy Schumer, Steve Martin, Mindy Kaling, Issa Rae, Eddie Huang and Rachel Dratch offered more light-hearted idiosyncratic humor. Bestseller lists are filled with books by political figures like the Obamas, Clintons, Bushes and Sonya Sotomayor. With fifty books published, Jimmy Carter has made a cottage industry out of telling his life story. His book royalties clearly pay better than president-ing and peanut farming. Some famous people use ghostwriters; Michelle Obama had the class to thank hers in the acknowledgments, which is actually good for all writers.


Happily for us, memoirs are not just for the rich and famous. The public is also hungry for passionate personal narratives from real people. The hits Maid by Stephanie Land, Tara Westover’s Educated, J.D. Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy and Reyna Grande’s A Dream Called Home explore the authors’ struggles with poverty, family and mental illness. If you haven’t yet acquired a huge audience, you may have to be more cutting edge, centering on one specific topic in the news or area of popular interest. Acclaimed books in this category have covered addiction recovery, immigration, sex, gender and marital issues, overcoming medical traumas and psychoanalysis through the eyes of a therapist in treatment herself. While you don’t have to be an elected official, athlete or television star to sell your own personal narrative, you do need an important, focused, dramatic or engaging story that sheds light on a universal theme.


Yes, the sarcastic term “misery memoir” has been used to describe biographical literature concerned with triumph over personal trauma, illness, misfortune, failure or abuse, where something huge is at stake— often life itself. I can easily get engrossed in books of “pathography,” as they are also called, so long as the darkness is balanced with humor or wisdom. I actually find the word “misery” can help writers understand what agents, editors and the public look for in this field: extremes. Think about your most humiliating secret. The worst thing that ever happened to you. The suffering you almost didn’t survive.


Don’t believe anyone who tells an aspiring author that quiet, silly, light or humorous memoirs are “in.” (Make sure they aren’t scammers charging hopeful writers lots of money to be featured in their online press.) There aren’t many mainstream editors I know who will pay unknown, unpublished writers for muted, mundane little slices of life.


There’s nothing meek about Elie Wiesel’s Holocaust survival story Night which, since its 1960 publication, has sold 6 million copies (a haunting number, given the topic). Other award-winning classics of the genre include Angela’s Ashes (Frank McCourt’s cantankerous tale of his poor Irish childhood), Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home (depicting her father’s closeted homosexuality and suicide) and Dave Eggers’ A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius (which describes ways he took care of his younger brother after the loss of their parents). Roxane Gay’s Hunger portrays how being gangraped in her teens led to extreme weight gain. These are brave, powerful voices that didn’t feel a need to whisper.


I read as many memoirs as I could before pitching mine, which centered on my past substance abuse, self-destructive relationships and career and personal rejections. My Bosnian Muslim coauthor chronicled how he’d survived ethnic cleansing after his family was betrayed by their friends and neighbors. Former students have signed book deals on everything from their addiction and recovery to bipolar disorder, divorce, gender fluidity, scoliosis, sexual malfunctions, racism, homophobia and infertility. Here are ways your own experiences can get you paid and published.


To Write a Riveting Memoir:




1. Determine Your Goal: My family friend who survived World War II wanted a record of his life for his kids and grandchildren. My addiction specialist decided to gather decades of his work to help others overcome substance abuse. Do you hope to empower others who’ve suffered through divorce, rape, addiction, abortions, mental illness or racism? Some MFA graduates are most concerned with literary prestige. Many adult students take my classes hoping for money, acclaim, and to raise their platforms. Others want to get a better job—which explains the glut of hardcovers by presidential wannabes. Maybe you’re committed to literary self-exploration since, as Joan Didion says, “I write entirely to find out what I’m thinking.” There are artistic, academic, indie, commercial, online, self-help and pay-as-you-go presses. Since each aim may lead you to a different kind of publisher, I’d start by figuring out your end game.


