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			Dedicated to our teachers, librarians, and booksellers, with gratitude for your labor and love

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			Manjula Martin

			scratch

			/skraCH/

			verb

			1. To scrape the surface of something.

			2. To assemble a desired result through hard work and perseverance.

			“scratch out a living”

			3. To make something out of whatever is at hand.

			“made from scratch”

			“a scratch crew”

			noun

			Writing that is extemporaneous or hurried, usually by hand.

			“she wrote so passionately that it was difficult to read the resulting chicken scratch”

			informal

			Slang for “money.”

			True or false: Writers should be paid for everything they write. Writers should just pay their dues and count themselves lucky to be published. You should never quit your day job. You’ll know you’re successful when you can quit your day job. Writing is an art, not a business. Writers should be entrepreneurs. Digital technology has destroyed the market for writing. The Internet will set us all free.

			Sound familiar?

			In every stage of their careers, working writers are in a constant state of negotiation: work and life, art and commerce, writing and publishing. In the public eye and within our communities, authors are said to practice a calling, an art form, a passion—but rarely a job. We are often told by more successful writers to “do it for the love,” but we are rarely told how to turn love into a living.

			That’s where this book comes in.

			Scratch magazine was initially developed out of a need for greater transparency in the discussion about work and money within the community of writers. This book deepens that discussion. The interviews and essays that make up this edition come from some of today’s most prominent and promising voices, offering candid and informative stories about their experiences at different stages in their careers. In newspapers and on social media, through blogs and informal networks, writers are just now starting to break the silence about what it’s really like to be working writers. New York Times cultural critic A. O. Scott writes, “Nobody would argue against the idea that art has a social value, and yet almost nobody will assert that society therefore has an obligation to protect that value by acknowledging, and compensating, the labor of the people who produce it.” In Salon, an author’s confession that she is “sponsored” by her husband unleashed a torrent of think pieces. On Medium, online lightning rod Emily Gould published a frequently shared essay describing how she spent most of a $200,000 advance (spoiler alert: unwisely). And in the New Yorker—which itself is perhaps the reigning symbol of opacity in publishing—Junot Díaz wrote a scathing takedown of racism in MFA programs and barriers to inclusive access in the publishing business. In my own experience as the founder of Scratch and Who Pays Writers?, a crowdsourced database of freelance writing rates, I’ve heard time and again from writers who are yearning for any scrap of information they can find about how their own profession functions economically. These heated discussions speak to a need for more openness about how, exactly, literature and the people who make it are valued.

			There are stories of artistic and economic struggle in this collection, sure, but more so these are stories of inspiration, empathy, and perseverance. And a few are even pretty damn funny. Taken as a whole, this book is by and for writers who are building careers that deftly encompass all we are: a little bit artist, a little bit hawker, and a whole lot of love. We don’t deny that the dream—the drive and ambition and imagination that make a person decide to do a ridiculous thing like be a writer—is important. The love is real. But so is real life. We all need to make a living, whether we “make it” or not.

			If I’ve learned one thing while working with these amazing authors on this difficult topic, it’s that the art of making a living is always evolving; the economics of literature are diverse. Some writers choose to freelance—journalism, copywriting, editing. Some teach and fit in their creative work around their class schedules. Some do a combination of both. Many writers have means of income that have nothing to do with the publishing world—paramedic, law clerk, carpenter. What the authors in Scratch have in common is that they are creative professionals navigating and expanding the relationship between art and commerce every day.

			Within this spectrum of authors are those who haven’t always taken the usual paths to a writing career. It’s particularly easy for people with economic and social privileges to say, “Do what you love and the money will follow.” But it’s not always so simple for the rest—the people without prestigious degrees or parents standing ready to help with a loan. Scratch’s vision of a thriving literary community includes authors writing from the margins, people who may have additional obstacles to crafting careers that enable their artistic work but also pay the rent.

			When preparing this book for publication, I was often asked by potential writers and readers alike, “So, which side are you on: commerce or literature?” But to be honest, if this is a contest, I don’t much care who wins; I’m more interested in how we all got here, and where we’ll go next. Literature and commerce will always be (and have always been) somewhat at odds with each other, uneasy bedfellows—an odd couple. For authors, the path to success is not always one of hardship. Nor is it always a direct route.

			The authors in Scratch are looking beyond binaries to seek greater truths about writing, work, money, and publishing. In the business and art of literature there are no rules, no surefire steps to success, no amount of “tips” or lists that can guarantee you will increase your income or readership. Ultimately, for each and every writer, the answer to the question “how do you sell a thing like love?” has to be found within their own practice, within the context of their life and work, their resources and desires.

			What if each writer could learn to navigate the balance between art and commerce for themselves, making choices according to their means and temperament and finding the best way to put their work—their own, specific, beautiful work—into the marketplace? What if, instead of parachuting into whatever flame war about publishing and pay is happening at the moment and then forgetting we were ever there, those who make literature and those who buy and fund literature sat down and listened to each other’s stories?

