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Jennifer D. Foster

Ever wonder how some of the world’s best-selling authors broke into the big leagues? You’re 
not alone. In this roundtable, five award-winning novelists shed light on their paths to pub-
lished prose. For some the journey was filled with luck and remarkably smooth, while others 
battled the dreaded self-doubt, slush piles, and “Thanks, but … ” letters that many newbie 
authors encounter. Eventually, each of these authors landed their breakout book. Regardless 
of the journey, their stories are uniquely insightful, chock-full of writerly tips, well-earned 
advice, and motivation galore. 

What were you doing before you were a published author? 
ElizabEth bErg: I was a really clumsy waitress, a receptionist at a law firm, an actress 
in an improvisational company, and a “girl singer” in the rock band The Blue Fox. My 
longest job was working as a nurse for ten years, and that was my school of writing. Be-
ing ill means that people drop a lot of their defenses and pretenses; their vulnerabilities 
are revealed, their true selves … and you’re given a lifetime of material to write about. 
Cora CarmaCk: I was working as a high school theater teacher and getting my mas-
ter’s in creative writing for children and young adults at Vermont College of Fine Arts 
(VCFA). I was working remotely for a literary agency and for a small independent pub-
lisher and was running a successful book review blog and writing. 
mary lawson: I was a full-time mum. Prior to that I worked in the behavioral science 
unit of a research lab. I studied psychology at university.
lindEn maCintyrE: I had been a journalist for many years (I was and still am co-host 
of CBC television’s the fifth estate) when my first novel was published, having worked 
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in newspapers, radio, and television where I gathered much of the insight and material 
that informed my first and subsequent novels. 
andrEw PyPEr: I was a student, first of literature, then of law. Fortunately, since that 
time, I’ve made good use of the former studies and no use of the latter.

How did you get into writing? 
bErg: Like many writers, I always wrote. I submitted my first poem when I was nine 
years old. When I was a teenager, I filled notebooks with all my angst and weighty sor-
row. But the real springboard was that I loved reading. If you don’t love reading, I have 
doubts you’ll be much of a writer.
CarmaCk: My mother was an English teacher, so I’ve been drawn to stories all my life. 
In high school and college, I explored that love of stories through acting. I seriously 
thought about a career as an author in my junior year of college. I was an avid reader, 
studying abroad in the Netherlands. When my grandmother passed away, I needed to 
funnel that grief; I started writing. I finished that book and got an agent, but it wasn’t 
meant to be. By then, I knew I wanted to tell stories; I never looked back. 
lawson: I wanted to earn some money, but also wanted to be at home with my chil-
dren, so I decided to try writing short stories for women’s magazines. I did that, mod-
erately successfully, for a number of years but didn’t enjoy it much because of the for-
mulaic nature of the stories the market required. Also, my biggest problem as a writer 
was coming up with ideas, and if you’re trying to earn a living out of short stories, you 
need lots of them!
maCintyrE: I grew up in the very small Port Hastings, Cape Breton. I developed a love 
of reading and stories early in life and, because the local culture valued musicians and 
storytellers, [I] nurtured an early ambition to tell/write stories. The necessity of earn-
ing a living led me toward journalism, and many years would pass before I’d seriously 
explore fiction as a medium for stories. The catalyst was an acquaintance with a back-
ground in publishing who persuaded me that I “had a book in me.” He was obviously 
thinking of nonfiction, but I opted to try fiction.
PyPEr: I always loved writing, telling stories, and making stuff up. Nevertheless, out-
side of the indulgence of daydreamed fantasy, I never thought of it in potentially pro-
fessional terms. Making your living writing books? That was like playing hockey in the 
NHL—it just wasn’t going to happen.  