2. Get Classy: You wouldn’t assume you could be a doctor or lawyer without credentials, yet many people think they can be an author quickly on their own. If you’re not having luck getting published, there are ways to learn to perfect your craft. Tons of impressive books have come out of the writing programs where I’ve taught at The New School, NYU and Columbia University. While they don’t emphasize the business side, they can definitely help you improve your work. If you’re a beginner, consider getting a four-year undergraduate English degree or a two-year MFA (and research options for scholarships and funding). For those who don’t have the time or money, consider low-residency programs which can be cheaper, or take classes with authors whose work you admire, or former agents and editors who can give you tough criticism. Many talented memoirists teach shorter classes, seminars or summer workshops in person, at retreats and online, which allow you to keep your day job. Several students of mine sold their books after just one four-hour seminar.


If you can’t take a class, at least do your homework. I once barged into an agent’s office with my humorous carnal confessional How to Stay Single Forever. She went to her shelf and handed me a published book called How to Stay Single Forever. It hadn’t occurred to me to check what had already hit the shelves. Before you start, research what’s out there. Don’t just Google or skim Amazon. Find a library, local or virtual bookstore to study the memoir shelves for subgenres. There are eyewitness political tomes, “my horrible childhood” confessions, addiction accounts, disastrous dating and mating narratives, medical dramas, domestic debacles, crime admissions, military exposés, sociological studies, pet sagas, food and travel memoirs, ethnic chronicles and leaving-your-religion tales. This will help you determine what your book is about and what subcategory it falls under. Then read the kind of books you want to be writing, which may give you permission, a plan and a template.


3. Cultivate Your Voice: While academic publishers prefer a studious tone and commercial presses might like more provocative inflections, you should still sound like yourself. If anybody else can tell your story, let them. Share what only you can write using your own rhythms, tonality and idiosyncratic speech. Some people enjoy polishing their storytelling techniques by talking into a microphone and transcribing later. Many students find it helpful to read their work aloud or journal every day. Try to keep other people’s quotes to a minimum in your pages so you’re not relying on someone else’s words to convey your thoughts. Cut repetitions, get rid of clichés (like “tall, dark and handsome,” “he’s a bad egg,” and “kiss and make up”). I often reread the poets Lucille Clifton, Joseph Brodsky, Yehuda Amichai, Rita Dove, Robert Lowell and Adrienne Rich. Their unusual phrasing and cadences remind me of the limitlessness of language. Study the voices of the writers you love to understand how they did it.


4. Start Small: It takes much less time to publish 3 pages than 300 and having a great clip can get agents and editors calling you. Try to sell a dramatic part of your memoir as a short essay in the New York Times Modern Love column, which editor Daniel Jones says has led to more than sixty book deals so far. Yes, it’s a long shot, but I’ve made it in there twice, along with sixty of my students, five who have the column to thank for their books. Or you can aim for The Wall Street Journal, The New Yorker, Washington Post, Slate, Salon, Newsweek, NPR’s This American Life or other publications that impress agents. My former student Aspen Matis’s Modern Love piece about recovering from date rape, “A Hiker’s Guide to Healing,” led to the vice president of HarperCollins buying her memoir Girl in the Woods. Zack McDermott’s Gawker piece “Mentally Unfit,” about living with bipolarity, led to his memoir Gorilla and the Bird, which sold as an HBO mini-series. If no editor will publish your essay, perhaps you’re doing something wrong and need help. If you don’t know where to start, mine your obsessions. When choosing a book topic, don’t try one that will please your parents, spouse or professors, or a subject you think agents and editors will buy. Write what you find fascinating. What would you want to read, write and talk about for the next decade? A book can easily take five years to finish, and you might be promoting it long after that. So it better be a subject you could discuss forever. It doesn’t have to be intellectual or the subject for a doctor of philosophy degree. Consider your pop culture idols, hobbies and neuroses. I was completely obsessed with Barbie dolls as a kid, bad breakups during my single years, stupid substance problems I was attempting to quit, how to make a living as a freelance writer, conquering my food addiction and my amateur matchmaking. Each of these became a book. Write a list of hobbies or obsessions you can explore.