			I realize that “it’s complicated” may not be what you wanted to hear when you picked up a book about how writers make a living. I realize it’s hard when we’re all thirsty for answers. But, as you’ll see in the more than two dozen perspectives represented here, there really are no easy answers. There is experience and example and wisdom and luck, and it’s up to each writer to put them all together into something shaped like a career, to develop a balance between art and commerce that leaves them nurtured enough to keep writing. Besides, we wouldn’t be true to our profession if we went for the quick fix, would we? Show me a writer who goes for easy answers and I’ll show you a person who is uncurious, uninteresting, too thirsty to make it to the next shimmering oasis. The authors in the following pages are right there in the weeds along with readers, navigating the complex relationships among art, life, and work at different stages in their careers—and revealing the heart of American literature in the process.

			Care to join us?

		

	

			EARLY DAYS

		
	
		
			OWNING THIS

			Julia Fierro

			My family moved when I was in fourth grade, into a ramshackle home on a desirable woodsy island off Long Island Sound. The location and school district seemed a steal despite the house’s decrepitude—moldy ceilings, termite-infested walls, and a well that pumped metallic-tasting water—and my father, a Southern Italian immigrant born into poverty and pestilence, also a survivor of WWII, performed miracles with jars of spackle and the discontinued paint he’d bought half off at some faraway hardware store he frequented for its sales. We loved our new home, and delighted in calling it “our mansion,” despite the way it seemed to sag under its sad history. Abandoned by the previous owners, the pert Realtor explained, a family with three sons. She had sped through the summary—teenage boys turned delinquent, drugs and alcohol, a messy divorce, etc., etc. Years later, we’d hear the full story. The mother of the wild boys had tried to kill herself, twice. First, by stabbing herself in the kitchen where we’d sing “Happy Birthday” and hold Christmas family dinners. Second, and this time successfully, by jumping out the window in the room that would become my bedroom.

			What mattered most to me as a child growing up in that house wasn’t the story of that lost family but what they left behind. Books. Shelves upon shelves of books that covered two walls in the musty, cavernous basement. Some hardcovers, but mostly dog-eared paper­backs and pocket-sized mass-market editions, almost all novels. From Madame Bovary to The Clan of the Cave Bear to The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich. My parents did not care about the books (or, I suspect, consider their genre, their quality, or their suitability for a young reader like myself). Through their immigrant and working class–bred eyes, books were books—to be admired, collected, and displayed in the hope that their sophisticated light would reflect back on you. I imagine this practice of imbuing objects with transformative power is common in people with immigrant and blue-collar roots. Isn’t it a pillar of the American Dream? Money, spent in the right way, can allow you to reinvent your identity. Rewrite your story—past, present, and future drafts.

			It wasn’t as if I’d never had books. My father, for whom reading in English is still a challenge but whose yearning to learn never stopped him from trying, drove me to the public library every Saturday morning. But the books in the basement were my own—I could read them while eating, take them on hikes in the woods, even flip through their pages while soaking in the bathtub. I could do with them as I pleased. They made me giddy with power.

			Today, I own approximately three thousand books. I have gone into debt buying books and made poor financial choices, again and again, for the love of books—buying a stack of glossy-covered novels instead of paying off bills, binge-ordering a dozen buzzed-about novels online instead of putting money aside for my children’s college fund. When my annual credit card report arrives each year, and when I prepare my annual taxes, I wince at the hefty number under BOOKS, and wonder, naively, if there was a computing mistake. Why can’t I borrow those books from the library? Why must I own them?
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			I arrived at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop a few weeks before my twenty-third birthday, my car towing a U-Haul filled mostly with books that my then boyfriend, whom I would marry shortly after graduation, had helped me pack and carry. I had focused on Early American and Russian literature as an undergraduate, and I thought of those books’ authors as my family, a mostly white, dead, and bearded male family (except for matriarch Edith Wharton). Like most families, it wasn’t one I’d chosen myself. These were the books I’d been assigned in high school and college, almost all part of the established literary canon.

			I knew little about contemporary authors; the few collections of short stories I’d read left me feeling hollow and longing for the grand ideas and hyperbolic emotions of Dostoyevsky and Hawthorne. It wasn’t until my first graduate program party in Iowa City, where I spent the night talking to a group of poets (i.e., the most well-read people on the planet) that I realized I was in over my head. They chattered endlessly about authors I’d never heard of—David Foster Wallace, Tobias Wolff, Lorrie Moore, and countless other living writers. If the poets had read these fiction writers, then, surely, I should have.

			The next morning, I cashed my loan check and rushed to the famous Iowa City bookstore, Prairie Lights. I hurried back home, as fast as I could, carrying heavy bags full of contemporary short story collections. What if another student in the writing program saw me? They’d know I was a fraud. I returned to that bookstore, and every other bookstore in town. Soon my apartment’s bookshelves overflowed with new and used books. I hoped they would help make me look, and sound, like a legitimate writer.

			I made friends with another MFA student who, like me, had grown up in a working-class family composed of nonreaders. Compared to the rest of the students in our program, it seemed as if my friend and I had, at birth, by some miracle of chance, been tapped on the head by a magical book fairy—a blessing and a curse, for it made us so unlike those we grew up among. In my friend’s apartment, autographed first edition hardcovers sat gleaming in plastic wrap behind glass-enclosed bookshelves. We sat on his threadbare sofa and he showed me his books. I held them as delicately as if they were newborns.

