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Writing, publishing, and marketing a book is so simple
with the full-service support of Outskirts Press.
Writing services to help you start, ﬁnish, or edit a book.
Publishing packages to help you publish and distribute.
Marketing support to help you promote your book no
matter where or how you published it.
Visit the all-new Outskirts Press. It’s that simple!

.com
C2.indd c2

1/18/12 3:00:25 PM

1-3 APR12WD TOC.indd 1

1/18/12 3:05:24 PM

F EATUR ES

Make Your Writing

21
ESSENTIALS THE BEST WRITERS MASTER

22 31
5 Story Mistakes Even Beat the Trickiest
Good Writers Make Grammar Hang-Ups
Sometimes it’s too easy to get caught up in the so-called
rules of writing and forget what’s really important. Here’s
how to avoid the traps that can steer your story off-course.
BY STEVEN JAMES

Even the best of us can stumble over rough grammar
patches now and then. Grammar Girl shows you how to
navigate 13 top trouble spots.
BY MIGNON FOGARTY

26 35
7 Simple Ways to Make Research Like a Pro
you write fact or fiction, a sense of authenticity
a Good Story Great Whether
can set your work apart from the rest. Use these smart

To stand out to the gatekeepers who hold the keys to
publication, it’s not enough for your story to be good. Use
these techniques to take your fiction to new heights.

techniques to enrich your stories from the start.
BY CHARLES J. SHIELDS

BY ELIZABETH SIMS
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10 EYE ON THE PRIZE: Insights and advice from

Self-Pub, Serendipity
and Success

Pulitzer-winning novelists Junot Díaz, Paul
Harding, Jennifer Egan and Marilynne Robinson.
BY MARC D. ALLAN

The WD Self-Published Book Awards
celebrate what it really takes to make it
on your own: writing talent, business
acumen, and a great story.

12 PLUS: Nixing the Nom de Plume • Poetic Asides:

BY MARIELLE MURPHY

C O LU M NS

Haiku • 5-Minute Memoir: Artmaking • Exercise
Your Pen • Pride & Persistence & Zombies

18 BREAKING IN: Debut Author Spotlight

44

BY CHUCK SAMBUCHINO

THE WD INTERVIEW:

2 0 ASK THE AGENT: Brian DeFiore,

Mary Kay Andrews
Mary Kay Andrews was a successful journalist and
mystery writer, but she still hadn’t found her niche—
until a career renovation pushed her out of her comfort
zone and onto the bestseller list.
BY KARA GEBHART UHL

DeFiore and Company
BY KARA GEBHART UHL

4 8 QUESTIONS & QUANDARIES: Defining the

Chapbook; Literary Agent Stats; Into vs. in to
BY BRIAN A. KLEMS

5 0 YOUR STORY: Anonymous
BY PATTI CAVALIERE

6 0 STANDOUT MARKETS: BUST; Kane Miller Books;

The Pinch
BY TIFFANY LUCKEY

6 2 CONFERENCE SCENE: Southern California;

American Christian Fiction Writers; Ann Arbor
BY LINDA FORMICHELLI

7 2 REJECT A HIT: A Dictionary of the English Language
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Right Now at

Secrets to Successful Self-Pub
After meeting the winners of the Annual WD SelfPublished Book Awards (Page 39), learn more from grandprize-winning author Holly Payne about how to make your
mark with a self-published novel.
PLUS: Could you be the next self-pub success story? Enter to
win at WritersDigest.com/competitions.

Recipe for a Flavorful Career
Get extra insights into the writing process of bestselling
novelist Mary Kay Andrews, the subject of this issue’s
WD Interview (Page 44).

Dawn of “The Walking Dead”

To ﬁnd all of the above online companions to this issue in
one handy spot, visit WritersDigest.com/april-12.

Write Without Rules
Now on WD’s popular There Are No Rules blog, you’ll find
more voices, more posts, more tips and more diverse perspectives than ever before! Read and comment daily at
writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/there-are-no-rules.

Register for free on WritersDigest.com, and gain access to
special features for members only!
PLUS:

WEEKLY WRITING PROMPTS

FREE DOWNLOADS

FEATURED CHALLENGES

Participate online to beat writer’s

Find complete downloadable guides to

Test your chops on grammar and other

block—or just to get in on the fun.

writing, publishing and self-promotion.

speciﬁc aspects of the craft.

PAYNE PHOTO © DARCY NICHOLE; ANDREWS PHOTO © TANYA TISOR; KIRKMAN PHOTO © MEGAN MACK

Before finding success with the breakout “Walking Dead”
TV show, comic books and novels, Robert Kirkman was
a self-published author writing at all hours of the night.
Learn more lessons in perseverance from this expanded
online version of our Q&A (Page 16).
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Crossing the Line
What is it that differentiates between good
writing and great writing? The answer is
both subjective and hard to qualify, but
the distinction is an important one. Every
book, story, article or other piece of writing
you’ve ever read in professionally published form made its way into print because
someone with some editorial authority
considered it good. Which means that the
world is full of good writers—in fact, you’re
probably among them! It follows, then, that for your writing to really break out
and have a lasting impact on your readers, on editors and agents and, ultimately,
on your career, it has to be more than good. It has to stand out.
Most of us who pursue writing do so, in part, because something about it
comes naturally to us, and often because somewhere along the way, others
have fueled our passion by saying they’ve enjoyed our work. But if we really
want to bring our most ambitious writing goals within reach, it’s up to us to
push ourselves further—to be less than satisfied with our natural abilities, and
even with those kind comments from our readers.
This issue’s WD Interview subject, Mary Kay Andrews, is a wonderful example of this. She had a modestly successful career as a journalist, and likely could
have continued comfortably for as long as she chose. But she wanted more. After
hours, she worked to hone her fiction—and eventually, she became a modestly
successful mystery writer. But still, she wanted more. Agents and editors were
happy with her neatly defined niche, and even discouraged her from branching
out—but Andrews pressed on. She reinvented herself as an author. She found an
agent who believed in what she was trying to do, submitted to publishers under a
pseudonym, and finally achieved the sort of breakout success she’d dreamed of—
with her first women’s fiction title selling more than all her mysteries combined.
But that’s not the end of the story. Andrews pressed on in pursuit of her ultimate goal: to debut on The New York Times’ Top 10. How did she do it? Turn to
Page 44 for the full dose of inspiration.
What will it take for your own writing to stand out? In this issue, you’ll:
Conquer grammar hang-ups that stump even seasoned pros (Page 31). Learn
research techniques that can set your work apart (Page 35). Sidestep story mistakes that even published writers make (Page 22). Master simple ways to make
any story memorable (Page 26). And improve your writing voice (Page 52).
We’ll help you find that line between good and great—and we’ll give you the
tools to cross it. We look forward to reading your work on the other side.
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Good Story Great,” Page 26) is in her sixth year of
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Stories. The author of seven novels, Sims is now
penning her own book on the writing process, tentatively titled You’ve Got a Book in You: The StressFree Guide to Writing the Book of Your Dreams,
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COPYRIGHT © 2012 BY F+W MEDIA INC.
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.
WRITER’S DIGEST MAGAZINE IS A REGISTERED
TRADEMARK OF F+W MEDIA INC.

FOGARTY PHOTO © DANA NOLLSCH; MORRIS PHOTO © ELLA MORRIS; SHIELDS PHOTO © MICHAEL BAILEY

CHARLES J. SHIELDS (“Research Like a
Pro,” Page 35) is the author of Mockingbird: A
Portrait of Harper Lee and And So It Goes: Kurt
Vonnegut: A Life. Co-founder and vice president
of Biographers International Organization, he
is also associate director of the Chappell Great
Lives Lecture Series at the University of Mary
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To carry Writer’s Digest in your store, please
contact: Curtis Circulation Co., 730 River
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READERMAIL

WHAT WRITERS DO

I met James Lee Burke
(The WD Interview,
November/December
2011) when I enrolled
at the University of
Montana in the fall of
1967. He was a non-tenure-track instructor
with a wife, kids and
the habit of smearing
EXTRA CREDIT
cream cheese on boloIn regards to Elizabeth
gna, which he rolled into
Sims’ excellent article
tubes. What may have
on creating character
distinguished Jim from
names (“Namedropping,” the other writers at U
January), another great
of M at the time was his
source for names is to
understanding that rejecwatch movie and TV
tion slips were necessary
credits, which provide
journeys. By the time we
a multitude of both
crossed paths again (he
personal names and sur- was teaching at Wichita
names: Just mix them
State) he had settled into
up and you have an end- doing what writers do:
less supply.
He wrote. And wrote.
Pat Brown One novel, The Lost GetLondon, Ontario Back Boogie, got rejected
111 times and was subHOW NOT TO
sequently nominated for
BE UNINSPIRED
a Pulitzer Prize. From
Your January 2012
Burke I learned that what
article by James Scott
matters when writing is
getting to the keyboard
Bell, “How Not to Write
every day—and I thank
Your Novel,” was worth
him
every morning
the price of a one-year
subscription all by itself. when I sit down to write.
He’s inspired me to write
M.J. Melneck
at least three separate
Bozeman, Mont.
blog posts. I’ll be recommending that everyone
UNCOMMON
COURTESY
find this issue. It is a
must-read.
I was stunned to read in
Lane Diamond your October 2011 issue
Hartford, Wis. (“Start Your Agent Search

Here”) that many literary
agents are now rejecting writers’ queries by
simply not replying. They
know that writers pour
their hearts, souls and
time into their creations,
and more of such into
the queries. These agents
can’t be bothered to take
two seconds to send a
rejection? They won’t
even acknowledge that
your query was received?
If it’s really come to this,
then the one remaining area of the arts and
entertainment world that
retained some semblance
of decency and civility
has lost both. To put it
in the most refined, cultured and eloquent way I
can to these agents: You
sicken me.
Glenn Isaacson

Baltimore
TO BE OR NOT TO BE

I’ve learned to show, not
tell by circling to be verbs
before submitting a draft.
However, you publish
famous writers who use
to be verbs when stronger verbs might be used.
Would, could and should
also appear more often
than my instructors have
taught me. Each writer
must find his own voice.