Tell me about your path to getting your first novel published. 
bErg: I’d written articles for magazines for ten years before I attempted a novel. I be-
gan a book about a married couple in trouble, then switched abruptly to Durable Goods, 
which got done in two months. I’d acquired an agent because I was ready to try a book, 
and she had taken me on because of the first novel I was writing. When I got into Du-
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rable Goods, I sent her around 100 pages and she loved it. She sent a partial manuscript 
to two publishers on a Friday; the next Monday, they both called her wanting to buy it. 
Talent is a big part of being published, but so is luck. And timing. 
CarmaCk: As a book blogger, I knew what people were reading. In June 2012, I wrote 
Losing It in about three weeks. Though I wasn’t happy with my current agent, I sent her 
the manuscript. The first “new adult” books were catching the attention of traditional 
publishers. My agent was finally getting ready to submit Losing It, but her list consisted 
of mainly e-publishers who were open to new adult. In mid-September, I pulled Los-
ing It from the few publishers who had it and got ready to self-publish in a month. My 
mother was my editor; my book-blogger sister was my proofreader. I made my own 
cover. I had about thirty blogs reveal the cover and blurb. I was using a pen name and 
rushed to create an entirely new online identity through social media. Soon, over one 
thousand readers had added the book to their “to read” shelf on goodreads.com. I sent 
out advance reading copies to bloggers, and [in] mid-October I self-published. I format-
ted the e-book myself for Barnes & Noble and Amazon. I hit the market at exactly the 
right time; it filled a hole in the market, and one day after I hit “publish,” it hit number 
one on Barnes & Noble’s e-book bestseller list. Within three days, I was getting interest 
from agents, publishers, foreign publishers, and film studios. Ten days after publishing, 
I signed with New Leaf Literary. That was also the day I found out Losing It debuted on 
The New York Times and USA Today bestseller lists! Losing It was submitted to traditional 
publishers, and I happily went with William Morrow/HarperCollins.
lawson: In England, where I live, you don’t send manuscripts straight to publishers; 
very few of them will read a manuscript that doesn’t come through a literary agency. 
Crow Lake was rejected by one agency after another for almost four years. All of them 
said much the same thing: The novel was well written, but “in the present commercial 
climate” no publisher would touch it. Had I not had such a supportive family I would 
certainly have given up. Then all at once three agencies wanted it, and when the one I 
chose sent it out to the publishers, there was a bidding war! 
maCintyrE: It was pure happenstance. A friend who was in the process of becoming 
a literary agent persuaded me to draft a proposal for a nonfiction book. He found out 
I had an unpublished fiction manuscript and used it with the nonfiction proposal to 
persuade a publisher that a television reporter could actually write something longer 
than a tweet. The publisher liked the story and shortly thereafter published it. He re-
jected the nonfiction idea.
PyPEr: After [my short story collection] Kiss Me … was published by a small press in 
1996, I was approached by Anne McDermid, an agent who’d recently returned to To-
ronto from London looking to build her client list. She liked my stories, but I had noth-
ing for her to sell. “You will,” she said. A couple of years later, after I finished law school, 
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I wrote Lost Girls. I gave it to Anne, expecting her to say, “What the hell do you expect 
me to do with this?” Instead, she sold it to a major publisher in Canada one week, and 
to big houses in the U.S. and U.K., in two book deals, the next.

What did you learn about yourself and the industry from having your first novel 
published? 

bErg: I learned the best part is always in the writing. It’s wonderful to be published. I 
was thrilled, of course, but nothing matches that original heat, that feeling that you’re 
getting on the page what you want to, that it’s right. 
CarmaCk: You never know what’s going to lead to your break. If I hadn’t had that poor 
agent relationship, if I weren’t killing myself trying to learn about publishing, if I weren’t 
such an avid reader, it’s entirely possible none of this would have happened. It was such 
a perfect-storm kind of scenario. 
lawson: Nobody knows whether or not a book will sell, and that includes agents and 
publishers. None of the agents who rejected Crow Lake were simply being unkind; if 
they’d thought it was publishable, they would have seized it with both hands. 
maCintyrE: I had a great deal to learn about fiction writing; the publishing business 
was perilous (my publisher went out of business before I could complete a second man-
uscript); and that, perhaps, I should stick to what I knew: journalism.
PyPEr: Nothing changes about yourself from having a book published. It’s still you 
staring back at you in the mirror, glassy-eyed and in need of some sun. [It’s] still you 
when you sit at the desk and the blank screen laughs back. I probably made a couple of 

“mistakes” in being too candid or too ironic in interviews, but I wouldn’t take any of it 
back. The last thing I want to be is cautious.