			I, too, began to collect first edition hardcovers with the hope that one of those revered contemporary authors would visit our program, which they often did, and I could have them sign the spotless title page, wrap the book in plastic, and place it on the highest bookshelf for safekeeping. First edition hardcovers are hard to come by, and I began searching for and buying books online through collectors. My loan money moved from my bank account to my bookshelf, and not once did I stop myself, look around my apartment at the stacks of unread books—several lifetimes’ worth—and think of Jay Gatsby and his library of pristine uncut books. My fear was too loud. Fear that I was inauthentic, undeserving of a place among my mostly Ivy League–educated classmates who, it seemed, were more well-read than even the gray-haired authors who were our professors. My books were a barricade I built between that fear and myself.
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			After I graduated, my soon-to-be-husband once again packed and carried boxes of my books—ten times what we’d arrived with only two years earlier—and we drove a U-Haul from Iowa City to New York City. We performed what had by then become our ritual—carrying my thousands of books up five flights of stairs, followed by my obsessive organizing of the bookshelves according to genre. It was the fall of 2002 and our future felt invincibly bright—I had signed with a literary agent at a big agency, who was certain my first novel would be a hit, and photocopies of said novel were landing on the desks of editors throughout the city. I was interviewing for teaching positions at universities, and my husband had a lead on several jobs. The dreamy writer’s life I had envisioned in graduate school, crafted by borrowing my more experienced classmates’ lofty expectations as well as my tuition funds, seemed inevitable.

			Six months later, my novel had been rejected by what seemed like every editor in New York City, I was being paid less than ten thousand dollars a year as an adjunct professor, and my husband had secured, and lost, several jobs. We stopped paying our bills so we could scrape rent together each month. I rarely left the apartment except to teach, avoided literary events, and, for the first time, stopped visiting bookstores. I wasn’t writing. The slow and continuous rejection of my novel had destroyed the borrowed confidence I’d had at Iowa. What shocked me most was that I couldn’t read. My treasured books were now a reminder that I had failed. They sat undisturbed on my shelves, dusty reminders that, perhaps, after all, I shouldn’t have tried to rise above my station.

			I am still amazed that I found the confidence to post an ad on Craigslist—“Iowa grad teaching fiction workshop in Brooklyn”—and I know that it was the need to talk about books, about how they thrill and comfort and save us, that lifted me from my pathetic self-pity and allowed me to hold the very first writing class, in my dimly lit Brooklyn kitchen, that would grow into the Sackett Street Writers’ Workshop, today home to over three thousand writers. With each class of motivated and enthusiastic students, many so talented and hardworking I considered them my peers, my faith in myself, and others, regrew—this time as sturdy and deep as the roots of a tree.

			I began to sell my collection of books, one at a time, and I started with those I treasured most—the first editions signed by my favorite novelists. I sold them online and made back only a quarter of what I’d spent buying them but, slowly, we paid off our debts. As the shelves grew bare, my kitchen filled night after night with living, breathing writers, and it was through these writers—mostly unpublished and unpolished, but all mad for books—that I found the courage to return to writing.

			I continue to buy books and I’ve replaced some of those favorites I sold years ago. I continue to feel little guilt for the thousands of dollars I spend on books each year. I have my excuses—I’m supporting writers, many friends and colleagues. I’m supporting publishing, independent bookstores, literature with a capital L. But really I buy too many books because books were, and always will be, my redemption.

		

	
		
			WITH COMPLIMENTS

			Nina MacLaughlin

			The mornings, at first, were long and leisurely. Soft boiled eggs on buttered toast, coffee, unrushed, relaxed chatter; the small orange kitchen felt especially warm as winter wrapped itself around Cambridge. It was the start of a welcome annual shift. As the year moved into winter, the carpentry work I do, and had been doing for three years at that point, slowed, as it always did in the lead-up to Thanksgiving, and I shifted into writing mode. Instead of waking up and racing off to build bookshelves or slam hickory floorboards with a mallet or hang cabinets or frame a deck or swear over installing crown molding, I eased into the days and worked on freelance projects, book reviews, profiles. I liked the rhythm of the year: the cold months at my computer, mid-November through mid-January, the rest spent building, the balance of bodywork and brainwork, the approach and retreat from putting words together.

			Except this winter, the carpentry work didn’t pick back up. January ended and no calls had come from my boss, an unflappable carpenter whom I’d been learning from since quitting my journalism job in 2008. I left messages: What’s the word?, What’s cooking?, When’s the next project start? She did not call back. Fine at first; I savored the short days, content to read and write and walk in the snow. January dissolved into February and the days began to feel a little emptier. I’d quit my newspaper job because I was soul-weary of sitting in front of a computer; carpentry proved an ideal antidote. But not if there were no jobs. From the darker, more nervous pockets of my brain came whispers as the snow kept coming and work did not pick up: You made a mistake. Fears accumulated, the question pressed: What now? I’d made this leap, started a new career, and the thought of having to start fresh again—it was daunting, exhausting, too much.