5. Find Your Tribe: Before I finished my book projects, I benefitted from going to events and conventions hosted by The American Society for Journalists and Authors, Writers Digest, The Deadline Club, National Book Critics Circle, the Authors Guild of America, PEN American Center, The Jewish Book Council and the Brooklyn Book Festival. It was a way to meet agents and editors offering good advice. Colleagues across the country also recommend Publishing Triangle, Sisters in Crime, Poetry Society of America and Society of Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators. There are specialized writing groups for Asians, veterans, Muslims, women, African and Native Americans, LGBTQ folk and Christian novelists, some with student discounts and scholarships. Colleges and bookstores offer free panels and lectures. If you can’t get out, watch the twenty free videos of taped book talks on my website susanshapiro.net to hear advice from my favorite luminaries. They’ll give you a sense of what editors and agents are looking for, which authors have exciting books out and how to position your own project in the future.


You should also explore social media possibilities. Some colleagues find it a headache to join Instagram, Snapchat, Tumblr, Reddit and other platforms. Yet as a freelancer, I stay up-to-date while expanding my audience. Young people in my classes sneer that Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter are for old people. They forget that many executives on there are still the gatekeepers in publishing. So watch the photos of you getting stoned in an orgy, unless that’s what your memoir is about and it’s what you want to be known for. Follow editors and agents who sometimes put out calls for the type of work they want. (On Twitter I learned that a webzine edited by Roxane Gay paid a dollar a word for nonfiction.) I read two posts by students and commented, “take this off of Facebook, you can sell this,” and the pieces ended up in the L.A. Times and The Root. A Wall Street Journal editor saw my post about anti-Semitism and bought a longer version for his op-ed section. Former students used their online exploits to launch books. Leandra Medine’s Man Repeller blog turned into a book, online magazine and fashion phenomenon. Granny Is My Wingman, by Kayli Stollak, is a hardcover and TV pilot. Benjamin Grant told my class his hardcover Overview was launched with a few aerial photographs. It benefits you to see what’s out there, stay connected and dip your toe into the public pool.


6. Carve Out Time to Write: Finishing a book can be a long trek and many people complain they don’t have the time. But to get ahead, successful people do what others won’t. When I had a full-time job for ten years, I wrote before work, on my commute, and at lunch, nights and weekends. At one position, I had an understanding boss who—if I finished all my tasks—would let me do my own thing. After I complained of writer’s block, my bestselling cousin Howard Fast told me, “Plumbers don’t get plumbers’ block. Don’t be self-indulgent, just get to work. A page a day is a book a year.” That stayed with me. Now, no matter what else I have going on, I first type at least 250 words which is actually more than a book a year since some of my books are around 200 pages. When busy students fear they can’t finish a book while being parents with full-time jobs and commutes, I recall that the late poet Marie Ponsot, a mother of seven, published many books by writing in ten-minute segments. Think of short increments of time you can put to better use.


7. Fight for Feedback: It’s rare that someone can stay home, finish a manuscript on their own, and sell it to a mainstream publisher. Writing is a collaborative process that benefits from outside perspective. As bestseller Stephen King advised: “Write with the door closed, rewrite with the door open.” It’s easy to get lost in the process of writing 200 or 300 pages. I loved workshopping my writing in an MFA program and subsequent classes. After that I found that bringing in pages to weekly writing workshops in my apartment keeps me motivated and gives me deadlines to bang it out. Others share sections of their book with one colleague who is crafting something similar. Some students I know use online forums to exchange work with like-minded scribes. Or you can hire a professional ghost editor like I’ve done. However you do it, it’s smart to get tough criticism from an expert in the genre before you invest too many years of work. If you wait until you’re on page 300, you might hear: wrong tense, your story is illogical, your hero comes across hateful. Find a system for getting critical notes while you are writing, lest you need to revise everything.


8. Search for Your Niche: Just because there are many books already on your topic doesn’t mean there isn’t room for yours. Yet you do have to find out exactly where you can add to the conversation. When I wanted to do my own addiction book I noticed there were tons of quitting alcohol, cocaine, crack and pill stories, but no funny first-person takes on getting rid of cigarettes and pot. Also every time I quit one substance, I’d get addicted to something else. Nobody had written about that, so I emphasized the phenomenon in my memoir Lighting Up. Cat Marnell’s provocative bestseller How to Murder Your Life shares her ambivalence about getting clean, offering a new twist to an old subject.


