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This is MY life

Children’s  Book Week  from an Author’s Perspective

by Hazel Edwards

www.hazeledwards.com 

‘Pull over M’am.’

The police breathalised me  but not my stuffed penguin prop ‘Frozen Chosen’, strapped in the back seat of my tiny car, and used to illustrate my talks on ‘Antarctic Writer on ice’.

Earlier in Children’s Book Week, as I drove (within the speed limits) on the Eastern Freeway, I wondered if my large stuffed cake-eating hippopotamus strapped into the passenger seat would qualify as a genuine passenger for me to cross into the faster Transit Lane. Drivers with passengers can go in the faster lane.I decided not to risk it. 

Readers assume authors huddle over computers and never go anywhere. That’s not so for children’s authors, especially in the last week of August which is traditionally Children’s Book Week, when writers are invited to speak  in rural and metropolitan  schools, libraries and festivals about their books and the process of writing. Our diaries are full and a 9 am talk may mean a 6 am start. 

In my car, I managed to listen to two audio book tapes (not my own) which totalled fourteen hours,  indicating the amount of time I spent driving to book gigs and approximately the 2,000 child and adult readers and NON readers who may now pick up a book after meeting a ‘real live author’. If I’m introduced in this way I point out that according to a Google entry, I was dead last year, three times, and that all writers ( and readers) should check their facts. 

E-mails from fans increase after an author visit. So do hits on author web sites.

‘Yeah Stalker is a really good book! ‘ e-mails Emma from Damascus College in Ballarat.

‘If you’re casting for FAKE ID, can I be Luke? I play hockey like him,’ claims a Doncaster boy.

Why do I do school visits in Book Week?   Mainly the stimulus of the children’s questions, although having your books read more widely  and speakers’ fees help too for most authors whose income is not in the JKRowling class.

Losing your voice is more of a danger than losing your way to a ‘gig’ providing you have the latest country road directory, a magnifying glass and a torch to check evening locations. Most authors can’t afford a G.P.S. 

Some authors swear by bananas, others choose Vitamin C and some settle for icecreams to cope with the talkfest. 

Speaking in public is a necessary skill for an author, but a children’s author has to be able to answer disarming questions, instantly. 

‘How old are you?’

That’s an easy one.

’58.  And you can tell from the publisher’s details at the front of the book. Author’s name and year of birth with a dash. If there’s nothing after the dash, they are still alive. ’

‘Who is your favourite illustrator of your books?’

Explaining why it’s hard to answer in public because the others might get upset, is accepted when I explain that the qualities I look for in an illustrator, are a sense of humour, taking the text further, drawing children who don’t look like blobs, unusual perspectives and one who delivers work on time.

‘Why is the title ‘Hand Me Down Hippo”?

‘Because the hippo-friend  has been ‘handed down’ and is like a cousin.’

Other kids agreed they had hand me down bikes, clothes or toys.

‘My Mummy is a hand me down too,’  said one boy. Something of value which had been passed onto him. He was happy that his Mummy had belonged to someone else first. 

‘Has the cake got a question mark candle because there are lots of questions to think about in the story?’

That’s a better question than I could ask. And what a compliment to the writer.

Rural kids have a freshness and naivety about their questioning, but they’re also grounded in the common sense of droughts, working around the farm and dead animals.

‘Does the hippo have other cousins?’

No, not yet.

Politician Mark Latham and author Mem Fox may claim credit for getting children to read, but teacher-librarians like Judy Blackley who drives to MARC library van to rural schools in the Shepparton area has been quietly enthusing children for years. She’s one of the many  quiet achievers of literacy.

‘Have to read the book before you can design a new cover,’ I suggest to one boy who agrees.

My novel ‘Fake ID’ is being televised and a new cover is a possibility, so that hooks one boy who offers to design a ‘bloke’s cover’.

‘If you got the same name as any of my characters, it’s ok to review the book and send it to me.’