			Mid-February, March, the days were getting longer, I was dipping into my savings, waiting for a call that wouldn’t come. Things weren’t working out. I wasn’t making enough to pay the rent. With nothing but time, tasks that should’ve taken a couple of hours I allowed to occupy days.

			Time pressed and question marks hovered like hummingbirds gone desperate and mean. Failure, my brain told me. Failure.

			During these months I wrote a book review for Jessa Crispin at Bookslut. I wrote about Philip Connors’s book Fire Season, a wise and beautiful memoir about how he left his job at the Wall Street Journal in the aftermath of the September 11 warmongering to work as a fire lookout in New Mexico. I admire Connors’s writing, loved the book, and was pleased to be able to bring a little bit of attention to it. Bookslut was likewise a site I admired, and Crispin a writer and editor who it always felt an honor and treat to write for.

			I wrote the review for free.

			And did I feel guilty for it? For the hours spent reading the book, the time spent reading Connors’s essays printed elsewhere, the hours spent writing the review? Knowing my time and efforts would not be compensated, knowing I needed money actively and urgently? Did I feel angry about it? I did not. I justified it easily: it was purpose, focus, work. It meant fewer of my hours would be occupied by staring dead-eyed into the dark maw of the Internet. It was keeping my writing muscles flexed. Writing for free looked like work. It felt like work. But it was the illusion of work, a fun house mirror reflection. One crucial aspect was missing. Still, maybe the illusion was enough.

			Some days later, in came an e-mail from Connors’s editor at Ecco Press, praising the review. I’ve written a lot of book reviews; this had never happened. I was delighted. I needed the boost, a little gust of wind in my flaccid sails. Amazing how a dose now and then of attagirl can lift a person, help them on their way.

			I gushed to my boyfriend. “Listen to this!”

			He listened. And I looked up from reading the editor’s e-mail, waiting to hear, “That’s great, nice job, well done.”

			Instead, he looked at me, steely eyed. “Too bad compliments don’t pay the rent.”

			Compliments do not pay the rent. It was true what he said, and it felt like a punch. Here was the illusion dismantled, like a stone thrown through the glass, shards on the floor, edges sharp and threatening. A review for free isn’t work and compliments are not dollars. They can help you put one foot in front of the other, remind you that maybe yes you are on the right track, keep going, keep pushing. But they will not buy you groceries. I needed both—the illusion and the truth, the small boost (you’re on the right track) and the blunt dose of reality, the bludgeon of fact. In that moment though, I was crushed, furious with my boyfriend—couldn’t he see that I’d needed a pat on the back during dark days? Some flash of good? I pushed out of my mind his experience of that time: He’d been shouldering the bills, watched me slump, witnessed my time disappearing. He was right, and his comment underlined my fears, the sense that I had taken a wrong turn and needed now to find my way out. It’s easier to be angry.

			I wrote the editor back with my thanks, grateful that he’d read the review, that he’d reached out with kind words about it. He wrote again to say he’d read some of what I’d written about my carpentry work; he wrote about his father building bookshelves; he wrote, “If you ever consider writing a book, please let me know.”

			A dream. Such good luck. Too good to be true. More than I ever would’ve allowed myself to hope for. The conversation continued from there. We had lunch in New York. He set up meetings for me with agents. I signed on with one and started working on a proposal. In the meantime, the carpentry work, after a fallow period of nearly five months, picked back up. I was back to both building and writing. Once the proposal was finished, we took it first to the editor who’d approached me, who was now at W. W. Norton, and gave him the first look. He wanted it. Norton wanted it. I signed a contract and got a handsome advance. Am I above a glowing, gloating feeling? A narrow-eyed sense of satisfaction that, right, yes, compliments don’t pay the rent, but a book advance sure does, a book advance that came about from a book review written for free? I am not above that. Were those unpaid hours worth it? Yes, yes. I hold it in my head like a jewel. Maybe that makes me a small person.

			And so there is the shimmery recommendation, within my rightful reach: Put yourself out there! Write widely! Write as much as you can for places you admire! Who cares if you don’t get paid! It’s always darkest before the dawn! Seek out good editors, good publications, and do your best work! With luck and effort who knows what will happen!

			Wouldn’t we all love that simple summing up? Do it well and put it out there and doors will open, eventually some fairy editor will descend, recognize something, lead you on exactly the path you’ve been wanting to travel down since you were a child writing stories about giants and talking chipmunks.

			Sometimes it works out that way. Mostly it doesn’t. And of course it matters to be paid. It matters a great deal. I have let myself believe the myth that the opportunity is payment, the practice and the audience forms of currency. And maybe at a certain stage, you need to believe it. But I am more and more struck with the sense that a great scam is afoot and writers are getting duped. I don’t tile someone’s kitchen floor for free. I don’t dig four-foot holes in the ground for the framing of a deck unpaid. To spend a day chopping cedar boards to line a ceiling, load and unload stacks of lumber, to sand the surface of a table, to measure, mark, and cut—this is labor, and though I am glad to have the work, I am not a volunteer. Likewise with writing. Putting words together is a different pursuit from building rooms and stairs and shelves. But writing is work as well, and when we agree to volunteer, to have our time and effort go uncompensated, when we buy into the lie on the hope that maybe something, someday will come of this, we perpetuate a corrupt and broken system. I am guilty of it. In part because I understand the complications, the rewards, that compensation can sometimes take other forms than money, and that sometimes the act is enough.

