The Literary Agent
We've all heard the saying, 'Those who can do, do.  Those who can't, teach’.  It is a lesser known fact that those who can't teach become literary agents.  Fantastic news!  A job for those of us who don't like doing and don't like teaching.

All you need to be a literary agent is a desk and a bin, or if you want to be really professional, a desk and a shredder.  A very large shredder.  A very large, powerful shredder that doesn't combust if you run it all day.  Or if you don't like shredding, and you quite fancy the guy from the confidential waste company, you could just get a big blue confidential waste bin instead.

You might need a computer too, preferably a really fast one, because when you've finished the day's shredding you'll need something to play games on til five o'clock.  But not a phone.  Don't get a phone unless you like being pestered by whiny writers.  Or if you do get a phone so you can chat to your friends or order pizzas, make sure you don't publish the number anywhere.

The hardest thing about this job is choosing what to call yourself.  If you decide on 'literary agent', you have to remember how to spell it, and not get the 'e' and the 'a' the wrong way round.  But if you go for 'authors' agent' or 'writers' agent', then you've got to make some apostrophe-related decisions.  Keep it simple-I decided on 'The Esmerelda Clarke Agency' because I can spell it and because I'm not stuck with only representing writers if I discover that painters or musicians are better earners or better looking.

A typical day starts around ten.  There's no point getting in earlier as that's when the postman delivers the mail.  It's as well to be at your desk before he arrives though or you won't be able to open the door for the mountain of post.  And I'm not kidding about how much post you get-if you go on holiday for a week (or can't be bothered going into the office for a week), it's well worth paying the building manager to shovel all the post into confidential waste sacks, otherwise you'll never be able to shove the door open.

The first job is to open all the post.  Well, it's the first job once you've had two cups of coffee, read the paper, checked your horoscope and phoned the sandwich shop over the road to place your lunch order.  Opening the post is quite tedious using a letter opener, and it's far more fun using an electric post guillotine.  This is a very labour-saving gadget, plus any correspondence which it accidentally slices up can be dropped straight into the shredder without even the faintest pang of conscience.

Once the post is arranged in a neat pile, it's time to go through it in accordance with the Literary Agents’ Procedural Guide, which you should have on your desk at all times.

Firstly, check what day it is.  If it's a Thursday, then you should automatically reject the whole pile.  Send rejection slips to everyone, then have an early lunch.  You've earned it.

Next skim through the covering letters.  If a wannabe has already been published, send their work to all the publishers of the appropriate genre.  Don't bother reading it.  If they've been published, someone has already decided that they're good enough, so there's no point in going over the same ground.

Some wannabes attach passport-sized photos to their work in the hope that the human touch might make you less inclined to reject them.  If they are better looking than you, reject them.  They won't be so good looking when you've put them through the shredder.  If you like what you see, get their phone number from their covering letter and don't reject them just yet.  Wait to see how the first few dates go.  It's amazing how many presents you can accrue in a short space of time if someone thinks you might be able to get their poor effort at a novel into print.

Have a cursory look through the synopses and sample chapters.  If any of them look half-decent, and you're short of things to read on the bus, put them to one side and request the rest of their work.  It's cheaper than buying a novel, better than a library book as you don't have to remember to return them and you can shred them when you've finished.

Material for use on the bus might be selected because the wannabe committed the cardinal sin of binding it-great for reading on the move if you don't want to leave a paper trail wherever you go, but it means you've got unbind it before you get round to disposing of it in the time honoured manner.  Create an unbinding bin and throw your used manuscripts in it until such time as you get a work experience person in who will unbind them and shred them and be grateful for the privilege.

Next, send out rejection slips.  If a wannabe has enclosed a stamped addressed envelope, reward their thoughtfulness by popping a rejection slip into it.  If they haven't enclosed an envelope, then don't bother.  The thinking behind this is quite simple- if you spend a fortune on envelopes and stamps, it might put the brakes on your lunchtime shopping sessions.  What point is there in being stuck in the office for as much as a few hours each day guillotining and shredding if you don't get a chance to enjoy the proceeds?

Any decent agent will have a variety of rejection slips.  After all, you've got to do something if it's too early for lunch, and you might as well spend the time wisely by using Publisher to invent rejection slips of varying levels of rudeness.  You might even win a prize in the annual Institute of Literary Agents Rejection Slip competition.