Creative
Writing
Classes
®

Acclaimed 10-week workshops
taught by professional writers
offered online in more than a
dozen forms of writing.

“Best of the Web”— Forbes
Now in bookstores

WRITING
FICTION
A PRACTICAL GUIDE

Learn more

WritingClasses.com
1-877-WRITERS

Why do you need to join a
professional association?
• Connect with readers, clients, agents, and publishers through your own member website and blog.
• Learn how to market your books, price your freelance services, use social media and more in NAIWE’s
exclusive members-only training teleclasses.
• Be a guest on The Freelance Life online radio show.
It’s a free, members-only marketing opportunity.
• Learn how other writers and editors have created
multiple streams of income, and how you can too.
Best of all, you’re welcome in NAIWE even if you’re
just getting started, because your member website
and blog, along with all the NAIWE training and marketing opportunities, will help you strategically build
your career, and we want to help you succeed.
NAIWE is the professional association with a
career-building difference.

Martha Kauffman
Weaver

Atglen, Pa.

Join us online at www.NAIWE.com.
P.O. Box 549, Ashland, VA 23005

WRITE TO US: Email writersdigest@fwmedia.com with “Reader Mail” in the subject

line. Please include a daytime phone number (for verification purposes only) and your city
and state. Submitted letters are considered for publication and may be edited for clarity or space.

“Whatever your specific field, if there’s
a National Association . . . , join it.”
From Zen and the Art of Making a Living by Laurence G. Boldt
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WRITING COM
MPETITION
Exposure is the single most valuable commodity in the publishing world.
Exposure is the single most valuable prize we offer entrants.
And a few other things, just to sweeten the pot.
Enter the 81st Annual Writing Competition and gain access to
agents, to editors, to your peers, to readers. Winning entries will
be on display in the 81st Annual Writer’s Digest Competition
Collection and entrants will gain the spotlight they deserve.

Grand Prize:
 r DBTI
 rBUSJQUPUIF8SJUFST%JHFTU$POGFSFODF
JO/FX:PSL$JUZ
 rJOEJWJEVBMBUUFOUJPOGSPNFEJUPSTPSBHFOUT
1st Place: $1,000 cash and $100 off WD Shop purchase
2nd Place: $500 cash and $100 off WD Shop purchase
3rd Place: $250 cash and $100 off WD Shop purchase
4th Place: $100 cash and $50 off WD Shop purchase
5th Place: $50 cash and $50 off WD Shop purchase
6th – 10th Place: $25 cash
All winners receive a 1-year Writer’s Digest VIP membership
FOR COMPLETE RULES,
AN ENTRY FORM OR TO ENTER ONLINE,
VISIT US AT WRITERSDIGEST.COM

8-9 APR12WD.indd 8

Compete and Win in 10 CATEGORIES:
tInspirational Writing
(Spiritual/Religious)

tMainstream/
Literary Short Story

tMemoir/Personal Essay

tRhyming Poetry

tMagazine Feature Article

tNon-Rhyming Poetry

tGenre Short Story
(Mystery, Romance, etc.)

tStage Play

tTelevision/Movie Script

tChildren’s/Young
Adult Fiction

EARLY BIRD DEADLINE: May 1, 2012
Entry Deadline: May 15, 2012
Enter on or before the Early Bird deadline
and receive a $5 discount per entry.
Entries will be accepted online
at writersdigest.com

81st Annual Writer’s Digest WRITING
COMPETITION COLLECTION
The Grand Prize manuscript, the First Place manuscript
in each category, and the names of the top 10 winners
in each category will be printed in a special competition
collection.
(Publication date: November 2012. You are not required to purchase
the collection to enter the competition.)

1/18/12 3:23:24 PM

WRITING COM
MPETITION
COMPETITION RULES
The Categories:
1. :PVNBZFOUFSBTNBOZNBOVTDSJQUTBTZPVMJLFJOFBDIPGUIFGPMMPXJOH
DBUFHPSJFT Memoirs/Personal Essay, Children’s/Young Adult Fiction and
Magazine Feature Article: 2,000 words maximum. Mainstream/Literary Short
Story and Genre Short Story: 4,000 words maximum. Inspirational Writing:
2,500 words maximum. Rhyming Poem and Non-rhyming Poem: 32 lines
maximum. Stage Plays and Television/Movie Scripts: send the first 15 pages
in standard script format, plus a one-page synopsis. Complete scripts are not
eligible. Stage Plays and Television/Movie Scripts—original or written for any
series in production on or after Jan. 1, 2012—are eligible; adaptations will not
be accepted. Refunds will not be issued for disqualified or withdrawn entries.
Preparing Your Entry:
1. Your entry must be accompanied by an Entry Form, and the required entry
fee. We also will accept manuscripts submitted online. If you are entering more
than one manuscript, you may mail all entries in the same envelope and write one
check for the total entry fee; however, FBDINBOVTDSJQUNVTUIBWFJUTDBUFHPSZ
JOEJDBUFEJOUIFVQQFSMFGUIBOEDPSOFS
2. Your entry* must be original, unpublished, unproduced, written in English
and not accepted by any other publisher or producer at the time of submission.
Writer’s Digest retains one-time publication rights to the Grand Prize and First
Place Winning Entries in each category to be published in a Writer’s Digest
publication. *Entries in the Magazine Feature Article category may be
previously published. No cover pages, please.
 It’s easy to enter online at writersdigest.com; simply upload your entry. You’ll
receive your receipt immediately after entering. Mailed-in entries must be typed
on one side of 8 ½ x 11 or A4 white paper. Scripts and poems may be either
double or single-spaced; all other manuscripts must be double-spaced. :PVS
OBNF BEESFTT QIPOFOVNCFSBOEDPNQFUJUJPODBUFHPSZNVTUBQQFBSJOUIF
VQQFSMFGUIBOEDPSOFSPGUIFGJSTUQBHF—otherwise, your entry is disqualified.
 #&463&0':063803%$06/5 Entries exceeding the word or page
limits will be disqualified. Type the exact word count (counting every single
word, except the title and contact information) on the first page of the entry.
5. Mailed-in entries that are more than one page in length must be stapled.

81st Annual Writer’s Digest
WRITING COMPETITION OFFICIAL ENTRY FORM
EARLY BIRD DEADLINE: MAY 1, 2012
Entry Deadline: May 15, 2012
Early Bird Entries receive a $5 per entry discount
Name
Address
City
State

ZIP

Country
Phone (

)

e-mail
Please contact me via e-mail with future writing competition updates.
Number of Entries in each Category: Please enter the following number of my
manuscripts in each of these categories:

Memoirs/Personal Essay
Mainstream/Literary Short Story
Rhyming Poem
Stage Play
Children’s/Young Adult Fiction

Genre Short Story
Magazine Feature Article
Non-rhyming Poem
Television/Movie Script
Inspirational Writing

Judging and Notification:
1. Every entry will be read by the judges. Judges’ decisions are final. Judges
reserve the right to recategorize entries.
2. Entries must be submitted online or postmarked no later than May 15, 2012.
We cannot return submitted manuscripts; however, to receive notification of the
receipt of your manuscript, send a self-addressed, stamped postcard along with
your entry.
 The Grand Prize Winner must agree to travel during the Writer’s Digest
Conference dates. The editors or agents who meet with the Grand Prize Winner
are under no obligation to read, buy or represent the Grand Prize Winner’s work.
 The following are not permitted to enter the contest: employees of F+W
Media, Inc., and their immediate family members; Writer’s Digest
contributing editors and correspondents as listed on our masthead;
Writer’s Digest University instructors; and Grand Prize Winners from the
previous three years.
5. Top Award Winners will be notified by mail before October 19, 2012. The
top 10 winners in each category will be listed in the Dec. 2012 issue of Writer’s
Digest. All winners will be listed in the 81st Annual Writer’s Digest Writing
Competition Collection and on our website at writersdigest.com. Prizes/award
certificates will be sent by Nov. 15, 2012.

Early Bird Entry Fees: Poems $15 for first entry; $10 for each additional. All other
entries $25 for first manuscript; $15 for each additional.

Privacy Promise
Occasionally we make portions of our customer list available to other
companies so they may contact you about products and services that may be of
interest to you. If you prefer we withhold your name, simply send a note with
your name, address and the competition name to: List Manager, F+W Media,
Inc., 10151 Carver Rd, Blue Ash, OH 45242.

Enter Online, or Mail Completed Entry Form, Manuscript(s), and Fee to:
Writer’s Digest Annual Writing Competition, 8469 Blue Ash Road Suite 100,
Cincinnati OH 45236.
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Q I am submitting one manuscript @ $25 and _____ manuscript(s) @ $15 each.
Q I am submitting one poem @ $15 and _____ poem(s) @ $10 each.
81st Annual Writer’s Digest Writing Competition Collection
Q Please send me ___ copy(ies) of the 81st Annual Writer’s Digest Writing
Competition Collection (available November 2012). I’m enclosing $10.00 plus
$1.95 shipping and handling for each collection ordered.
Total enclosed (U.S. funds) $___________________
Method of Payment: (U.S. funds drawn on a U.S. bank; payable to Writer’s Digest.)
Q Check or money order enclosed
Q Charge my Q MasterCard

Q VISA

Exp. Date _____________

Card #
Signature
(Charge will appear as “F+W Contest” within 90 days of the contest deadline. There will be a
$10.00 charge for returned checks and declined credit card payments.)

It’s fast and easy to enter online at writersdigest.com!
WD0412

1/18/12 3:23:52 PM

Eye on the Prize

E

very spring brings the
announcement of the
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction.
What exactly makes a
book Pulitzer-worthy, and what
can the award mean to an author’s
career? Four winners weigh in.