			I wrote a piece for free. It led to a book deal. It led to writing a book. This was a combination of events and an outcome that still, in moments, feels unreal, shimmery. I was able to do what I most wanted to do, and get paid for it. The book came out. And now I continue the rush and hustle. Sometimes I write for free; mostly I try not to. I continue to work with wood. I lay my trust in the building of decks, the making of tables, the assembling of words into sentences into thoughts into stories—craft, skill, art, work, all. People wonder when you’re allowed to call yourself a writer. I think maybe the answer is when you recognize that it is work.

		

	
		
			FAITH, HOPE, AND CREDIT

			Cheryl Strayed

			in conversation with Manjula Martin

			Manjula Martin: Before this interview, we were talking a bit about how taboo it still is for writers to discuss income. You said that, even though you believe in talking openly about money, you were nervous about doing the interview. Why is it important to you to talk about the financial side of being a writer?

			Cheryl Strayed: I feel strongly that we’re only hurting ourselves as writers by being so secretive about money. There’s no other job in the world where you get your master’s degree in that field and you’re like, Well, I might make zero or I might make $5 million! We don’t have any standards in that way, and we probably never will. There will always be such a wide range of what writers are paid, but at least we could give each other information.

			What was the financial experience like for you when you sold your first novel, Torch?

			I was paid a $100,000 advance for Torch.

			That sounds so huge to me.

			Yes. It was November 2003, and I was at the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts at a residency, and I distinctly remember yelling—shrieking—into the phone to my husband, “A hundred thousand dollars! A hundred thousand dollars!” And we were both just flipping out. We were like, Our life is changed.

			And oh my god, I was so grateful. And I know how lucky I was to get that. I understand that I’m very fortunate. But I do think it’s helpful to share information, so I want to talk about what that kind of advance really means.

			Please do.

			First of all, you don’t just get a check for $100,000. You get four checks: one on signing, one on delivery—and that’s not just when you finish the draft, but after the editing process, when it’s going to the printer. I learned that lesson the hard way. And then you get another check on publication of the hardcover, and another check on publication of the paperback.

			So, I sold Torch in 2003. I got that first $25,000. My agent took fifteen percent, and then I had around $21,000. But I didn’t think about taxes. And if you’re a writer who has, like, no money, and then you cash a check for $25,000, you’re going to be taxed fully on that.

			Did you put it in an IRA or anything like that?

			I needed it to pay my rent. I had accrued $50,000 in credit card debt to write that book. The same thing happened later with Wild, only I was in deeper debt. So I got that check for Torch, and it was gone the next day. I actually paid my credit card bill. Poof!

			Then I did revisions, and I had a baby, and the next check didn’t come until 2005. I got my third check in February 2006, when it was published, and my final check when the paperback came out in 2007.

			So I sold my book for $100,000, and what I received was a check for about $21,000 a year over the course of four years, and I paid a third of that to the IRS. Don’t get me wrong, the book deal helped a lot—it was like getting a grant every year for four years. But it wasn’t enough to live off. So, I guess it was a humbling lesson!

			How did you live during those years?

			I taught, did freelance journalism, wrote essays for magazines that pay—all the things I usually do for money. My husband is a documentary filmmaker, so he doesn’t make any money either, but he would take work for money, too, and we scratched together a living. And all those years we qualified for food stamps. We never applied for them.

			Why not?

			I grew up poor, and I did get food stamps as a kid, so there was a sense of shame about it. And I also acknowledged that we were poor by choice. Here we were, two people with master’s degrees, choosing to keep faith with our art, and because of that we were poor. That’s different from being poor—really poor, actually poor. And I know that because I came from those people. And I just couldn’t take in that way from our society.

			At the end of the day, if I had really needed to get a job that paid the bills, I could have. And I always chose not to, because I wanted to write. So I didn’t feel entitled to public assistance.

			And you were in worse debt at the time that you sold Wild?

			We almost lost our house before I sold Wild. I think we had about $85,000 in credit card debt by the time I sold that book. I can say that now because I don’t have any debt, but I was so ashamed of that.

			How did that debt stack up?

			It was really interesting. By the time Torch was published, we had two kids under the age of two. So here I was, trying to write my second book with two babies, and we were just busting our asses. During those years we were spending more on childcare than I was making. And we would always be so broke and ashamed and putting things on the credit card. Really getting into trouble.

			Here’s another thing that’s so interesting about money that people never talk about: there are all these invisible advantages and privileges people have. Parents who help out with a down payment, or a grandparent who takes the kids every Tuesday. Parents who pay for college. We didn’t have any of that. I also had student loan debt from my undergraduate degree that I finally paid off on my forty-fourth birthday, thanks to Wild.