Make sure you’re sharing your most compelling story. Unless you’re an elected official, on a TV show or have a huge social media following, save the birth-to-death autobiography for your journal. For a mainstream publisher, prune your pages to the part of your life that would make a great, original memoir. If you were going to die in six months, what wisdom can you teach the world? For me, that came after a lot of therapy helped me end my self-destructive relationships. I revolved my first two memoirs around those topics (bad affairs, worse addictions). Even Barack Obama—a Harvard Law graduate with political ambitions—knew to center his 1995 debut memoir Dreams From My Father around his missing African dad and white mother. Ask yourself what happened to you that’s unique, dramatic and fascinating.


9. Take Twelve Months of Action: People who’ve had a happy childhood may have to work harder to overcompensate, I joke to my classes. If you’re young, grew up privileged, or don’t yet have a compelling enough story, consider successful “stunt” memoirs, also called “immersion nonfiction,” using a one-year adventure or game plan as a framework. Check out Gretchen Rubin’s The Happiness Project, A.J. Jacob’s The Year of Living Biblically and Shonda Rhimes’ The Year of Yes. (Maria Dahvana Headley used that title too, in her debut memoir of saying yes to dating everyone nice who asked her out.) What could you do for a year or two that would warrant recording? Pick something you’re dying to explore. Consider therapy or quitting an addiction through AA, NA or Weight Watchers, which could unblock you or teach you something. Travel or go on an investigative adventure like my colleague Tom Zoellner did in Train: Riding the Rails That Created the Modern World from the Trans-Siberian to the Southwest Chief. It might be something domestic, as in William Alexander’s 52 Loaves, about trying to recreate baking the perfect loaf of bread, as long as it’s your passion. Ann Patty learned Latin for Living With a Dead Language; Jhumpa Lahiri explored Italian in her memoir In Other Words. Take careful notes and photos so you can recreate your experiences. The word “author” is hidden in the word “authority”; become an expert so you’ll have more to share with the world.


I’m jealous of the lucky authors who’ve had luck with a non-adventurous subcategory: sitting around reading and getting a book out of it. For these literary explorations, read a specific genre or author, take notes, and record surprising patterns or memories. Come up with a specific theory, argue for their importance or explore how your relationship to these books changed you. There’s Wendy McClure’s The Wilder Life: My Adventures in the Lost World of Little House on the Prairie, Andy Miller’s The Year of Reading Dangerously: How Fifty Great Books Saved My Life, Lucy Mangan’s Bookworm: A Memoir of Childhood Reading, Will Schwalbe’s Books for Living: Some Thoughts on Reading, Reflecting, and Embracing Life, A.J. Jacobs’s The Know-It-All: One Man’s Humble Quest to Become the Smartest Person in the World by reading the Encyclopedia Britannica from A to Z and David L. Ulin’s The Lost Art of Reading: Why Books Matter in a Distracted Time. Rebecca Mead’s My Life in Middlemarch revisits the emotional connections she felt with George Eliot’s classic. What new discovery or insights can you share?


10. Package It: While I applaud the desire to be chic, understated and subtle in real life, commercial success in memoirs rarely comes to introverts. (Unless that’s what you’re writing about, as in Jessica Pan’s stunt memoir Sorry I’m Late, I Didn’t Want to Come: One Introvert’s Year of Saying Yes.) After decades of struggle with artsier titles, my breakout books were Five Men Who Broke My Heart and Lighting Up: How I Stopped Smoking, Drinking and Everything Else I Loved in Life Except Sex. I laughed at the titles for Chuck Klosterman’s Sex, Drugs, and Cocoa Puffs: A Low Culture Manifesto, Jane Juska’s A Round-Heeled Woman: My Late-Life Adventures in Sex and Romance and Ophira Eisenberg’s Screw Everyone: Sleeping My Way to Monogamy. Profanity has a history of selling too, as in Justin Halpern’s Sh*t My Dad Says, Jen Agg’s I Hear She’s a Real Bitch and my friend Amy Alkon’s Good Manners for Nice People Who Sometimes Say F*ck. I sometimes write a bunch of pages first, then steal my own best line for a title. I once used the headline an editor wrote for my book called Secrets of a Fix-Up Fanatic and someone in my weekly workshop (thanks Aspen!) came up with the title for my writing guide Byline Bible—a testament to the benefits of publishing short pieces and getting feedback from a weekly critique group.