Junot Díaz
The Brief Wondrous
Life of Oscar Wao, 2008
Pulitzer winner: A
nerdy Dominican boy
in New Jersey lives for
science fiction and love.
WHAT MADE THE BOOK STAND

I have no idea. So many of us
give our lives for our work, put everything we got into it, and yet very few
of us receive the arbitrary benefits
OUT:

of these arbitrary prizes. In the end,
as Samuel R. Delany reminds us via
Thomas Mann: “As to the worth of
my own work, I cannot know, and
you cannot tell me.”
WRITING PHILOSOPHY: To be an
artist, first and foremost, which
means to be always on a journey
of discovery and not a journey of
approval. Which is a fancy way of
saying my philosophy is: Take your
time, follow your freak and prefer
from an audience the complexity of
conversation over the simplicities
of approval.
NO. 1 CRAFT TIP: Read.
HOW THE PRIZE CHANGED YOUR

I was a writer writing
about crazy New Jersey Dominicans,
both in the U.S. and back home on
LIFE/WORK:

the island. The prize introduced my
work to an entire cross-section of
readers I never would have met otherwise, and from those readers have
sprung a multitude of opportunities
that were never there previous. It has
increased my artistic privilege, certainly, which in turn has allowed me
to attempt to do more for my fellow
artists of color, for my community,
in favor of the progressive values that
I believe are worth fighting for.

Paul Harding
Tinkers, 2010 Pulitzer
winner: A methodical
repairer of clocks looks
back on his life as he
faces his final days.
WHAT MADE THE BOOK STAND

DÍAZ PHOTO © LILY OEI; HARDING PHOTO © LAUREN GOLDENBERG EGAN

BY MARC D. ALLAN

10 I WRITER’S DIGEST I March/April 2012

10-17 APR12WD Inkwell.indd 10

1/18/12 3:26:05 PM

OUT: What I’d hope is that the thing
has some soul and some generosity towards the reader and some
occasions for recognizing his or her
own humanity. I want to delight the
reader with beauty, in the Keatsian
sense of beauty being experienced
as truth.
WRITING PHILOSOPHY: Precision is
the best style.
NO. 1 CRAFT TIP: Trust your subject. It is its own best description. It
means itself, and if it’s worth writing
about it does not need you to add
any bells or whistles.
HOW THE PRIZE CHANGED YOUR
LIFE/WORK: The Pulitzer changed
my life dramatically, perhaps all the
more because my first book won it.
It was a precipitous plunge into the
awareness of the reading public. It
also was and continues to be a fantastic experience. My work has not
changed because of the prize. I was
fortunate to have started on and
already in fact sold the second novel
before the prize, so the prize had
the effect of seeming to me a vote of
confidence just to keep working in
the manner and with the methods
I’ve been using all along.

Jennifer Egan
A Visit From the Goon
Squad, 2011 Pulitzer
winner: A reflection on
the music business from
people who (barely)
lived to tell the tale.
WHAT MADE THE BOOK STAND

Maybe something about the
structure simulated the online
experience—although I have to say
that model was not on my mind
as I worked on it. Maybe the fact

EGAN PHOTO © PIETER M. VAN HATTEM

OUT:

that the music industry is radically
in decline—and we as a culture
are aware of that—led to a wish to
engage with that industry in a quasinostalgic way, or at least a way that
involves a broad spectrum of time.

what I did to get that prize. I hope
that I can just keep going and do new
things. The way that it changed my
life mostly is just by reaching many
more readers than I did before—and
that’s completely thrilling.

“Take your time, follow your freak and prefer from
an audience the complexity of conversation over
the simplicities of approval.” —JUNOT DÍAZ
I don’t
know if I have one. I’m trying to tell
stories that seem compelling and
urgent to me and hope others will
feel the same way. I’m willing to do
anything it takes to tell the story as it
feels like it needs to be told.
NO. 1 CRAFT TIP: Write badly. Just
write a lot of terrible stuff and wait
for it to get better. I think the feeling that it needs to be good, that
you need to wait for it to be good, is
a recipe for writer’s block. I’ve written so badly that my working title
for The Keep, my last book, was A
Short, Bad Novel. I’m not going to
exceed that. I don’t want to shoot
too high. I would urge anyone to
write badly and deal with the bad
feelings that brings in order to get
into the habit of being a habitual
writer and being present for the
good stuff when it comes.
WRITING PHILOSOPHY:

HOW THE PRIZE CHANGED YOUR

I would hope that it
would not change it at all, because
my goal is always to leave behind
what I’ve done and start fresh and, in
a certain sense, renounce what I’ve
done. The only way I could imagine
the Pulitzer affecting me is by making me feel like I need to keep doing
LIFE/WORK:

Marilynne Robinson
Gilead, 2005 Pulitzer
winner: A letter about
family history from
a dying 76-year-old
Congregationalist
preacher to his 7-year-old son.
WRITING PHILOSOPHY: Find
your deepest interests and follow
them where they take you. This can
involve significant research as well
as introspection.
NO. 1 CRAFT TIP: Insofar as possible, always make the reader feel
that there is something before her/
his eyes. And always remember that
written language is essentially musical notation.
HOW THE PRIZE CHANGED YOUR

The Pulitzer Prize has
a special status in American letters.
It is taken to mean that a writer has
done work that deserves to be taken
seriously, and may potentially do so
again. It is the one prize that adheres,
that will always be mentioned in
association with the writer as well
as the book. So it is a very gratifying
prize to receive.
LIFE/WORK:

Marc D. Allan is a freelance writer based
in Indianapolis.

JOIN THE CONVERSATION: If you were to create your own literary prize, what would your criteria be? Who would you award it to?

Log on to the discussion forum at community.writersdigest.com/forum to read other writers’ thoughts and share your own.
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Nixing the Nom de Plume
Let’s try a little quiz. I’ll give you the real names of 10 famous writers who
wrote (or write) under pseudonyms, and you see if you can come up with
their authorial names.
Ready? No modern technology. Just off the top of your head. Here we go:

Emily Brontë
2. C.S. Lewis
3. Eric Arthur Blair
4. Samuel Langhorne
Clemens
5. Agatha Christie
1.

Karen von
Blixen-Finecke
7. Pauline Phillips
8. Brook Busey
9. Allan Stewart
Konigsberg
6.

Westmacott; 6. Isak Dinesen; 7. Dear Abby; 8. Diablo Cody; 9. Woody Allen

Find more great tips, networking and advice beyond the
magazine by following WD editors
on Twitter:
@writersdigest @jessicastrawser
@brianklems
@robertleebrewer
@chucksambuchino
And become a fan of our
Facebook page:
facebook.com/writersdigest

—Excerpted from The Writer’s Workout: 366 Tips, Tasks and Techniques From Your Writing
Career Coach © 2011 by Christina Katz, with permission from Writer’s Digest Books.

PHOTO © ISTOCKPHOTO.COM

ANSWERS: 1. Ellis Bell; 2. N.W. Clerk; 3. George Orwell; 4. Mark Twain; 5. Mary

NETWORK

What? You didn’t score 100 percent?
Well, you could plug each of these names into any Internet search engine and
know who’s who in a few seconds—and that’s exactly my point.
A lot of writers think that the launch of their career is a great time to start
thinking about their pseudonym. But since sustaining any kind of long-term hidden identity has become increasingly difficult these days, your pseudonym might
be more of a headache than a boon to your career.
If you think you can hide behind a pen name, you might want to think again.
Or at least think long and hard before you commit to dividing yourself up into
multiple identities (which can complicate platform development, confuse readers and otherwise slow your forward progress).
Choosing an official authorial name isn’t a big issue until you are ready to
start promoting yourself, but it’s something to start thinking about long before
we start seeing your byline.
These days, the smartest strategy may well be to come up with one name,
plan to use it on all your work, and make it the name you wish to become
known by and stay known by for the rest of your life.
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No matter what you write, a bit of poetic license can
be a valuable asset to any writer’s arsenal.

.

BY ROBERT LEE BREWER

CR EATIV E CHA LLE NGE : HA I KU

Haiku is one of the most popular poetic forms around, though it is often
misunderstood. Many poets think haiku just mandates that the first line
has five syllables, the second line seven syllables, and the final line five syllables. But you might be surprised to learn that many contemporary haiku
poets don’t even pay attention to syllables.
Instead, the essential components of haiku are these: three short lines, a
cutting word that connects two juxtaposed images, and an element emblematic of a season.
Here are a few examples by readers of the Poetic Asides blog:
another biopsy–
plucking at the ﬂowers
on my hospital gown
—Cara Holman

Haiku poems should be untitled.

morning dew sparkles
on sunlit grass
you are still gone
—mexmiel

Morning dew is a seasonal reference
often associated with spring.

From the elm’s high branch
a red hightop sneaker swings
a suspended tale
—Brian Slusher
red fox
the autumn leaves

from, all with prices
anyone can afford

In this haiku, plucking acts as
the cutting word.

This haiku follows the traditional
5/7/5 syllable pattern.

Red fox is juxtaposed with
autumn leaves.

in chorus
—Christina Nguyen

INSPIRED TO GIVE IT A SHOT? Try your hand at the haiku, and then share your
work alongside other writers on the Poetic Asides blog at http://bit.ly/spa5aY.