That attracts a few more. Kids love the idea of ‘celebrity’.

Compering the Glen Eira literary awards, I stand behind judge Andy Griffith who is the real attraction for the teen audience and watch the delighted faces as the winners are announced …a story isn’t finished until it finds an audience. The real prize is the gift of a reader and acknowlegement that it’s worth reading.

On Wednesday I drive to Shepparton  to speak to teachers after school. Arrive early to set up CD of Antarctic shots.The nervous energy required to ‘cover’ when arrangements going wrong  is what saps stamina. Book Week is when I lose weight because meals are often missed especially if you are the speaker. I carry a packet soup in my overnight bag for when I get caught.

While in transit, I check my e-mail either at Internet cafes or in the library or school where I’m working. In some areas,  my mobile doesn’t work, and messages are delayed or texts can’t be sent. That’s difficult for a one person business who needs to be in touch with editors and directors..

‘Try down the back of our shelter shed,’ advises an eight year old rural student. ‘Works there sometimes.’

For two days I travel on the MARC library van painted with my hippo character to rural cluster schools in the Shepparton area, with this enthusiastic librarian who has prepared well, reading my books as serials prior to the visit. That makes the author visit educational and not just a performance. The quality of the questions improves too, so all benefit.

Official regulations require ladder competency skills, so we have fun getting the cake-eating hippo up the ladder onto the roof of the library van for a photo, and then photocopying a ladder-climbing competency certificate for HAND ME DOWN HIPPO.

Coping successfully with being different and tolerance for others views is a  theme of many of my books. As I drive home, evaluating the  two weeks spent talking about ‘ imaginary friends’ and  the challenges of being adventurous in Antarctica as background to my children’s books, there’s an irony  in  being assaulted in the Macdonalds’ carpark by an irate Islander woman, who double parked my car in for nearly as hour while she played ‘bingo’ nearby.

I’d spent days showing kids why it mattered to choose the right word. Her swearing was boring , so  when I pointed out that she’d already repeated herself several times and could she move her double parked car so I could get out, she assaulted me.

No doubt I’ll use this experience in fiction one day, but meanwhile I’m bruised.

Survival Hints for Authors in Transit:

1. Invest in the latest street directory with your destination marked with a cross BEFORE you leave.  Otherwise new schools are only paddocks on old maps.

2. If the school has more than one campus, check. The librarian’s letter may be headed with the other one.

3. Don’t park in the principal’s carpark, and check in which room you’re speaking before you carry in your gear. Murphy’s Lore decrees that the room where you are speaking will be furtherest from your carpark. 

4. Check on local parking restrictions. You don’t want to pay more in fines than you earn.

5. Read the local papers to  find out important issues and mention topical examples for kids’ writing.

6. Have your books and props on wheels and no more than you can manage , alone.

7. I have one airport cabin acceptable bag on wheels which contains my books (Labelled with Hazel’s working copy and the price) plus a few spares for sale.The outside pocket carries whiteboard markers, business cards, CD disks of my Antarctic talks and covers of my books (lighter than the actual books)  I don’t carry a laptop because the electronics of airport security eventually wreck it but request beforehand a digital projector and laptop from my hosts.)

8. Have a visual for photos. I use either the cake eating hippo (on wheels) or Frozen Chosen the penguin for local photos with children.  

9. Wear a bright, single colour  for author photos which is drip dry for overnight washing

10. Other authors carry bookmarks, but I use business cards or headed  notepaper which list my major titles as I prefer people to go to my web site which is updated monthly .Less paperwork for a solo operator.

11. Sign books or autograph books but not bits of paper which get dropped quickly and take time when you’re packing for the next session.. Autograph a large sheet for photocopying if a signature is needed for the class.

12.  Have a bio and quick paragraph on headed notepaper with your contact details to give to local photographers or journalists, as they always arrive mid-talk.

….   If you ever sell a million books, maybe invest in a G.P.S. (global positioning system) ?
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