While a pithy comic or provocative title is a good start, you need to sum up your book in a few lines, like a Hollywood movie pitch, a.k.a. “an elevator pitch.” This is when you find a fast, sexy way to describe your project in case you get stuck in the elevator with Steven Spielberg who asks, “What’s your book about?” I described Five Men as “a sex, drugs and marriage memoir about a woman who goes back to revisit her top five heartbreaks of all time to find out what really went wrong. A book for anyone who has ever wondered what happened to their first love. Or second. Or third. Or fourth. Or fifth . . . .” Before I showed an agent, I did a dedication page, made my own fantasy cover, had professional author’s photos taken, asked well-known writers I knew for advance blurbs and printed it out so it looked like the book it became.


11. Laser Focus: When writing about yourself, it’s easy to go off on long, winding tangents. That’s why I often reread my title, subtitle and Hollywood movie pitch as I’m writing, to remind me exactly what this project has promised my readers and where I’m going. Sometimes I let myself run off in a different direction, then make a separate file for the meandering passages and return to my original narrative. Remember, if your first book does well, you may have the chance to publish another. I have three personal memoirs out. The late French feminist Simone de Beauvoir beat me with a four-edition autobiography, while the Norwegian author Karl Ove Knausgård is on volume six. Work on one strand of your life at a time, saving anecdotes and detours for follow-up projects.


12. Stop the Blame Game: It’s your story and you have a right to tell it. You usually don’t need anybody’s permission. Publishing lawyers will vet your manuscript for possible litigious passages. Yet your book can’t read like an unabridged transcript of your therapy sessions. I don’t know anyone who wants to read a sour-grapes kvetch about all the terrible things bad people did to you. Instead of writing a chronicle of your horrible parents, lovers, siblings, children or bosses, focus on how you recovered and turned it around. Jeanette Wall’s The Glass Castle, Them by Francine du Plessix Gray, and Tara Westover’s Educated are fine examples of how to show compassion for the relatives that failed you growing up. Still, make sure your memoir is mostly about you, and that you reveal, question, challenge and trash yourself more than anyone else.


Either way, you can protect yourself by keeping proof of what you’re writing. The late David Carr’s triumphant heroin addiction memoir The Night of the Gun incorporates interviews he taped with former friends to get to the bottom of what really happened when he couldn’t remember. His daughter Erin Lee Carr’s poignant book about losing him, All That You Leave Behind, makes use of many of her father’s emails. I save photographs and letters, tape interviews, and print out social media posts, cyber correspondence and tweets. It will help with fact-checking in the future and your publishing lawyer will be able to determine which names should be changed and who needs to sign release forms.


13. Trace Your Arc: Your memoir should not start and end in the same emotional place. Something has to change over the course of your book. As Five Men began, I was sure infertility would ruin my marriage and wondered if I’d chosen the wrong mate. It concluded (spoiler alert) with me realizing how much I loved my husband, regardless of whether we had a child. As Lighting Up commenced, I had several ongoing addictions I couldn’t quit. They were all gone by the last page. In Bosnia List, my coauthor Kenan Trebinčević felt sure his Muslim family was the most unfortunate in the Balkans during the ethnic cleansing campaign of 1993. Towards the end, he realized they were actually the luckiest since they’d all survived.