ILLUSTRATION © TONY CAPURRO

POETIC PROMP T

Write a poem featuring the words tinfoil,
astronaut, hand-held and celery.
Robert Lee Brewer is the editor of Poet’s Market and a published poet.
He’s been a national featured poet at the Austin International Poetry Festival
and is the former Poet Laureate of the Blogosphere.
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5 -MINUTE MEMOIR
Tales From the Writing Life

Artmaking
BY KATE MEADOWS

neatly packaged in my mind. But when
I start to push sentences onto the page,
the whole thing threatens to unravel, a
messy cacophony of words.
I continue to claw my way through
a first draft with Art & Fear by my side.
I am not alone, I tell myself. Finally,
I email the draft of “Taming” to my
professor—just in time. Soon after, I go
into labor. Our son comes in a flurry of
hazy hours. When I hold him, a cycle
of messy emotions overwhelms me:
fear, joy, uncertainty, astonishment.
He came into the world so beautifully.
Without a hitch. Ready to start living.
So am I.
I am still bone-achy and tender
from the hurricane of childbirth when
my phone rings a few days later.
“ ‘Taming’?” my professor shouts.
“This is you writing through brokenness and insecurity. I hate to think that
writers have to suffer in order to season their voice, but maybe that’s what’s
happening here. Your writing has a
weight it lacked before.”
I charge into chaos every day now,
as a mother, a writer, an artmaker.
And I see beauty in those uncertain
moments, phenomenal spaces where
anything can happen.
Kate Meadows (katemeadows.word
press.com) received her MFA in writing
from Western Connecticut State University.
She now lives near Los Angeles, where she
continues to navigate motherhood and the
writing life.

CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS: Submit your own 600-word essay reﬂection on the writing life by emailing it to wdsubmissions@fwmedia.com

with “5-Minute Memoir” in the subject line.

WYOMING PHOTO © ISTOCKPHOTO.COM

O

n an early October evening, I crack open a thin book by David
Bayles and Ted Orland and start to read. I am eight months pregnant and bulging like a water balloon. The book’s title—Art & Fear:
Observations on the Perils (and Rewards) of Artmaking—is strangely
comforting. Maybe it’s the word fear, and how, on this simple cover, it seems as
normal as a cloudy day. I have just moved to Omaha, Nebraska, a too-big town
where I know no one. I am terrified of everything. This new place. Childbirth.
Motherhood. My future as a writer. The solid grip I once felt I had on my life is
gone, and I watch the days slip by, each moment inching closer to that day my
priorities shift and I become first mother, then writer.
I am halfway through a Master of Fine Arts degree in writing, piecing together
an essay collection about growing up as an only child in rural Wyoming. My husband and I had planned to wait to get pregnant until I was finished with school, but
it happened nonetheless. And now a wilderness of uncertainty stretches before me:
mothering an infant while I scrape through words on pages, trying to finish my
book-length project and thereby complete my MFA.
Art & Fear seems to speak to this: “Art is like beginning a sentence before
you know its ending. The risks are obvious: You may never get to the end of the
sentence … or having gotten there, you may not have said anything.”
That fear of failure swells in me as I consider the draft of my latest essay. How is
it that now, as I shakily anticipate the arrival of my son, I am also working on the
hardest piece in my collection? In it, I am confronting my grandfather’s suicide,
trying to pit his wild personality against the wild animals he tried to tame in the
mountains. I shift between reading the book in front of me and toying with my
draft, desperately hoping I’ll have time to finish both before the baby comes.
“Simply put, making art is chancy—it doesn’t mix well with predictability.
Uncertainty is the essential, inevitable and all-pervasive companion to your desire
to make art. And tolerance for uncertainty is the prerequisite to succeeding.”
I’ve never thought of myself as a risk taker. I’ve always been too careful, wanting
to stay in complete control. Maybe that’s
why becoming a mother terrifies me
more than pain or a cross-country move.
I stare at my manuscript. How many
times have I tried to frame my words for
this piece, to explain the poignancy of my
grandfather’s reckless death in the context of his taming the wild? The idea is so
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EXER CISE YOU R P E N

Give Character to
Your Setting

Select an exterior location that ﬁgures prominently in your story and
observe that setting during various times: morning, noon, rush hour,
evening and so on. How different do people act during those times?
How could what’s happening during those different times affect what
your characters will do in a scene?
What does the location look like in the winter? How does it feel in
the summer, or in the fall? What happens there during a thunderstorm?
What seasonal/traditional events (a street fair, a parade) regularly occur
there? The answers to these questions will give you added creative ﬂexibility to enhance your story components.
Always take notes, mental or otherwise.
Again, observe, but also engage all of your senses.
What colors do you see? (Bright and cheery, or muted?)
What sounds do you hear? (Trafﬁc noise, different languages,
street music?)
What do you smell? (Savory aromas of food, the scent of ﬂowers, the
stench of garbage? One reviewer of Chinatown Beat wrote, “You can
almost smell the tofu cooking.”)
What does the air feel like? (Hot or cold, sticky, humid, wet?)
Are there any food items in the location that will allow you a taste of
the setting? (A fruit market, a bakery, a sidewalk food vendor?)
These exercises will help you get an organic feel for your chosen
environment, a visceral understanding of how that setting can be made
PHOTOS © ISTOCKPHOTO.COM

to work for you and your story. Try to apply your imagination against
the vivid background of the setting—which, it’s often noted, can be a
character as well.
—Excerpted from Henry Chang in Now Write! Mysteries edited by Sherry Ellis and
Laurie Lamson.

Love To Write
But Hate
The Paperwork?
You need
Writer’s Relief!
Since 1994, writers of books, short
prose, and poetry have been partnering
with Writer’s Relief for submission
management. We research, target,
track, proofread, create cover/query
letters, and more. Our targeting is
strategic and personalized. Full Service
clients by invitation only. See website for
submission guidelines.
We manage your submissions;
you focus on your craft.
Highly Recommended
References + Testimonials
Join the 30,000 writers who subscribe
to our FREE e-publication:

Submit Write Now!

Hot
publishing
leads and tips!
Learn more:

www.WritersRelief.com
(866) 405-3003
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the second half of the show’s second
season kicks off on AMC, he’s also celebrating the release of his co-written
novel based on the series.
How’d he pull it all off? For
Kirkman, it comes down to one
word: momentum.
Are you still a sleep-deprived
basket case?

The creator of “The Walking Dead” proves there’s a
lot any writer can learn from going to hell and back.
BY RICH SHIVENER

C

omic-book-authorturned-scriptwriterturned-novelist Robert
Kirkman knows something about being among “the walking dead,” having come back to life
from what he describes as “years of
hell”—the period when he was selfpublishing his work and feeling like
a zombie.
“Sometimes I would work until 8

p.m., then come home and I would
write until 2 or 3 a.m., and then I
would get up at 7 a.m.,” he says. “My
life was terrible and I was a total basket case. After two or three years, I
finally started making a living at it.”
And a pretty good living it is.
Kirkman produces and writes the hit
zombie TV series “The Walking Dead,”
an adaptation of his ongoing comic
book series of the same name. And as

What’s your take on the process
of creating?

I’m a very firm believer in momentum. I think I could revise a script for
years and never be happy with it, and
half the time I feel like when I revise
something it’s 2 percent better. But is
that really necessary? Also, it slows me
down. I get bored very easily, so that’s
why I work on so many projects; I’m
able to jump from project to project. … That’s something I try to tell
writers: Learn to trust yourself and get
addicted to momentum.
How do you come up with ideas?

Critiquing things usually generates
rough ideas of how to do something

PHOTO © MEGAN MACK

Pride & Persistence
& Zombies

No, I’m really not [laughs]. I have a 5year-old son and a 2-year-old daughter, so once we had the kids I had
to promise my wife that I wouldn’t
work nights. I have a 9-to-5 job, and
I don’t work Saturdays and Sundays.
This is great advice that you should
put in your magazine: I was talking
to my friend Erik Larsen, who’s been
a comic artist and writer for 30 years,
and he was explaining how he worked
9-to-5 five days a week, and that’s it. I
said I didn’t understand how he did
that, and he said to me, “The work will
take as much time as you let it.” One
day he just said, “Screw you, work, I’m
quitting at 5.” Eventually, he started
getting done what he needed to get
done at 5.
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different. One example … I saw the
trailer for Inglourious Basterds one
day before the movie came out. I
love Quentin Tarantino movies, and
the trailer is all about Brad Pitt walking down the line of guys and he’s
talking about killing Nazis … and
I knew the plot was all about them
going after Hitler. And I thought: If
that movie is set in WWII, but they
kill Hitler in the end of the movie,
that’s going to be the most brilliant
movie ever, because [few have] ever
done that in a war movie, where you
just ignore history and do the thing
that would be satisfactory in a movie.

fictional, do something that’s
fictional. In my writing, I’m much
more interested in making cool
things up. To me, being entertaining is far more important than
being accurate. That’s how I feel
about the entertainment that I enjoy,
and that’s how I feel in my writing. There have been times in The
Walking Dead comic book series
where … there is something going
on that characters are talking about
that exists in real life, but it’s completely wrong.

Does ﬁction allow us to ignore
things like historical facts?

What’s your advice for writers
who have 40-plus hours devoted
to a job or a commitment, and
are looking for time to write?

If you’re doing something that’s

Figure out how little you can sleep

every day, because if it’s important
you have to make time to do it. It’s a
tough thing. When I was first starting out, I had a day job—and for a
while two day jobs, so I was working 55 hours a week. … I always felt
like if I had a really sh*tty two or
three years, but they led to a good
life, that they’re totally worth it. I
would recommend having that two
years of hell, really pushing yourself
to the limit.
Rich Shivener writes about pop culture for
a variety of publications.

TALKING ‘WALKING DEAD’
For much more from Kirkman, visit
writersdigest.com/april-12.

COMMUNITY,
NOT
COMPETITION.
Low-residency MFA in Creative Writing

POETRY. FICTION. CREATIVE NONFICTION.

WRITING FOR YOUNG PEOPLE.
with the ﬂexibility of cross-genre and dual-genre exploration

POST-MFA CERTIFICATE

in the Teaching of Creative Writing
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BREAKINGIN
Debut authors: How they did it, what they learned, and why you can do it, too.

BY CHUCK SAMBUCHINO

Kim Purcell
Trafﬁcked
(young adult thriller,
Viking Juvenile,
February) “Stranded in

a foreign land with no
money and nobody who can help
her, Hannah must ﬁnd a way to save
herself from her new status as a
modern-day slave.”