Everyone starts with the standard, 'Sorry but our list is full', followed by the slightly more patronising, 'we were not sufficiently enthusiastic about your work'. Use your imagination to come up with wordings like, 'Your novel is the worst pile of crap I've ever read, and I'd have used it as toilet paper if you'd printed it on less slippery paper', or 'I suggest that you stop wasting your time and select another hobby which doesn't involve torturing the English Language.  Like Russian Roulette'.  Or, if you're keen to save ink, try something succinct like, 'Arghhhhhhhhh!!!!!!!  This is dreadful!!!'

It's a reasonable idea not to confuse your Literary Agents competition entries with your standard rejection slips, but if you do accidentally send out some of your more creative versions, don't despair.  After all, it would have saved the world a lot of grief if Jeffrey Archer or Alan Titchmarsh had had their literary aspirations nipped in the bud.  All it would have taken is a rejection slip suggesting that they put their head, followed by their novel, in a gas oven and then lit the gas or that they should commit to the ultimate form of recycling by not writing anything in the first place and a great many readers would have been spared.

If a wannabe is bold enough to write back and complain that you've sent them a rejection slip telling them that in future, they should shred their own novel to save the bother of posting it to a literary agent, then send them one of your standard rejection slips with 'sorry - meant to send you this' written across the top.

Once you've dealt with your correspondence, ring round your existing authors to check that they're hard at work.  If you don't keep them churning out a book or two a year, you might actually have to read your correspondence properly and then spend half your life on the phone trying to persuade publishers to take on some wannabe, and you definitely don't want to lower yourself to that.

If you're lucky enough to have a full stable of productive writers, you need to make sure it stays that way.  They need close supervision or they'll start up with a load of work-shy nonsense about writer's block, and they'll try to tell you that they're having trouble with their characters' emotional integrity when what they mean is that they'd rather be lounging around in a beer garden looking tortured and trying to pull the barmaid than on their computer getting on with something useful.

Phone them at least once a week to check how much they've written.  The best way to motivate them is through fear.  If they write romance, say that it's on the decline and that all the publishers want thrillers now, but if they manage to get their book finished in two months, you might just be able to persuade the publisher to take it.  If they write thrillers, then say that all the publishers now want science fiction.  If they write science fiction, then say that the future's with romance. 
The only danger with this strategy is that your writers might meet and compare notes.  Luckily writers seem to be reclusive creatures, and it's hard enough to pry them out for their dust jacket photograph let alone for a social occasion, so your ruse should remain a secret.

If they do meet, it's not the end of the world. Say you've just heard that all fiction is dead and unless they get their novels finished by the end of the month, they’ll be too late.  That should generate a nice wodge of cash in record time, and maybe you could even get off to the Cayman Islands a week early.

Once you've finished scaring your authors, you need to get on with your shredding.  It's a nuisance, but think of all the money you get from selling it as hamster bedding.  And unless hamsters simultaneously learn how to do jigsaws and read, your secret will be safe.  Just remember to hide the plastic bags emblazoned with 'Esmerelda Clarke's Hamster Bedding' if you're expecting a visit from one of your authors, or the Inland Revenue.

The only correspondence that you can't turn into hamster bedding is anything sent by a publisher.  You can usually detect this because it will be on decent stationery and won't reek of desperation.  Publishers want one of three things.  They might want to know when one of your writers is going to deliver their latest work.  This one's easy-you just have to phone the relevant writer, or write to them if they're too reclusive to answer the phone, and pass the pressure straight on.  This may be a good time to reveal that you'll have to charge them for every chasing phone call or letter in line with the fine tradition started by the banks.  Any mention of fees usually gets a writer back on schedule faster than you can say 'straight to paperback'.

The second thing they might want is to send you a nice fat cheque for your share of the proceeds.  This is the biggest reason not to save a lot of time by shredding all your post unopened as unfortunately most banks do not accept cheques which have been patched together with sellotape and which are missing twenty five per cent of their component parts.

Thirdly, it's just possible that they might be writing to see if you've come across any fresh new talent.  Here's where your unbinding bin comes into its own. Pick out a couple of manuscripts that aren't too dog-eared and which you haven't spilled tea over or sneezed on and whiz them off with your standard glowing letter of recommendation.  It's exactly this kind of creative idleness that will set you apart from the other million agents who conscientiously unbind and shred their bus reading pile on a daily basis.

Next, go to lunch.  Bank your cheques and then go shopping.  You deserve it.







