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Book Keeping: New 
Novelist Sells Film Rights 
First
Weathering rejection and agent upheaval, this 
new author emerges with multiple book deals 
and a film rights sale
By Peggy Bourjaily – September 19, 2007

Fifteen years ago, Tish Cohen wrote and 
tried selling children's books. After being 
met with encouraging rejections, she 
backed out of the writing world to raise 
her children and explore other options. 
However, Cohen couldn't stay away and, 
five years ago, she wrote her first adult 
fiction novel. She found an agent, but was 
again met with rejection from publishers. 
After switching agents and writing two 
more novels, Cohen finally found success 
and a film deal. Town House
(HarperCollins May 2007) features the 
lovable and agoraphobic Jack Madigan, 
who is the son of a long-dead rock star and 

lives with his son, Harlan, in a historic 
Boston town house that has seen 
better days. Jack's life revolves around 
his agoraphobia, and it takes the bank 
foreclosing on his house and several 
inspiring characters that enter his life 
to help him learn to live again in the world around him.

With Town House, Cohen's luck turned around and Fox 2000 snatched up the book's 
film rights before it was auctioned off to the highest-bidding publisher. Today, the 
prolific Cohen has a new young adult series, The Invisible Rules of Zoe Lama
(Penguin July 2007), a new novel, Inside Out Girl (HarperCollins 2008), and is 
planning her next books.

What did you do before you started writing?
I graduated with a business degree, which I found out was a big mistake for me 
and wound up primarily as an editor. I worked for Foster Parents Plan where I 
wrote newsletters for foster parents and sent newsletters to primary schools. 
After work -- I didn't have a computer at the time -- I would stay late and work on 
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to avoid misusing the work 
of others. children's manuscripts. That was about 15 years ago. So, I was writing children's 

books, but I wouldn't say books since they never became books. 

You tried selling those children's stories. What happened there?
I sent them to Canadian publishers. At the time, you didn't need an agent up here. 
I remember getting a great rejection from Penguin saying, "This is great. Don't 
give up on this one." That was heartening, but I was busy having kids and working 
and trying to balance that so I gave it up after a few years and thought, "Okay, this 
is never going to happen for me." After I had my second child, I stopped working 
and was home for a couple of years. I started a decorative painting business and, 
at the same time, I was writing and had a piece in The Global Mail and the National 
Post up here. I was always juggling between which direction should I go, but I 
didn't think I could write an adult novel. I didn't have the confidence to try it. 

What brought you back to fiction writing?
After I finished this great job with Colin Mochries [of Whose Line is it Anyway?], I 
went back to the reality of other clients and got turned off. Then I started thinking 
of my sister, who was the national sales manager of TV Guide and is now for Elle
Canada, and I thought, "God she's been in one job and she's worked her way to the 
top. I've gone from job to job to job." So, about five years ago, I sat down and 
thought, "I'm just going to write one page and that's it." I loved doing it and the 
next day, I wrote another page and it kept going until, nine months later, I had a 
book. I ended up getting an agent with that book.

How did you get your first agent?
I wrote a query and sent it out and waited until they asked for some pages. I didn't 
have any connections at all. Really, what I used was the feedback from the agents 
because there were two who really personalized their rejections telling me what 
was wrong with it. I adjusted the manuscript and I learned a lot from that. The 
third agent [I queried] took me on.

Was it a Canadian agent?
She was American. I sent queries to Canadian agents first and the Canadian 
agents never answered. 

Tell me about shopping around your first book.
It was really good to write, but it probably should 
never have had an agent or landed on an editor's desk. 
It was a great exercise for me and it gave me the 
encouragement to keep going, but really it was lacking 
in plot. Typically, the first book doesn't make it for 
very good reasons.

What kind of feedback did you get from the 
publishers?
I can't remember who said what, but one said, "She's 
a writer to watch," so that really gave me a boost. 
Others said they would like to see future work.

While that was being shopped around, you 
started writing Town House?
No, the next book was a different one. That one came very close [to a deal] and my 
agent may take that out again. 

You switched agents after the first book didn't sell. How did you decide 
to go with another agent?
I looked at the comments from the editors and I just felt I needed more. Agents 
nowadays really function as your first editor. A good agent reads the book and says 
change this, change that, take out the first character. I needed someone who was 
going to see it with the editor's eyes. 

Your agent didn't make any comments?
No, I should have known was unusual, but I was so new I didn't know. She was a 
sweetheart. She really tried. 

How did you find a new agent?
I sent out a query to an agent who had rejected me the first time around. I hadn't 
heard back yet and I had seen my [current] agent's page, Daniel Lazar at Writers 
House, on Publishers Marketplace. It said, "If you can make me laugh out loud, 
then contact me." I sent him a query letter, and he got back to me the same day 
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and asked for a partial manuscript. When I sent it, I attached a letter that was 
sort of risky and I thought it would make him laugh, but another agent might've 
tossed it in the trash. It worked and he wrote back and said, "You made me laugh 
out loud." 

Did he sign you on right there?
We worked on the manuscript first and he wanted a few things changed. Then he 
said yes. 

"I probably sit in that chair an unhealthy amount 
of time. Until that first draft is done, I don't do 
anything else."

What was the experience with shopping this manuscript versus your 
first book?
The big difference was we had it very polished. It didn't get rejected for reasons 
other than it was probably the wrong time for that novel. I think the market had 
shifted. It was ready. The plot was strong. He sent it to big houses just like 
before, but the big difference was in the readiness of the manuscript. 