Westchester, N.Y. PREI worked briefly as a
journalist. Later, while I was teaching English as a Second Language,
my students talked to me about how
they’d been mistreated, and I became
interested in the issue of modern-day
slavery. TIME FRAME: From the very
beginning stages of researching this
book to the final copy edit, it took
eight years. In the middle of all that,
I gave birth to two children and
wrote during their naps. ENTER THE
AGENT: My husband met my agent,
Kate Lee at [International Creative
Management], and asked if I could
send her my novel. Fortunately, she
called me and said she loved it. I was
shocked. I had sent an earlier novel
out to a bunch of agents, and even
had some personal referrals, but
no one took it. WHAT I LEARNED: I
always thought if I got a great agent—
and Kate Lee is indeed great—I’d be
set. It didn’t happen this way. Kate
sent [my book] out to six editors,
and all of them passed on it. I agreed
WRITES FROM:

TRAFFICKED:

with the editors’ comments and
didn’t want it to keep being rejected,
so I reimagined the main character
and rewrote the book from scratch.
WHAT I DID RIGHT: I never stopped
writing or putting myself out there. I
think that’s the difference between a
published writer and an unpublished
writer—the published writer hears
the word “No,” but interprets it as
“Not yet.” PLATFORM: I have a website
and a blog. Also, I’m using Twitter a
lot and building relationships in the
literary community. WEBSITE: kim
purcell.com. NEXT UP: I’m writing a
paranormal thriller.

Ashley Ream
Losing Clementine
(upmarket ﬁction,
William Morrow, March)

“World-renowned artist
Clementine Pritchard
has only 30 days left to live, to love
and to paint, and we discover the
shocking reasons why.”

Los Angeles. ENTER
Barbara Poelle of the
Irene Goodman Literary Agency is
my agent. I had done all the things
WRITES FROM:

THE AGENT:

you are supposed to do when querying agents. I’d met them at conferences. I’d asked my published friends
to give me introductions to their
agents. But in the end, Barbara was
a cold submission. PRE-CLEMENTINE:
I had written a darkly humorous
mystery that got turned down by
every publisher in New York. My
agent [asked] me to write something nongenre. My voice just didn’t
fit neatly into one category. When I
stopped trying to fit, the next book
sold quickly, with two houses bidding on it. TIME FRAME: It takes me
about nine months to write a book.
WHAT I LEARNED: Everyone around
you—your agent, your editor, the
cover designer, the proofreader,
everyone—is going to have a slightly
different idea of who you are as a
writer. It’s really important for you
to be clear for yourself. Someone has
to steer the boat. WHAT I DID RIGHT:
I worked for several years at daily
newspapers, which taught me all I’ll
ever need to know about meeting
deadlines and being edited. I also
wrote a lot, and I kept writing. Losing
Clementine is my first published
novel, but the fifth one I’ve written.
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Also, I remembered my manners. It’s
amazing how far being nice will get
you. WEBSITE: ahream.com. NEXT UP:
The next novel is Honey in the Dell,
but I reserve the right to change my
mind about the title.

Adam Wilson
Flatscreen
(humorous literary
ﬁction, Harper Perennial,
February) “A slacker

meets a drug addict exTV star who likes prostitutes, and all
hell breaks loose.”

Brooklyn, N.Y. PREI had been living in
Texas working a terrible job for which
I had to spend my days holding up a
giant orange arrow at a highway exit
WRITES FROM:

they know the edits will help the
manuscript. PLATFORM: I’m all over
the Internet—on Twitter, Facebook,
etc. [I write] for blogs and webzines
(as well as print publications). I also
edit a website called The Faster Times.
WEBSITE: adamzwilson.com; thefaster
times.com. NEXT UP: I just finished a
story collection and am now at work
on a new novel. WD
Chuck Sambuchino is the editor of the
annual Guide to Literary Agents.

ON THE RIGHT PATH
For more on Kim Purcell’s journey to
ﬁnd a literary agent, visit writers
digest.com/editor-blogs/guideto-literary-agents and select the
“Breaking In” category.
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FLATSCREEN:

ramp. I quit, went to New York for [a
Master of Fine Arts] and stayed there.
After grad school I made my living as
a freelance writer. TIME FRAME: From
conception to completion, the whole
thing took roughly five years. ENTER
THE AGENT: My agent is the lovely
Erin Hosier [of Dunow, Carlson &
Lerner]. A [friend] knew her and suggested I get in touch. BIGGEST
SURPRISE: That someone actually
decided to publish the book! I have
also considered myself doomed and
unlucky, and was thrilled to find out
that I’m actually blessed and lucky.
For now. WHAT I DID RIGHT: Not be
stubborn about taking outside suggestions on the manuscript. I think
some writers become so attached to
their own work that they refuse to
make substantial edits even when
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ASK THEAGENT
BY KARA GEBHART UHL

Brian DeFiore
DEFIORE AND COMPANY
Brian DeFiore has worked in publishing since 1981, having served as an editor,
editor-in-chief and publisher at several major publishing houses—including St. Martin’s
Press, Dell Publishing, Delacorte Press and Hyperion—before founding DeFiore and
Company in Manhattan in 1999. In addition to his role as literary agent, DeFiore
serves on the board of directors of the Association of Authors Representatives, and is
on the faculty of The Center for Publishing at New York University.

SUBMISSION GUIDELINES
DeFiore is looking for “something that
will amaze me—no other qualiﬁcation
is nearly as important.” He accepts
queries at querybrian@deﬁoreandco.
com; for complete guidelines, visit
deﬁoreandco.com.
BIGGEST CAREER SURPRISE: When
I was an editor I believed
that when an agent sent me
something and I thought it
was terriﬁc, that my response
was an absolute—and that
every editor who had it also
must have thought it was terriﬁc. Now that I’m an agent
I see that even when a book
is one that turns out to be a
bestseller, at the time of submission, of 10 editors, four may
love it, two may hate it and the
rest are indifferent.

BEST QUERY: It was a very short one- or two-sentence query that said, basically:
“I’m a graduate of the Iowa Writers’ Workshop, and have written a comic novel narrated by a chimpanzee. Would you like to see it?” How could you say no to that?
I always use that example as a bit of advice when talking to writers: Keep it direct,
simple, surprising. (It turned out to be the wonderful award-winning novel The
Evolution of Bruno Littlemore by Benjamin Hale.)
DREAM CLIENT/PROJECT: A dream client is one whose talent continually surprises
me, and my belief in it is what keeps me on my toes to make sure I’m doing right
by his or her work. And similarly, the dream project is one I can’t possibly describe
in advance: It could be fiction or nonfiction, but it will be surprising in its freshness.

It’s
always a little awkward when you want to take a new client on, but you think the
book needs some editorial work. As an agent, I’m nervous that if the client is talking to other agents, and those others are saying that the book is perfect as is, that
I’ll lose the client. But ultimately I think I can’t do my job with integrity without
saying what I think needs to be said—and the greatest conversation is when the
client says, “I knew that aspect wasn’t working. You have good insight and you see
what I’m trying to do.” That’s when I know it’s really right.
FAVORITE CONVERSATION WHEN AGREEING TO WORK WITH A NEW CLIENT:

WORST QUERY:

By definition it was unmemorable, but no doubt it was for a

“fictional novel.”
BEST PUBLISHING ADVICE RECEIVED: That the authors are our stars and that we
must never forget that; we are nothing without them. Interestingly, that was taught
to me by a publisher—a former boss of mine, Carole Baron—not an agent.
HARDEST LESSON FOR WRITERS TO LEARN: That the industry doesn’t always—in
fact, it rarely—makes perfect sense, and good books often don’t find the readers or
get the attention that they should, and it’s often not anyone’s fault. It can be as random as life itself. WD

Kara Gebhart Uhl (pleiadesbee.com) is a freelance writer and editor based in Fort Thomas, Ky.
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Sometimes it’s too easy to get caught up in the so-called
rules of writing and forget what’s really important. Here’s
how to avoid the traps that can steer your story off-course.
BY STEVEN JAMES
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n fiction, story matters more than anything else.
Yet too often authors forget this and, in their
zeal to impress readers or wow editors, pepper
their writing with distracting devices that only
end up undermining the story itself.
Never let anything get between your story and
your readers. Here are five of the most common
ways even the best writers veer off-course—and
simple strategies for avoiding them.

1

OV E R D O I N G S Y M B O L I S M / T H E M E S
A few years ago I picked up a literary novel that everyone
was talking about. In the first chapter there was a storm; in
the second, someone was washing his hands; then a character was crying; then there was a baptism. I remember
thinking, OK, I get it. Your image is water and your theme is
cleansing—now get on with the story.
Problem was, from that point on, guess what I was doing?
Yup … looking for the next way the writer was going to
weave a water image into her story. And she delivered, scene
after predictable scene.
As a reader I was no longer emotionally present in the
story. I’d become a critic, an observer. And that’s definitely
not what a storyteller wants her readers to do.
The more your readers are on the lookout for
your images, your themes,
your symbolism, and
so on, the less they’ll
be impacted by the real
essence of your story.
Does that mean that
themes and images don’t
have a place in your work?
Not at all. But it does mean
that rather than building your story around that theme
(love, forgiveness, freedom, etc.), or advice (“Follow your
dreams,” “Be true to your heart,” etc.), or a cliché (“Every
cloud has a silver lining,” “Time heals all wounds,” etc.), it’s
better to drive your narrative forward through tension and
moral dilemmas.
So, instead of using the theme “justice,” let the events

of the story pose a more engaging question: “What’s more
important, telling the truth or protecting the innocent?”
Rather than giving the advice, “You should forgive others,” let your story explore a dilemma: “How do you forgive someone who has done the unthinkable to someone
you love?”
Let your story do more than reiterate the cliché, “The
needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.” Instead,
challenge that axiom by presenting your characters with
situations that raise the question, “When do the needs of the
few outweigh the needs of the many?”
Respect your readers. Assume that they’re as smart as
you are. If you can easily identify your own imagery, symbolism, themes and so on, expect that they will, too. And as
soon as they do, they’ll be distracted from the story itself.

