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...me
JK Rowling, 
   Twilight and

F e a t u r e    

Keith Austin didn’t just want to write a book for Young adults. 
He wanted it to be sometHing special, out of tHe box. ten Years 
later, it’s been publisHed. Here’s wHat He learned.
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I didn’t mean to write a Young 
Adult (YA) novel. It just happened. 
Perhaps it was because there was a 

young adult in the house at the time? 
The teenager, as we used to call them, 
was my son, Calum, aged 13.

The story was about Grymm, a weird 
mining town on the edge of a desert, and 
the strange goings-on there. The book, 
Grymm, finally came out in Australia 
and the UK in July this year. My son is 
now 22.

It took about two months to write the 
first draft. No, that’s not true; it more 
or less wrote itself. It was only when I 
started to get feedback that I realised I’d 
written a YA book. Personally, I thought 
I’d written something that anyone from 
11 to eleventy-one could enjoy. Still do.

After all, everyone and their dog 
was writing a YA book. JK Rowling 
was coming to the final furlong of her 
seven-part Harry Potter saga and there 
seemed to be a disorderly dash to fill her 
boots. Just look at the YA bookshelves 
today and tell me that’s not true as you 
wade through Harry Potter-lite, Hunger 
Games-lite and Twilight-lite.

Also, what I didn’t want to do 
was write one of those social realism 
novels whose first aim seems to be to 
make teens, tweens or whatever else 
we call them today feel better about 
being bullied for being fat or thin or 
gay or black or Muslim. Life can be 
hard enough at that age without being 
preached at.

I wanted to write a book that  
could be enjoyed. I wanted my readers 
– of whatever age – to be frightened, 
amused and disgusted in equal measure. 
I wanted them to have the sort of fun  
I had at that age, reading for pleasure 
not pain.

Looking back, writing Grymm was 
the easy part. It was all the stuff after 
‘The End’ that that was difficult and 
led me to the brink of giving up writing 
altogether.

Grymm burst into my life like that 
alien on the spaceship; I was sitting  
there wondering why the 20,000 words 
of my Stephen King-style novel called 
Skink were so bloody, unremittingly 
awful when … SPLAT.

I had taken three months leave 
without pay from my job as a feature 
writer on the Sydney Morning Herald. 
I was going to write a book and, one 
month in, I was failing miserably.

I got drunk, I think. I went to the 
movies, bought a book while I was 
waiting. That book was a collection 
Grimm Brothers fairytales, the 
original ones, the nasty ones in which 
Cinderella’s ugly sisters don’t just get a 
slapped wrist at the end; they get their 
eyes pecked out by pigeons. Not even 
doves, mind – pigeons.

And that was it. I would write 
something Grimm-like, something as 
gruesome and macabre and unforgiving 
as those early fairytales. And it would 
be something new, something different, 
something that was me – a book that 
people would have to say was like 
nothing else they’d read.

The idea was to create something that 
people would find hard to pin down, 
a book that had no ‘box’, a book from 
way out of left field. I wanted people to 
say: “this is a Keith Austin book”. 

I like to think I managed it. Certainly, 
my first review, on the influential British 
book blog Book Zone (for Boys), said as 
much, calling it “a macabre treat” and 
adding: “I think it is unlike pretty much 
any other book I have read and I’m 
really not sure how to describe it.”

Of course, that’s now. Way back then, 
back in 2003, I started to realise just 

what I’d done. Because in the absence of 
a ‘box’ to file it in, it got filed absolutely 
nowhere. There was, it seemed, no box 
marked “bastard lovechild of Roald 
Dahl and Tim Burton”.

I found an agent, eventually; even 
that’s harder than actually writing the 
book. And then another. They each 
wanted changes, of course, and so began 
the first of, oh, about five or six rewrites.

Those first revised versions made 
their way around the publishers, most of 
whom were complimentary but … and 
there was always a but. And an italic but 
to boot.

I took it to a creative writing camp 
run by the author John Marsden. The 
scuttlebutt said mine would be the 
breakout book of that intake. It wasn’t.