What advice do you have for new writers struggling with/working on their first 
manuscript? 

bErg: Try NOT to struggle. Try to only have fun. Be fully in the art, and worry about 
the publication when you’ve finished your book. Learn what works best for you: Are 
you a slow writer or a fast one? Do you make your work better with multiple drafts, or 
do you drain it of its charm and originality? Do you need to write from a place of know-
ing or not knowing? Read for comfort. For inspiration. For guidance. A writer’s job is 
to notice and feel, and, perhaps, above all, to be curious, to wonder What if? 
CarmaCk: My character’s actions, words, and beliefs all tie back to the one thing they 
want out of life more than anything, and the heart of the story has to be about their 
attempts to achieve that objective and [overcome] the things in their way. Know your 
characters so well that they’re leading your story, rather than being your puppets. Tell 
the story you would want to read. Writing and publishing are hard. Immerse yourself 
in the industry; the most successful authors are knowledgeable about craft and business. 
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lawson: I was fifty-five by the time Crow Lake was published, but I spent more than 
twenty years struggling. So much depends on luck in this business, and the odds against 
being able to make a career of writing fiction are so high that the only sensible reason 
to write is that you love writing so much that you can’t help yourself. Write what you 
want; don’t write for the market. And don’t send out anything that is less than as good 
as you can make it; rejection is hard enough without courting it. 
maCintyrE: Develop a writing discipline; focus on the idea and on the page in front 
of you; do not allow yourself to dream of glory. The process is of necessity lonely—you 
must live, while writing, deep within your soul, which is not always a pleasant place 
to be. Be cautious and selective when you think it’s time to get an outside view of what 
you’re writing. My preference is to keep it to myself until I’ve “finished,” knowing that 
when someone else has read it, I’ll probably be back to square one. Fight vanity, be pre-
pared for criticism, and get an agent.
PyPEr: Don’t submit too early. Get others to read your work; hire an editor; read the 
whole thing out loud to yourself. Hang on to it as long as you can, [until] you can hon-
estly say it is the best thing you can possibly do. Only then should you hit SEND. 

Any tips for writers aiming to get their first manuscript published? 
bErg: Try to find the best agent you can, and make sure you feel comfortable with her. 
Read magazines about writing—Writer’s Digest, for example, or Poets & Writers—for 
advice about agents and publication.
PyPEr: Ask yourself if this is your story. Not the story of your life, necessarily, but yours. 
If the answer is “no” or “maybe,” it’s not the right book to send out into the world.

Any tips for dealing with rejection or negativity in the industry? 
bErg: I wrote one magazine piece that was rejected [by] thirteen places. When I finally 
sold it, my rates were three times what they were when I started out! But publication, 
praise, and money do not give the real worth to your work. You do that. Even if you 
never get anything accepted after many, many tries, if you’re a real writer, you will still 
write. Remember that Harry Potter was rejected a lot! 
CarmaCk: Brush it off. Remember, there are people in this world who don’t like choc-
olate or pizza or Harry Potter. Rejection does not mean your work is inferior, and just 
by putting yourself out there, you’re already halfway there. 
lawson: No one knows whether or not a book is publishable, including whoever just 
sent you that rejection slip! As soon as you’ve sent out your manuscript, start writing 
another book. If you’re a writer, your job is not sending out books or even dealing with 
rejection. Your job is writing. The rest is trivia and out of your hands. Ignore it. Keep 
reading great books, which are almost certainly what inspired you to write in the first 
place, and they’ll inspire you to keep writing.
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maCintyrE: It’s wise to anticipate negativity and possibly rejection. There are a lot of 
people writing. The imperatives that drive decisions by agents and publishers are estab-
lished by global factors. Rejection is not always a reflection of the value of what you’ve 
written. So keep working at it, or start something new. Suppress feelings of defeat. De-
feat only happens within your ego when you’ve acknowledged it.
PyPEr: Eat it up and ask for more—because there’s always more on its way.

What is your secret to staying positive and motivated? 
bErg: I’m not always positive and motivated. Being a nurse taught me a lot about what 
really matters in life; it has more to do with relationships and the natural world than 
with word counts, awards for writing, big advances, and book tours. I write to find 
some deeper truth and meaning. 
CarmaCk: There have been moments when I was worn out. But I try to fall in love with 
storytelling again. I read, watch movies or television, see a play. I just refill the creative 
well and remember why I wanted to tell stories in the first place. 
lawson: I am by no means always positive and motivated. It’s very hard to drive your-
self to write when you can’t get something to work, and I’m frequently in that position. 
But having a routine helps. I sit down at my desk about 8:30 every morning, five days a 
week, and work for roughly seven hours. I just keep plugging away, hoping that in the 
end it will work out. 
maCintyrE: This is the hardest question. You can’t stay positive and motivated all the 
time. Treat fatigue and even despair as situational and transient.
PyPEr: Remember the pleasure in making stuff up. Never mind the business, the tac-
tics, the search for the secret publishing handshake. Remember how making a story 
come to life makes you happy.