2

T RY I N G T O O H A R D
There’s nothing less impressive than someone trying to be
impressive. There’s nothing less funny than someone trying
to be funny. Eloquence doesn’t impress anyone except for
the person trying so hard to be eloquent.
So look for places in your story where you were trying to
be funny, clever or impressive, and change those sections or
remove them.
Some writers shoot for humor by writing things like, “she

Believe it or not, you don’t want readers
to admire your writing: You want them
to be so engaged in the story itself that they
don’t notice the way you use words to shape it.
joked,” “he quipped,” “he mentioned in his usual fun-loving
way,” and so on. Don’t fall into this trap. If your dialogue is
really funny, you don’t need to point that out to your readers.
(And if it’s not as funny as you’d intended, you don’t need to
draw attention to the fact.)
Some authors resort to using a profusion of speaker attributions. Their characters chortle, grunt, exclaim, reiterate,
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gasp, howl, hiss and bark. Whenever I read a book like this I
find myself skimming through the dialogue just to see what
the next synonym for said will be. Readers get it. They know
you own a thesaurus. Just tell the story.
In the same way, drop antiquated or obscure words
unless they’re necessary for character development or maintaining voice. This isn’t to say that you can’t write intelligent,
incisive, challenging prose, but any time the meaning of an
unfamiliar word isn’t immediately obvious within the context of the story, choose another word that won’t trip readers up. This is especially true as you build toward the climax,
since the pace of the story needs to steadily increase.
Similarly, avoid the temptation to impress your readers
with your research, your plot structure or your knowledge

mine the suspense, but castles carry a positive connotation that further disrupts the tension. If you can’t resist the
urge to use a figure of speech when writing a scene like this,
choose one that accentuates the mood: “The jet plummeted
through the dungeon of clouds.”
Over the years I’ve heard of authors who’ve written books
without punctuation, or without the word said, or without quotation marks, or by using an exact predetermined
number of words. To each his own. But when these artificial
constraints become more important to the author than the
reader’s experience with the story is, they handcuff it.
Whenever you break the rules or keep them, it must be
for the benefit of your readers. If your writing style or techniques get in the way of the story by causing readers to
question what’s happening,
analyze the writing, or page
back to earlier sections in
order to understand the
context, you’ve failed.
You want your writing
to be an invisible curtain
between your readers and
your story. Anytime you
draw attention to the narrative tools at your disposal, you
insert yourself into the story and cause readers to notice
the curtain. Although it may seem counterintuitive, most
authors looking to improve their craft need to cut back on
the devices they use (whether that’s assonance, onomatopoeia, hyperbole, similes or whatever), rather than add more.

As you write, constantly ask yourself
what the readers want at this moment
of the story. Then, give it to them—or surprise
them with something even better.
of the flora and fauna of western North Carolina. When
readers pick up your book, they’re not preparing for a
spelling bee or a doctoral dissertation or a medical exam;
they’re hoping for an entertaining, believable story that will
transport them to another world and move them on a deep,
emotional level.
Textbook literary devices fall under this same umbrella—
they’re too contrived. Writing something like, “She cautiously closed the closet door and crept across the carpet,”
might have impressed your English professors, but it does
nothing to serve readers in today’s marketable fiction. As
soon as readers notice the alliteration, they’ll be distracted—
and whether they’re counting up the number of times you
used the letter C, or rolling their eyes at your attempt to be
clever, they’ve momentarily disengaged from your story.
And that’s the last thing you want them to do.
Believe it or not, you don’t want readers to admire your
writing: You want them to be so engaged in the story itself
that they don’t notice the way you use words to shape it.
Anything that jars readers loose from the grip of the story
needs to go, even if it seems “literary.” Weed out figures of
speech that don’t serve the mood of the scene. For example,
if you’re curled up with a book and are deep in the midst of
a chapter depicting an airplane hijacking, you wouldn’t want
to read, “The clouds outside the window were castles in
the sky.” Not only does the superfluous description under-

3

FA I L I N G T O A N T I C I PAT E T H E
READERS’ RESPONSE
A plot flaw is, simply put, a glitch in believability or causality.
When a character acts in a way that doesn’t make sense, or
when one scene doesn’t naturally follow from the one that
precedes it, readers will stumble.
Imagine your protagonist hears that a killer is in the
neighborhood and then, in the next scene, decides to spend
a cozy evening in the kitchen making homemade pasta.
Readers will think, What? Why doesn’t she lock all the doors
and windows, or call the police, or run to her car and get out
of the area? Thus, at the very moment where you want them
to be drawn deeper into the narrative, your readers pull
away and start to question your character’s actions—and, to
some degree, your storytelling ability.
As soon as an event isn’t believable, it becomes a distraction. So ask yourself at every plot point: “Is there enough
stimulus to motivate this action?” And then make sure there
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is. Always anticipate your readers’ response.
Try to step back and read your work-in-progress as
objectively as you can, through the eyes of a reader who has
never seen it before. If you come to a place where you think,
Why doesn’t she just … ? or, Wait, that doesn’t make sense …
that’s where you have some revising to do. And the solution
doesn’t have to be complicated. Often you can solve a plot
flaw in your story simply by having your characters point
it out. If your protagonist says something like, “I couldn’t
believe she would do such a thing—it just didn’t compute,”
readers will think, Yes, exactly—I thought the same thing!
There’s more going on here than meets the eye. The more you
admit that the scene has a believability problem, the less
readers will hold you responsible for it.
With this in mind, you should also make sure every special skill or gadget needed in the climax is foreshadowed
earlier in the story. Coincidences drive a wedge in believability. Foreshadowing removes them. So if the diver suddenly needs a harpoon to fight off the killer barracuda and
he reaches down and—how convenient!—just happens to
find one, readers won’t buy it. Show us the harpoon earlier
so it makes sense when it reappears at the climactic battle.

4

USING A HOOK AS A GIMMICK
Many well-meaning writing instructors will tell you that you
need to start your story with a good “hook” to snag your
readers’ attention. And they’re right—to a certain degree.
While I was teaching at one writing conference a woman
gave me her story for a critique. It started with an exciting
car chase. I said, “Great, so this is an action story.”
“No,” she told me. “It’s a romance. The woman goes to the
hospital and falls in love with the doctor.”
“But it starts with a car chase and explosion. Readers will
expect it to escalate from there.”
“I had a different opening,” she admitted, “but my critique
group told me I needed a good hook.”
It may have been true that her story needed a better hook,
but she landed on the wrong one. Hooks become gimmicks
if they don’t provide the platform for escalation.
Too many times a writer will grab readers’ attention early
on with a scene that’s clearly been contrived just for that
purpose, without introducing the characters or the setting of the story. Consequently the writer is forced to insert
excessive backstory into the next scene—thus undermining
the forward momentum of the plot. Take your time, trust
your readers and craft a hook that orients them to the world
you’ve created. Then drive the story forward without having
to explain why you started it the way you did.

e va l u at e y o u r h o o k
With each story you start, always
remember that an effective hook needs
to do seven things:
1.

Grab the readers’ attention.

2.

Introduce a character readers
care about.

3.

Set the story’s mood.

4.

Establish the storyteller’s voice.

5.

Orient readers to the world of the
protagonist (and enable them to
picture it).

6.

Lock in the genre.

7.

End in a way that is both surprising
and satisfying.

5

L E AV I N G R E A D E R S H A N G I N G
Never annoy your readers.
Sometimes I read books in which the author withholds
key information from readers, presumably in an effort to
create suspense. But failing to give readers what they want
doesn’t create suspense, it causes dissatisfaction.
For example, don’t leave a point-of-view character in
the middle of an action sequence. If, in the final sentence of a chase scene, you write that your protagonist
“careened around the bend and crashed into the cement
pylon jutting up from the side of the road,” readers will
turn to the next chapter wanting to find out if she is
conscious, dead, etc.
But if that next chapter instead begins with another pointof-view character, one in a less stressful situation, readers
will be impatient. They don’t want to wait to come back
to the woman in the car (or maybe she’s in the hospital by
then) a chapter later.
If readers are tempted to skip over part of your story to
get to a part they want to read, you need to fix that section.
As you write, constantly ask yourself what the readers want
at this moment of the story.
Then, give it to them—or surprise them with something
even better. WD
Steven James has written many books and is the bestselling author of
ﬁve critically acclaimed thrillers. He is a contributing editor for Writer’s
Digest and teaches at writing conferences nationwide.
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To stand out to the gatekeepers who hold the keys to
publication, it’s not enough for your story to be good. Use
these techniques to take your fiction to new heights.
BY ELIZABETH SIMS
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henever I think of the word
gatekeeper, a little film clip
from The Wizard of Oz
starts up in my head, where
the fearsome palace guard
denies Dorothy and friends
access to the Wizard. “The
Wizard says, ‘Go away!’”
If aspiring authors are Dorothy, agents and editors
are that guy. They seem bigger than you. They give
stern lectures.
Except remember what happens? Dorothy’s sob story
melts the mustachioed, bearskin-hatted guard’s heart, and
he winds up letting them in.
Thus the great secret is revealed: You don’t have to do
anything but tell a fabulous story to make them love you.
There are subtle differences between fiction that’s passable and fiction that pops—fiction that shows that you
know what you’re doing. Consider agents and editors
your über-readers. If you win them over, a larger audience
won’t be far behind.
Here are seven ways successful authors make their
stories crackle with authority and get the gatekeepers on
their side. These techniques will work on any kind of fiction: literary, romance, mystery, sci-fi, you name it. What’s
more, you can implement them no matter where you are
in your writing process, from first draft to final polish.