			When I started to write Wild, I started to feel like I could sell this book. I just needed time to write it. So I was always fighting to try to find time to write the book—with the kids and earning a living and teaching and all those things. By the end of 2008, I had finished the first 130 pages or so.

			How did you sell it? What was that process like?

			In November 2008, I took Wild out to sell, and I had to take it to Houghton Mifflin because they published Torch and had right of first refusal. I was reluctant because my editor there had been let go—and I could have refused their offer, but I was so destitute. My agent called me and said, “They’re working up an offer,” and I said, “Oh my god! Whatever it is, I’ll accept it, and please put a rush on the check because we need the money!”

			But these were the darkest days of the publishing industry. I then got a call saying they couldn’t make the offer, because as of that day there was a freeze on acquisitions at the company. It made the New York Times; it was a big deal. And I think I was one of the first authors to know about it because my book deal disappeared that day.

			So by the time I took it out again in April 2009, my former editor, Janet Silver, had become an agent, and I decided to have her represent me. She took it out, and within a couple of days I was speaking to several editors who wanted the book, and I sold it to Knopf for $400,000. And that’s when I was like, Oh my god. Thank you. Thank you.

			Again, the great, funny irony about that was that I got my first check, and we spent it all on credit card bills.

			Did you at least go out to dinner or something?

			We went and had sushi. But our life didn’t change. We only got out of credit card debt. But it changed in that way, trust me. As anyone who’s been in severe credit card debt knows, it was a nightmare. All these financially minded people said we should apply for bankruptcy. But it was like the food stamps, you know?

			And I finished the book within the year. Then it went through this long wait to be published—technically it was done a year before it was published. So I had to twiddle my thumbs for a year. And during that time, Dear Sugar stepped into the breach.

			And Dear Sugar, your advice column, was for free?

			Labor of love. But that’s the thing about both Wild and Torch. They’re no different from Dear Sugar. I would have written those books whether I was paid for them or not. They’re all labors of love. Of course, that doesn’t mean I’m not totally ambitious. I’m really ambitious.

			Did you aspire to be a famous writer?

			I want to be recognized for beautiful work, for good work, for real work. I really want to be recognized for that. Which is different from saying I want to be famous.

			If you want to be famous, don’t be a writer. When I was first thinking of myself as a writer back in my teens, the shorthand for that was fame. But then I started to really understand what writing was and who writers were. Who were the writers I valued the most as a young woman learning to write? They were people like Alice Munro, Raymond Carver, Richard Ford, Mary Gaitskill, and Toni Morrison.

			Those people I just named are super-famous in our world, but most of the world doesn’t know them. So pretty quickly, to me it wasn’t about fame—it was about accomplishment. Once you let go of that fame thing, it’s the first step in really being able to focus on doing good work. Because you can’t fake it. That’s the deal with writing. You can’t fake it. You read an Alice Munro story—and it’s there or it’s not, you know? So I let that go pretty early on.

			With fame, you have to get over it. You do. Because you will actually not succeed because of it.

			An experience that’s often paired with being famous is being rich. What has it been like for you to realize you are making money off your books? Did you have any idea beforehand that Wild would sell well? I mean, usually there are some signs that a book will be big.

			It was like a train that was approaching and the roar kept getting louder. Because the publisher had sat on it for so long, booksellers and magazine editors—all the people who tell people what books to read—had a chance to read Wild. So I did have a sense that it was going to get a lot of coverage. But what makes a book successful is if readers actually buy it. We see lots of books get huge amounts of press and then disappear.

			That first week that Wild debuted at number seven on the New York Times bestseller list, all I knew was that that was enough. I didn’t even allow myself ever to dream that dream, and it came true. It was a beautiful moment. And then it stayed on the list.

			What did that feel like? To see that this might become a long-term thing, being a best-selling author?

			Having a book become a best seller was a more complicated process than most people would assume.

			For example, in April 2012 the book had been out a month. I was on my book tour, and I was traveling around, and everyone was treating me like this big glorious best-selling author, and my husband texted me saying, Our April rent check bounced. Why did it bounce? And I replied, Because we don’t have any money in our checking account!

			And we laughed until we cried. Because we couldn’t complain to anyone, and no one would believe us, but it was like, my book is on the New York Times bestseller list right now and we do not have any money in our checking account.

			The first royalties I received for Wild were in January 2013. So it was almost a year before my life actually changed.

			You were raised working class. Have you switched classes now?

			You know when I switched classes? When I was eighteen and I went to college. I mean, I think you can go to college and stay working class, but I culture-hopped. After the experience of college, even though I was poor all those years, I occupied a different place in the culture than I had before. I had an education. I had a subscription to the New Yorker. I was friends with amazing people who were accomplished in all kinds of fields—essentially the elites of our world. And some of those people were poor and some were millionaires.

			I haven’t actually changed in that regard at all since Wild’s success. The difference is, now, in that same tribe I’ve been in since I was eighteen, I’m one of the people who has money instead of one of the people who doesn’t.

			The only thing that’s changed is that I can pay my bills. I can afford to not be desperate anymore. I can buy boots not in thrift stores! But the culture and the community and the things I think about people and the world and the way I feel about myself and my family—none of that has changed one iota.