And then, in 2005, I got a bite from 
Funtastic, a newish children’s publisher 
based in Melbourne. Once a toy 
distribution company it had ventured, 
somewhat successfully, into book 
publishing, and liked the idea of a line  
of Grymm-based products alongside  
the book. “They’re a rising force,”  
said a friend in the industry. “You  
could do worse.”

The editor there, Eric Huang, was an 
early champion of Grymm. He wanted 
a few changes, of course, which I duly 
completed (that’s when the dragon 
disappeared).

By early 2007 we had a publication 
date: July. Eric Huang had left by then to 
work for Penguin in the UK but all was 
going swimmingly until something began 
to nag at me. The seventh month of the 
seventh year of the new century? Wasn’t 
the 7th and final Harry Potter due out 
that year? And what was the betting it 
would be released on 7/7/07? (Oddly 
enough it was finally released on the 
21st but you get my drift.)

I put this to Funtastic. Good point, 
they said, and changed my release date 
to September. As the weeks rolled on I 
got the page proofs, got the draft covers 
… and then, in about June the company 
had a management restructure and 
Grymm was dropped. I had talked my 
way out of a book deal.

Despair doesn’t quite cut it as a 
description of how I felt. A lifelong 

““
I didn’t want to 

write one of those 
social realism 

novels whose aim 
seems to be to 
make teens feel 

better about being 
bullied for being 

fat or thin or gay or 
black or Muslim.
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dream had been shattered, crushed, with 
one email. In the old days the printed 
manuscript would at this point have 
been tossed into a bottom drawer to 
gather dust but you can’t do that with 
a computer file. Still, metaphorically, 
that’s what happened. The dream, 
nurtured since I was a Young Adult 
myself, was dead. I would concentrate 
on my journalism; put all that writing 
tosh behind me.

Then, in late 2008, shortly after 
taking voluntary redundancy from the 
Sydney Morning Herald and preparing 
to live in Paris for six months, I got a 
call from Alan Davidson, an old books 
PR with whom I’d had successful 
dealings in the past, and who was 
setting up as a literary agent. “Didn’t 
you tell me you’d written a kids’ book?” 
he asked. “Where is it now?”

Now, imagine this email said in sort 
of self-pitying monotone: “In the bottom 
drawer, covered in dust.”

“Send it over; let me have a look  
at it.”

Within 24 hours he was offering 
to represent me for some exorbitant 
percentage of my future earnings. I 
explained that (a) any percentage of  
zero was still zero and, (b) I had already 
been turned down by every major 
Australian publisher.

In the next few months Alan was also 
turned away by the majority of those 
same publishers. “Told you so,”  
I emailed from France.

Thankfully, Alan Davidson is made 
of sterner stuff than me. Within months 
he had fanned the flames of interest 
at Random House UK and, after yet 
another couple of rewrites, made a two-
book offer for Grymm and something 
entitled UNTITLED.

The editing process has, from the 
very start, been an interesting one. The 
dragon has gone, the fairytale I made up 
has gone, two of my favourite creations 
are gone. I had to lose a few ‘shits’ and 
‘buggers’ too, in the final edit – and the 
actual eating of the baby was toned 
down for some reason.

Random House in the UK 
commissioned a brilliant illustrator, 
Zdenko Basic, to design the cover. I was, 

when it first dropped into my inbox, 
quite taken aback. And still am. Surely, 
with a cover this dark and dangerous 
and menacing and so beautifully realised 
Grymm would fly off the shelves. And 
on top of that, the title was embossed. 
The bugger (sorry) even felt good.

 

The publication date was 7 July 2012, 
and I flew to London at my own 
expense to spruik it. I would, I told the 
publicist there, sing, dance, yodel or turn 
cartwheels to get my new baby noticed. I 
facebooked, twittered, emailed, blogged 

and blagged and did my best to make a 
right nuisance of myself.

Yet Grymm came into the world to a 
resounding silence. There was no official 
launch – unless you are a Jeffrey Archer 
or the like the chances of having one 
are slim. It’s just not financially viable 
for either publisher or author. And 
especially not first-time authors. 