1

G O B E YO N D T H E F I V E S E N S E S .
Most writers know enough to put in sensations beyond
sight and sound. It’s always great to read about a character who takes note of the hot metal-and-oil aroma that
lingers over the rails after a fast train has passed, or the
weight of a new tweed coat on his shoulders.
Agents and editors love the five senses, but they want
and expect more. They want physical business that deepens not just your setting, but your characterizations.
H E R E ’ S T H E K E Y: The best authors use body language
in their narratives. Odd thing is, I have never once heard
an agent or editor comment on my (or any author’s) use
of body language, and I think that’s because it goes by

so smoothly it’s almost unnoticed. Yet it absolutely gives
texture and depth to your work. When it’s missing, fiction
feels flat.
Begin by reading up on body language. You’ll find
that two things are at the root of all of it: anxiety (or lack
thereof) and hidden desires. Dwell inside your characters
and sense how they feel in any given situation.
Consider this:
Brian paused and lit a cigarette. He exhaled a stream of
smoke at the window.

That doesn’t tell anything about the character or his state
of mind. If Brian needs a cigarette, use the moment fully:
Brian paused and lit a cigarette. He held it close to his
body, as if he didn’t want to take up too much space. He
exhaled a stream of smoke at the window, avoiding AnneMarie’s eyes.

We learn something about what’s going on with Brian
here, without having to plow through an internal monologue from him or Anne-Marie.

2

E M B R AC E I D I O S Y N C R A S I E S .
People behave rationally only part of the time; the rest
of the time we take stupid risks and do other things we
can’t explain.
Agents and editors know this as well as anyone, but
because they don’t want readers to have to work too hard
to suspend disbelief, they really harp on believability. And
when they do, frequently their objections have to do with
a character’s motivation. (I should add that you can pick
apart any masterwork on that basis: “I really don’t think
Ophelia would kill herself in this situation. I mean, don’t
you think suicide is way over-the-top? Much more plausible to have her develop an eating disorder, wouldn’t you
agree?”) The trouble is, if you bow to this and have your
characters behave totally rationally at all times, you’ll
write dead-boring fiction.
H E R E ’ S T H E K E Y: Human weirdness follows patterns
we can all relate to (or at least understand).
One of the biggest is that love—or sex, at least—makes
WritersDigest.com I 27

26-30 APR12WD Sims.indd 27

1/18/12 4:02:13 PM

people irrational. We throw over the picture-perfect millionaire for the rough-around-the-edges dirt biker with
debt; we lie to our faithful wife on the phone while bonking the secretary in a motel. Which goes to show that if
you incorporate a strong enough motivating factor—even
an irrational one—you can easily establish a plausible reason for erratic actions on the part of your characters. And
those characters are far more interesting to read about
than those who always behave rationally.
Similarly, any number of terrific plot turns can result
when you give a character an obsession—random or
not—or an idiosyncrasy that can act as a thread through
the story.
For instance, someone who is obsessed can become
single-mindedly so, leading to horrible errors in judgment. Control freaks turn vainglorious and become prone
to fatal decisions:
“Aw, Captain, let’s just go back to port. We’ve lost half
the crew already.”
“Shut the hell up! I can’t let that white whale win!”

It follows that an obsessed character must either find
grace (or be forced to it), or reject growth and stick with
their crippled, familiar life to the end. Either way, it’s
compelling storytelling.

A character’s weirdness can keep your readers guessing
all the way along; it can keep them compelled, as they try
to understand and spin theories. Or they might not even
notice—but they will get a feeling that for some hard-topinpoint reason, this character just seems genuine.

3

F O RG E T A B O U T B E I N G P R E T T Y.
Agents and editors can’t stand authors who put restraints
on their work for the sake of delicacy.
A few years ago I was teaching a workshop and trying to get across the concept of writing freely (with no
thought of whether you like the result).
A participant spoke up: “I once had an art instructor
say, ‘If it didn’t have to be pretty, what would you draw?’ ”
I practically reeled from the force of the genius of that
question. (Thank you, anonymous writer and unknown
art instructor!) Everyone in the room immediately made
the translation: “If it didn’t have to be pretty, what would
you write?”
H E R E ’ S T H E K E Y: Not-pretty has two meanings here:
a) topics that are not attractive, like racism or incest, and
b) the way you write.
Most people shy away from darkness, but as an author
you must be willing to dwell there, see it truly, explore it
before you represent it.
I kind of hate to say
this, but I advise going
back to your childhood years—the primal times before we
really knew right from
wrong, and before we
were strong enough to defend ourselves from evil. Feel
the fear that coursed through your body when you saw
the neighborhood bully coming. Feel the shameless intoxication of wrecking something out of spite.
As for freeing up your writing, do the same thing.
When you were a kid, you did everything with almost
complete abandon. Call up that spirit as you put pen to
paper or fingers to keyboard. Banish all restraint!

Terrific plot turns can result when you give
a character an obsession or an idiosyncrasy
that can act as a thread through the story.
To embrace this side of human nature in your fiction,
you needn’t get a degree in psychology. In fact, a little
capriciousness here can be beneficial.
Decide which of your characters is the weakest—which
one isn’t working well. Which one are you sort of avoiding dealing with?
Now, brainstorm the “-istics” of that character. Let’s say
he is casual about commitments. OK: What if he categorically will not show up anywhere on time?
Automatically, this character becomes more interesting, and automatically we feel a little detonation of uh-oh:
What’s going to happen when suddenly a lot is riding on
him being somewhere on time—say, for an ultimatum,
or a starting gun? This sort of characterization does two
things: It makes a character stronger as a dramatic device,
and it makes him more memorable.

4

B E T RU E T O YO U R I Q.
When I worked for a large bookseller, we ran surveys
that showed our core customers to be well educated and
fairly affluent. This was not surprising: Educated people
tend to like books, and their income tends to enable
them to buy books.
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Still, aspiring authors sometimes dumb down their work
because they’re afraid of alienating the vast masses of potential customers they imagine they should be writing for. This
is disastrous. You cannot do it. And you don’t need to—the
average Joes and Janes are smarter than you may think.
H E R E ’ S T H E K E Y: Don’t underestimate your readers. If
they like to read the sorts of books you like to write, they’re
right up there with your core demographic. And dumbing
down your work can be doubly disastrous, because if you do,
agents and editors will not be able to relate to it.
First, free your vocabulary while also keeping it in
check. If abhorrent is the right word, don’t change it to
yucky. And when hill is the right word, don’t change it to
acclivity just to show off.
Second, resist the urge to overexplain, especially when
portraying action sequences and characters’ thoughts.

BOOKSHELF
BOOSTERS
Have you ever wondered what literary
agents wish you were reading to enrich
your craft? Nappaland Literary Agency
founder Mike Nappa shares his top picks.

Telling Lies for Fun & Profit by
Lawrence Block: There’s a reason
this book has lasted 30 years!
This classic and often funny title
from the acclaimed mystery
author (and former WD columnist) will
actually make you better at this whole
author thing—whether you write ﬁction
or nonﬁction. Follow its advice, and your
manuscript will leap out of the slush pile.

Edwina stopped revving the accelerator. The car rocked

The Book on Writing by Paula LaRocque:

back into the sand. She looked up at the thick spruce

Ever wish a wise editor would
be your own personal mentor?
This book is the next best thing.
With step-by-step advice that’s
clear, concise and compelling (just like
your writing should be), LaRocque is startlingly insightful on topics like structure,
archetypes and more. This book will turn
you into a craftsman with language.

boughs that hung into the road. She got out and said,
“Help me pull some of these down.”

We do not need to be told what went through Edwina’s
mind; we can conjecture just fine.
Agents and editors will recognize an honest, unstilted
voice, and they will respond to it. As will your future readers.

5

U S E YO U R B E S T M AT E R I A L
O N LY W H E N I T H A S A P U R P O S E .
Agents and editors have a sixth sense when it comes to
kitchen-sink novels. You know what I’m talking about:
novels that contain a fictionalized version of every cool,
unusual or amazing thing that ever happened to the author.
I once read a novel manuscript at the insistence of a
friend who knew the author. In it, a man on foot stops to
talk to a man on horseback who is wearing a live snake
around his waist like a belt. The incident was colorful but
had no bearing on the story, and I suspected that the only
reason it was there was that the author had once met up
with a man on horseback who wore a snake around his
waist like a belt. A casual inquiry proved me right.
An isolated cool-yet-irrelevant scene suggests the
author’s immaturity as an artist, and will be noted by
agents and editors.
H E R E ’ S T H E K E Y: Put your best material in, but leave
the kitchen sink in the kitchen.
When tempted to throw in something awesome that
the story doesn’t really demand, go ahead and write it, but
during revisions take it out and save it.

Madeleine L’Engle Herself: After
Block and LaRocque help you
become a word technician, literary goddess L’Engle will help
you become an artist. Written
in short, almost devotional segments,
L’Engle’s deep revelations into the writer’s
heart, inspiration, style, process and story
will change your soul. It’s out of print, so
you’ll have to buy this book used, but
don’t worry: It’s out there and it’s worth it.

The Concise Wadsworth Handbook by
Laurie G. Kirszner and Stephen
R. Mandell: As a former college
English teacher, I once thought
my students needed this book,
but I didn’t. Then I read it. I had no
idea how much I didn’t know! Keep this
somewhere you can refer to it often.
You’ll be glad you did.
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Alternatively, adapt your story to the cool thing. The
author with the snake-belt guy might have brought that
character into the story more, either by making him a
one-shot oracle who gives or withholds a crucial piece
of information, or by making a real character out of him,
with a name and a crime or a heartache. The snake could
then have served multiple purposes: to show the character’s determination to be different in the face of social
convention, for instance. Or maybe he just doesn’t understand why he can’t get a girlfriend.