			There’s this narrative we have, that if you have success, you become a different person. You leave behind the little people. And it’s like, No, no, I don’t even believe there are little people—how could I leave them behind? I am the little people.

			When Wild first came out, I recall some of the press and stories about your life and career seemed to imply you’re a late bloomer. How do you feel about that phrase?

			Well, I think it’s hilarious. That’s such a strange way to think of a writer. I wrote Wild when I was, like, forty. And my writing career has actually followed a very smooth trajectory: I knew passionately from a very young age I wanted to be a writer. I majored in English, and I spent my twenties apprenticing myself to the craft. I came out of my twenties knowing that I needed the shelter a fully funded graduate program would offer me. The MFA program at Syracuse allowed me three years, essentially, to have a grant and write. I wrote my first book there; a couple of years out of grad school, I sold it, and a few years later, I sold my next book. . . . I think there’s nothing late about it!

			So it’s not like, Oh, I’m just over here germinating like a little quiet seed, and then ta-da, I’m blooming!

			Once, on my Facebook page, somebody said I had come out of nowhere with Wild, and that made me mad. I wasn’t mad for myself, I was mad for the community of writers I feel very much a part of, who all knew me before Wild was published. I’m talking about the community of people who go to AWP [the Association of Writers & Writing Programs annual conference], the people who are writers, poets, creative writing teachers, etc. Those people knew about me: I was publishing essays, a novel, I was teaching. And just because suddenly a whole bunch more people knew about my work, that doesn’t negate the people who’ve known about me all along. So I hated that phrasing—out of nowhere. Because it implied that where I was was nowhere. Just because our culture doesn’t recognize most of those twelve thousand people who gather at AWP every year doesn’t mean those people aren’t incredibly successful.

			How do you define success?

			The way I define and measure success, all through my life and still to this day, is, can I answer the questions: Have I done the work I needed to do? Did I do it as well as I could? Did I give it everything I had? If you can say, “Yes, I did,” that’s success. And then other stuff happens—your book is on the bestseller list, or Oprah calls—or maybe not. Maybe it gets trashed in the New York Times. Or maybe it’s absolutely ignored by everyone, which happens. Those things are not about success. Those are about things that happen to you.

			One thing I’ve tried to do as Sugar—and something all books do or should do—is encourage people to be able to hold many truths at once, because together they form a greater truth. So on one hand I’m apologetic that we’re sitting here in this beautiful house that Wild bought. But I know I did the work; I know I earned it. I also know that thousands of other writers out there, working away as we speak, have worked equally hard. They earned it, too. And they didn’t have that magic bunny come along and make their book a best seller, so they didn’t get that thing. Both experiences are true.

			Life ain’t fair, as they say?

			You have to take what you’ve been given and make the best of it and use it for good in the world. And that would be my belief whether I were applying for food stamps tomorrow or not.

		

	
		
			ON STAYING HUNGRY

			Rachael Maddux

			There may be no advice given to young creative types more often than “Stay hungry.” Hunger is encouraged by commencement speakers, noted as a requirement in job listings, looked back on fondly by one-time strivers now on the far side of their golden years. Hunger is everything because it’s nothing—not yet—just raw promise, one lack that may eclipse others: talent, pedigree, luck. Like sharks, the hungry must always keep moving, hunting, killing, “killing it.” We assure the hungry that they are poised to go far—over and beyond the bodies of the frightened and dull and easily sated. At the end of the day they will stand smiling, jaws bloodied, still wanting more.

			When we talk about hunger this way—as shorthand for a certain noble stripe of ambition—we tend to obscure its root in our bodies, our biology. Even in this strange sliver of the world where food is ample to the point of threat, hunger remains a real, animal sensation. Every few hours our bodies rumble with discomfort and we are expected to soothe them, whether or not we understand or trust the nature of their want. Perhaps this hunger is honest, or perhaps it’s just that you smelled the cookies baking or you got stood up or cut off or side-eyed or just happened to see the clock hit eleven thirty, a time you were hungry before. Hunger confuses the needs of our minds with the needs of our bellies. Hunger lies like a child.

			But then, whether or not you give into your hunger, even if you give it nothing at all, it always slinks away; but then, it always returns. It is a fundamental condition. We seem to forget this when we talk about the appetites of the young. “Stay hungry,” we tell them, as if they have been drafted into some cannibal army and must devour their own to have any hope of survival. “Stay hungry,” we tell them, as if they have any choice at all.
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			The hungriest I’ve ever been was in the months and years right after college. When I was hired before graduation as an administrative assistant at the music magazine where I’d interned my senior year, I felt like some Dickensian urchin scooped up off the street and plopped down at a heaving banquet. It all seemed too fantastic to be trusted. This was 2007, 2008. Magazines were combusting all around us, the economy itself verging on implosion. I didn’t know how much time I had left. And I was hungry. So I gorged myself.