With two bouts of rejection, were you disheartened?
I really was. It's so tough to get published and [so much] time was spent on 
nothing but that. I definitely was.

How did the idea for Town House come about?
I actually wrote something between the second book and Town House, but my 
agent and I were like, "eh." We decided it needed some work. While I was 
debating on how to change that book, I had the idea for Town House percolating. 
When [my agent] started suggesting some changes [to the other book,] I told him 
about my other idea and he asked to see that. So I put aside the other book and 
started writing Town House. 

How long did it take you?
It was quick, but I had a really detailed outline. I live through the book before I 
write it. It had been percolating for three or four months before I started; then I 
spent weeks and weeks finessing an outline. The first draft came out furious, 
formed in my head. As long as I could keep in that chair, it just kept coming out of 
me. I couldn't rest until I was finished. The first draft was written in about a 
month. There were subsequent drafts. I worked on that book for about seven or 
eight months in total. 

Do you have a writing schedule?
I'm a bit obsessive when I write. I don't think I write any quicker than anybody
else, but I probably sit in that chair an unhealthy amount of time. Until that first 
draft is done, I don't do anything else. I don't cook, literally nothing else. Then, I'll 
certainly work on it, but with the first draft, I like to keep that flow going. Some 
people are great. They can keep that balance. It's so unhealthy and unsocial. My 
poor family.

Did you have to make changes to the manuscript before shopping the 
book around?
Yes and this is what all good agents do. He suggested taking a character out and 
other changes. He has a great eye for what works and what doesn't. As a writer, 
you get so close to your material, you can miss that something doesn't work. So 
we worked on it until the end of the summer.

Were you involved in shopping the book around?
No. I really trusted him. He was with Writers House. He had started out as Al 
Zuckerman's assistant so he had been working with big name writers for a long 
time already.

You landed a film deal before selling Town House to a publishing house. 
How did that happen? Was your agent selling both the film and 
publishing rights?
No, not at all. We actually had not discussed film at all. What happened was he 
sent it to editors on a Thursday at the end of September 2005. At this point, I was 
a veteran loser. I really knew the process. I had this theory; I thought that if 
they're interested in your book, they contact you right away. No news is not good 



news in this case. If you don't hear anything for a few days, no one's interested. 
Monday morning, my agent called me to ask some questions and to say he needed 
a photo of me. He said, "Hollywood has the book." What happened is the editors 
gave Town House to literary scouts so 16 or 17 studios had it by Monday. I was 
floored because we hadn't even discussed film. Thursday, exactly a week after it 
had gone out, Fox 2000 came in with Ridley Scott with a preemptive offer and they 
gave me 15 minutes to decide. 

What was the film advance?
Well, my film agent told me it was quite a good offer for a first novel. 

How many houses were interested and how quickly did it sell?
I'm going to say a handful. Was it four? Was it five? I'm not really sure. What 
happened first was the film thing. The book happened a week after the film sold. 
[After signing with Fox,] at that point, the editors were still reading. The next 
week, a handful of houses were interested and the agent held an auction on a 
Thursday and HarperCollins took it. 

What was the book advance?
Five figures. It was good for a first novel. I was happy with it. I wasn't going to 
retire on it, but it was very nice.

Was it a one or two book deal?
It was a one-book deal. At the time, I would've jumped on a two-book deal, but 
my next book is with HarperCollins, so it's okay. 

Who's your editor?
Alison Callahan.

Once you sold Town House, how many drafts did you go through?
It was really just one draft. The changes were very minor. It was very polished. 
Alison actually said it was the most polished manuscript she'd ever received. 

Your cover art is beautiful. Were you involved in the design?
They involved me. Really, as a first time novelist, you don't have a say, but 
HarperCollins was great. 

The novel was released as a paperback. Was it originally a hardcover?
It was purchased as a hardcover, but sales and marketing decided that the 
audience was younger and the hip literary younger crowd spends $25 on a shirt, 
not a book. I had approval on it, but it was fine with me.

How did you get your blurbs?
My agent got Rex Pickett and Barbara Delinsky. I think I got the rest of them. I 
know Sarah Gruen through a writer's group. She's an amazing girl. Philip Beard is 
also a member of the same writer's group, so I approached him through that.

Did you hire a publicist?
I did. It was Kim Dower of Kim-from-L.A. Literary & Media Services. She has a lot 
of best-selling authors and a great track record. It's so hard to get press for a first 
time writer. We got a lot of press out West which is where she's based. We had a 
big spread in The Orange County Register and I went on Rolanda Watts' radio 
show.

Have you done any self-marketing?
I did a lot online. I contacted a lot of phobic sites, any sites that dealt with 
agoraphobia. About five of them feature me on their sites. And, I have a web site.

Have you incurred any expenses?
My web site and the publicist. I think that was it. HarperCollins primarily paid for 
everything.

Are you going on a book tour?
Harper sent me to LA, Boston, and New York. They were great. You always hear 
they don't do that anymore, but they were great. 

What's next?
The Invisible Rules of Zoe Lama (Penguin July 2007), which is a middle grade 
novel, just came out. It's loosely based on Jane Austen's Emma. Inside Out Girl
(HarperCollins 2008) is an adult novel about [a single mother who falls in love with 
the single father of a severely learning disable girl.] It's different from Town House. 



It's not as funny, but it's got the family charm thing. I'm in the planning stage for 
another novel.

Peggy Bourjaily is a freelance and fiction writer living in New York.

This interview has been edited for length and clarity.
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