Sometimes before I get rolling, I write my first line and my last line just to make sure I’ll have enough growth and character development. David Mamet, the famous dramatist, said that there are only three things an audience cares about: Who wants what from whom? What happens if they don’t get it? Why now? Don’t bog everything down with exposition and back story that dilutes the current action. Though film and TV’s fictional formats are different than nonfiction books, to keep readers engaged, I make sure that I answer those three questions in every chapter and on every page. Though the crux of The Bosnia List is set during the Balkan War, my coauthor and I played up present-day friction as Kenan debates whether or not to go back and visit the homeland that exiled him because of his religion. We weaved Yugoslavian history into dialogue-filled scenes where he visits the cemetery to pay respects to his relatives buried there.


14. Reveal Yourself: What makes you impressive in real life (good looks, great job, gorgeous spouse) may make you insufferable on the page. For this genre, try vulnerability and relatability. Make the reader worry you might not be okay. Start with a scene or prologue where you’re about to jump off a cliff. Think of Peter Alson’s Confessions of an Ivy League Bookie and comedian Sarah Silverman’s The Bedwetter. The subcategory Sick-Lit includes Elizabeth Wurtzel’s Prozac Nation: Young and Depressed in America, Porochista Khakpour’s Sick, David Sheff’s Beautiful Boy: A Father’s Journey through His Son’s Addiction and Esme Weijun Wang’s The Collected Schizophrenia. As my therapist advised: “Lead the least secretive life you can.” That explains why so many students published books from my first assignment: write about your most humiliating secret. The metaphor I use for this genre is: don’t sit down to write in a three-piece suit; come naked.


15. Be Bold, Not Boring: Just because something happened in real life is never enough reason to write it. Use fictional and poetic techniques so your nonfiction book can be a page-turner. Show full, fleshed-out scenes filled with action; don’t “tell” or sum up too much. Cut out the stage directions, self-serving tangents and unending details important only to you and your mother, like your straight A report cards throughout school. I advise my students, “Don’t tell the co-op board about your two abortions,” meaning don’t give information that isn’t relevant to your plot line at hand. Focus on your topic, slow down and make it sing. Writing can always be made better with editing and “killing your darlings.” That expression, attributed to William Faulkner, refers to cutting your favorite lines and stories that show how clever you are, but don’t offer deeper illumination. The worst criticism my former poetry teacher, the late Joseph Brodsky, used to share was “There’s no blood here,” implying it’s all on the surface. But you should also be artfully honest. As Emily Dickinson said, “tell it slant.”


To apply this idea to memoirs, remember that a writer doesn’t have to present every single thing that happened head-on, in chronological order. You can leave out whole decades if you want. Nonfiction means it has to be true and you can’t lie and shouldn’t invent people who don’t exist or crimes that didn’t happen. Yet you can exaggerate or change minor details as long as you fess up in your author’s note, which can reflect your tone. You can always use fears, fantasies, reveries, secrets, therapy sessions, journals, research and quotes to enliven and enhance the day-to-day minutiae. Just make it clear which parts are facts versus feelings, as in the line: “My dreams replayed our final date, but this time it was funny . . .”


16. Give It Distance: Pain and regret are great subjects to mine for memoirs. Journaling in your notebook is a soulful way to work through trauma. Yet it’s usually best to avoid publishing nonfiction when a conflict’s still unresolved. If you haven’t quit a substance, it’s probably not the time to sell an addiction memoir. If you and your spouse are in the middle of splitting up, your book on divorce may offer too raw a perspective. I tried to publish many bad breakup and addiction memoirs that didn’t work—until I was happily married, clean, sober and had come out the other end of the struggle. Despite Cat Marnell’s conflicts about whether to get clean, her memoir focused on the rehab she’d gone through to get off drugs. Kerry Cohen waited until she was in her thirties to publish Loose Girl: A Memoir of Promiscuity about her tumultuous teenage years. While my colleague Amy Klein wrote powerful short New York Times pieces on her miscarriages and fertility obstacles, she didn’t sell her infertility book The Trying Game until after she gave birth to her daughter. You might be at your hottest when you’re going through a scandal, but you’re not your wisest. Once it’s out there with your name on it, you can’t take it back if you change your mind.
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