			Never mind the fact that, metaphors aside, my paychecks were barely enough to live on; never mind that I subsisted mostly on rice and beans and cereal and rare restaurant dinners halved to stretch into lunch the next day; never mind that I was skin and bones, skinnier than I’ll ever be again. I was doing work I wanted desperately to be doing, and I was rewarded for doing it well with even more work. I was promoted to editorial assistant, then assistant editor, then associate editor; I wrote short profiles, then longer profiles, reviews and longer reviews, news stories for the website and live reviews and festival blogs and lists, then features, then a column of thousands of words every week. The work wasn’t just falling into my lap, it was avalanching all around me. But who was I to complain? You’d better clean your plate—starving children in Brooklyn would kill for that review! When I held a copy of the issue bearing my first cover story, I expected to experience some sort of transcendent satisfaction, or at least some palpable sense of leveling up. Instead my stomach just grumbled, my appetite already recalibrating.

			When the magazine finally met its fate and I was laid off, I expected my appetite to shrink in response to the work’s diminished supply. Instead, it seemed to grow. If my staff job had felt like being one of Fagin’s boys at a feast, freelancing felt like Dumpster diving and table-scrap swiping—less posh, but limitless in another way. I felt even less like I could say no. Even after I got another day job writing for a nonprofit, I was saying yes and yes and yes to freelance work, pitching and writing and pitching and writing on the train both ways to work, on my lunch breaks, at home every night, all through my weekends. To fill the gaps, I fired off blog posts and tweets about any half-formed thought that crossed my mind—­terrified of silence, terrified of losing momentum, terrified of sitting still long enough to feel that old rumble in my belly.

			I sustained myself with one thought: This is what you wanted! At first it was an honest reminder. Then it became wide smiling, manic. Then it came to seem like more of an admonition, as if from a babysitter standing baffled over a crying child: This is what you wanted! You were hungry, now you’re being fed, you’re eating it up, why aren’t you full yet? Why aren’t you happy? What is the matter? How can you be so hungry? How can you still be so hungry?

			When I think of how I felt about my work then, I think of Mr. Creosote, the massively obese man in Monty Python’s The Meaning of Life, who ravages a French restaurant with his vast appetite. He eats his way through the menu and beyond and has coated all surrounding patrons and waitstaff in his globulus vomit by the time he stops and sighs, apparently sated. The maître d’ emerges, tentative, with a silver tray: “And finally, monsieur, a wafer-thin mint.” Mr. Creosote urps, resists, finally relents. His arms are immobile under their own weight, so the mint is placed into his mouth like a communion wafer. Upon swallowing, Mr. Creosote promptly explodes, his guts splattering all over the dining room, his body rendered a hollowed-out carcass, his giant heart still beating at the back of his shattered rib cage. And then the maître d’ returns. Punch line: “Thank you, sir. And now, here’s ze check.” We don’t see how much it’s for, but that’s beside the point. You can stay hungry, but there’s always a cost.
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			For a certain kind of hunger, the act of eating is its own reward, the matter of nutrition secondary, if a concern at all. Even when I needed money—before, during, after unemployment—I would write for free, telling myself that any work was good work, that at least I was getting my name out there, that maybe it might lead to something paid down the line. That was true, but more often what I was chasing was a feeling—the one where, after writing a piece and filing the piece and seeing the piece appear online, rainbow streams of dopamine seemed to be geysering out of nozzles lining the inside of my skull, flooding my brain, fizzing out all the junk like existential Alka-Seltzer (and then all the additional splurts that followed when the piece was tweeted and favorited and liked, even when the inevitable trolls rolled into the comments). With a day job, that feeling was more useful to me than whatever tiny amount of cash I would’ve received in a slightly more just world. You don’t have to pay quarterly taxes on dopamine squirts.

			That feeling, which I believe may technically be known as “happiness,” was a bottomless, ever-widening pit. My rendering of the neurochemistry is cartoonish, but basically apt: You do whatever you do to make those good feelings flow, and you keep doing and they keep flowing, but to maintain them requires doing more and more, all the time. You’re chasing something that gets further away the longer and harder you run. You can never catch up; you’re always left wanting. In this way, hunger of the mind—or maybe what we’re talking about here is “the soul”—mirrors hunger of the stomach. We consume, we digest, we begin again, as if everything that came before had never happened.

			For a time I thought of myself as Mr. Creosote. I had eaten too much, too fast, for too long. My work felt rushed and cheap, my words a jumble, my ideas wafer-thin. I was sick of it all, and sick of myself. Then I began to feel more like Sisyphus, pushing the boulder up the hill and watching it roll back down and retreating to push it up again for the rest of time. The glutton and the damned. It took me so long to realize I was not stuck doing this for eternity, I was not pinned under my own weight—I had invited myself to the table and could excuse myself at any time.

			[image: ornament]

			I have never successfully subjected my actual hunger to the pains of a diet. Anytime I’ve come close, my body has won out—the griping gut, the fuzzy brain. The stomach wants what it wants. Even a simple fast for a blood drive or a doctor’s appointment has the potential to turn ugly. But on those shaky occasions I’ve been reminded of the power of denial, the way an errant pang will drift away if ignored—a false flag revealing itself. What if I could begin to ignore the nagging need-to-work feelings the same way I can (only very occasionally) ignore the need-to-eat ones?
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