If there was going to be a launch I 
would have to do it myself. The local 
bookshops were no help; to shut up 
shop and host an unknown writer would 
have meant losing money. I thought 
perhaps a bit of a bash at a local pub 
might be the go, and managed to find 
one, The Water Poet in East London, 
near Liverpool Street, which had a great 
room at the back which I could have 
had for ‘free’ as long as at least ₤500 
(about $750) was spent over the bar – 
and even I couldn’t guarantee that.

My publisher managed to get me 
my first gig at a school in Wembley 
– an after-school afternoon visit in a 
class of 11- and 12-year-olds. It was 
nerve-wracking and fantastic fun. 
And at the end of it we sold 23 books. 
Unfortunately, I was there in July, the 
end of the school year, and that was the 
one and only school visit.

One of my old newspapers in East 
London did write a story on me – thank 
you, the Barking and Dagenham Post – 
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The editing 
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was toned down for 

some reason.

Keith Austin
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but from the rest there was only silence. 
The following exchange, a follow-up call 
to a local reporter, perhaps explains a lot:

“Did you get my press release and a 
copy of the book?”

“Er, hang on. Yeah.”
“Going to do anything? Review? 

Interview?”
“Lots of people round here write 

books. Is it selling well?”
“It’s only just come out; I don’t  

know yet.”
“Well, if it does do well we’ll get in 

touch with you then.”
Chickens and eggs came to mind  

as I strode round to my local 
library, which is mentioned in the 
acknowledgements. They promised 
to stock it. I went up west – it was 
in Foyles. Huzzah! It wasn’t in 
Waterstones, Daunts or WH Smith  
but they could order it in.

My first few reviews appeared, 
in book blogs rather than national 

newspapers. They were good. At 
Bookbag they said: “If you enjoy creepy 
books and stroppy siblings you’ll love 
Grymm. It really is quite gruesome with 
lots of guts and gore swimming around 
in the shimmering heat of the desert. 
It’s also just plain weird. And creepy … 
recommended to all those who like their 
horror to come with a goodly dollop of 
black humour.”

One day, while strolling through a 
book market near my old stomping 
ground in East London I got talking to 
a stall holder, one Vivian Archer. Vivian 
is the owner of the Newham Bookshop 
and a passionate supporter of authors, 
and local authors in particular. She 
kindly offered me a spot on her stall to 
do a Sunday morning book signing.

We sold a lot of books (a bit of 
a record, said Vivian, for a Sunday 
signing). I think we even sold a few to 
people I didn’t know. And then we all 
went down the pub.

Back in Australia I was pleased to 
see Grymm in the bookshops and I set 
about either moving them to more easily 
accessible spots (I am the Lone Arranger) 
and/or signing them. My local library 
has agreed to stock it and has even asked 
me to give a talk. A couple of schools are 
expressing interest in a visit.

However, I’m again reliably informed 
by those in the know that it’s all up to 
me. Most schools are booked out now 
for the rest of the year and “first-time 
authors are terribly, terribly hard to get 
into schools – it’s a lot easier when your 
second book is out.”

Well, that’s good then. While in the 
UK I also took the time to finish that 
UNTITLED book two of my contract. 
It’s no longer untitled. Now it’s called 
Snow, White. It comes out next year 
sometime. No doubt you’ll be hearing 
from me then.

Grymm is published by Random House.
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Whether you write fiction or non-fiction, for adults 
or youth, Irina Dunn can provide clear and specific 
advice on how to improve your manuscript and 
what to do about getting it published.

With you I feel that I ‘struck gold’ on the first 
swing of my pick. You’ve given tremendous 
direction both times you’ve reviewed my work 
with the insight you’ve offered. You’ve displayed 
a real love of the craft and joy in assisting others.

SEAN GREENHILL

Irina Dunn read my raw manuscript, provided 
an insightful assessment report which lifted it 
to a professional level, edited it to perfection, 
and then found a publisher who offered me a 
contract. Could any writer ask for more?

NIKKI STERN

Join the Australian Writers’ Network gratis by emailing irinadid@ozemail.com.au with “Subscribe” in the subject line.
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