6

M A K E T H E M L AU G H .
Did you grin or chuckle at that last line about the snake-belt
guy lacking a girlfriend? What agents and editors love above
all is wit. Note that wit is not exactly humor: We might
laugh reading a scene where a vain person gets a pie in the
face, but that’s humor and takes no intelligence to perceive.
Wit is more of a brain thing.
H E R E ’ S T H E K E Y: We laugh when we’re given a perspective we’d never have dreamed of. We laugh when we
can see absurdity that others can’t. We laugh when we’re
surprised, and when we’re caught off-guard by understatement. All of these can serve as subtle tactics for adding wit to your fiction.
If you’re feeling stuck, one easy and effective way to
capitalize on wit is to comb your characters (rather than
your plot) for possibilities. For instance, you might decide
to give a character a blind spot. Imagine that snake-belt
guy shows up for a first date and the woman slowly picks
up her purse and leaves the coffee shop without so much
as a word. The underlying wit is that until that moment,
it had never even dawned on him to consider leaving the
snake at home.
Also notice that his date’s behavior in this example
is understated—another smart way to incorporate
wit without overdoing it. To take this scene further,
instead of having snake-belt guy get mad and storm
out, or phone his buddy and say, “Gosh, I just don’t
understand why that date didn’t work out,” you might
have him just sit there with a blank expression—and
then, when the server arrives, order coffee, patiently
and acceptingly, alone.
Look for opportunities to incorporate small, believable incongruities. A character who is sharp about some
things but not others can be funny. Consider the nuclear
scientist who can’t heat a cup of soup, the successful MBA
who runs up credit card debt, the diplomat who can’t keep
peace in his own house.

7

M A K E T H E M C RY.
Lots of books make readers laugh and lots make readers cry, but when readers laugh and cry while reading the
same book, they remember it.
What makes people cry? I’m not talking about beloved
pet dogs that die. What I mean is: What’s the mechanism
by which readers get overcome with emotion, whether
it’s about Old Yeller or a state-fair contest cake that falls
before it’s been judged?
Agents and editors are looking for emotional suspense,
with a walloping payoff.
H E R E ’ S T H E K E Y: Your pathos must not be cheap.
In this case, cheap is usually the crappy twin of quick.
Get rid of quick, and you’ll usually avoid cheap, arriving
at quality in the process.
Take your time and let emotion build from a single
seed. I might add that cataclysm at the end is fine, but you
don’t need it.
Let’s say you want to break a character’s heart. Let’s say
the character is a big, tough bar bouncer. How to make
him vulnerable?
Well, children and romantics are the most vulnerable
among us, aren’t they?
Maybe our bouncer has never given up his boyhood
dream of being a fighter pilot. Maybe, as a 30-year-old, he
decides to go for this dream. We follow him as he attends
night school, gets his GED and signs up for the Air Force.
He tells no friend back home, no one he loves what his
ultimate goal is. That way, he reasons, if he fails he won’t
lose face with them.
You know what to do from here: Let his dream come
closer; let him overcome setbacks. Let it unfold. Then,
let some big shot take a disliking to him. When he finds
out he’s being reassigned to the flight line (the wallop)
for no good reason (double wallop), he realizes that
though he has no one to jeer at him, he also has no one
to console him.
This subtle facet of emotion has fueled many a bestseller.
Agents and editors are tuned to seek flaws and weaknesses
in an author, but their hearts melt in the face of author
strength, competence and bravery.
Follow these suggestions, and readers of all sorts will
respond to the deeper edge of realism that they recognize
but cannot always name. WD
Elizabeth Sims is the author of seven popular novels. Her instructional title You’ve Got a Book in You: The Stress-Free Guide to
Writing the Book of Your Dreams is forthcoming from WD Books.
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Even the best of us can stumble over rough grammar
patches now and then. Grammar Girl shows you how to
navigate 13 top trouble spots.
BY MIGNON FOGARTY

trust that you all know the difference between
who and whom, and I trust that typos are the
only reason you use the wrong it’s. It happens to the best of us. For most writers, if you
can just maintain your focus (perhaps with
caffeine and frequent breaks), you’ll get the
basics right. The following problems, however,
may have you scrambling for a refresher.

1

HALF CAN BE BOTH SINGULAR
AND PLURAL.
Typically, subjects and verbs agree: If the subject is singular, the verb is singular. If the subject is plural, the verb is
plural. Easy peasy. However, sentences that start with half
don’t follow this rule.
Half alone is singular: My half of the pizza is pepperoni.
Yet although half is the subject in a sentence such as Half
WritersDigest.com I 31
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of the pizzas are missing, we use a plural verb because of
something called notional agreement. It simply means
that although half is singular, half of the pizzas has a
notion of being plural, so you use a plural verb. Follow
this rule when half is the subject of a sentence: If half is
followed by a singular noun, use a singular verb. If half is
followed by a plural noun, use a plural verb. Half of the
pepperoni is ruined, but half of the tomatoes are missing.
Compound words that start with half are quirky too.
They can be open, closed or hyphenated (e.g., half note,
halfhearted, half-baked). There’s no rule that applies across
the board, so you’ll have to check a dictionary.

2

C O M PA N I E S A R E N O T
E X AC T LY P E O P L E .
Companies are entities, but they are run by men and
women, so you could make an argument for referring
to a company as who, particularly since U.S. courts have
ruled that companies are people in most legal senses.
Nevertheless, the standard style is to refer to a company
as an entity and use the pronouns it and that: We want to
buy stock in a company that makes hot air balloons.
If you want to highlight that people in the company are
behind some action or decision, name them and use who:
Floating Baskets was driven to bankruptcy by its senior
directors, who took too many expensive Alaskan joyrides.

3

A M E R I C A N I S A F L AW E D T E R M .
American is the only single word we have to refer to citizens of the United States of America (U.S.-icans?), but
technically, an American is anyone who lives in North
America, Central America or South America.
In the U.S. we, the people, have been calling ourselves
Americans since before our country was even founded (as
have our detractors). Although all people of the American
continents are actually Americans, most readers in the U.S.
and Europe assume that an American is a U.S. citizen, since
that is how the word is most commonly used.
Despite its failings, use American to refer to a citizen of
the United States of America. No better term exists. Feel
free to feel guilty.

4

T H E WO R D D I L E M M A C A N B E ,
WELL, A DILEMMA.
The di- prefix in dilemma means “two” or “double,” which
lends support to the idea that dilemma should be used

only to describe a choice between two alternatives. The
Associated Press Stylebook and Garner’s Modern American
Usage not only support that limitation, but go further,
saying that dilemma should be used only for a choice
between two unpleasant options.
Nevertheless, Garner also notes that other uses are
“ubiquitous.” Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of English
Usage and The Columbia Guide to Standard American
English say it’s fine to use dilemma to describe any serious predicament, and The American Heritage Guide to
Contemporary Usage and Style takes an intermediate
position. What’s a writer to do? (Is it a dilemma?)
Unless you’re writing for a publication that requires
you to follow a style guide that limits dilemma to a choice
between two bad options, it’s not absolutely wrong to use
dilemma to describe a difficult problem, even when alternatives aren’t involved, or to use dilemma to describe a
difficult choice between pleasant options. Still, you’ll seem
most clever when you use dilemma to describe a choice
between two bad options. In other instances, before using
dilemma, ask yourself if another word, such as problem,
would work better.
Also, a cursory search of the Internet reveals that lots of
people are confounded by the spelling of dilemma. Many
were taught to spell it wrong. In fact, I was taught to spell
it dilemna in school, and when I got older and checked a
dictionary, I was shocked to find that the word is spelled
dilemma. Further, the only correct spelling is dilemma.
It’s not as if dilemna is a substandard variant or regional
spelling. Dictionaries often note alternative spellings
and sometimes even nonstandard spellings, but dilemna
doesn’t even show up that way. As far as I can tell, nobody
knows why so many teachers got it wrong. Perhaps a textbook typo is to blame.

5

E A RT H I S N ’ T T R E AT E D L I K E
T H E NA M E S O F O T H E R P L A N E T S .
In English, the general rule is that we capitalize the formal
names of things and places (e.g., Golden Gate Bridge, San
Francisco), so we capitalize the names of other planets:
Jupiter, Mars and so on. For some unknown reason, however, we treat earth differently. Sometimes it’s capitalized
and sometimes it’s lowercase, and there doesn’t seem to
be a hard-and-fast rule.
Typically, when earth is proceeded by the, it’s lowercase,
and when earth is listed with the names of the other planets, it’s capitalized—but you can find exceptions to even
these patterns. (Of course, when we’re just using earth as
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another word for dirt, it’s always lowercase.)
If you’re a writer, check your publication’s style guide
to see what it recommends. If you’re writing for yourself,
the most important thing is to be consistent—so just pick
a capitalization style and stay with it.

6

G O N E M I S S I NG M I G H T B E
A N N OY I N G , B U T I T I S N ’ T W RO N G .
Gone missing is a Briticism that has made its way to the
U.S., where reporters use it mostly to describe missing
persons. Although journalists and newscasters seem to
love gone missing, it’s easy to find vocal readers and viewers who hate it.
Haters argue that a person must
go to a location, and missing isn’t a
place, and that an inanimate object
can’t go missing because it can’t take
action alone—but English has never
been so literal. In a tight labor market, jobs can go begging (be unfilled),
for example, even though begging is not a location and
jobs can’t take action. Other peevers suggest that gone
missing necessitates an action on the part of the person
or item that has vanished. Again, we have parallels that
undermine the argument: Milk goes bad, for example,
without taking any action on its own.
Gone missing is not wrong. The Oxford English
Dictionary places it in the same category as the phrase go
native, as in, We had high hopes for our new senator, but
after he was in Washington a few months, he went native
(i.e., adopted the same habits and attitudes as people
who’ve been there a long time).
Even if you hate gone missing, you can’t legitimately
criticize it as grammatically incorrect. But on the flip
side, if you’re a fan of the phrase, be aware that it annoys
enough readers that you should think twice before using
it in your writing.

8

UNTIL IS AMBIGUOUS.
If you have until March 4 to submit an entry in the
National Grammar Day video contest, does that mean you
can still turn it in on March 4, or is March 3 the last acceptable day? Unfortunately, the word until doesn’t make the
meaning clear. People can interpret it different ways.
One of the most stress-inducing deadlines is the
annual tax filing cutoff for the Internal Revenue Service,
which makes a point to specify that the April 15 filing
deadline includes April 15. It also refers to April 15 as a
due date, not a deadline.
If you’re following instructions, don’t assume until
means through. Turn in your item a day early or get clarification. And if you’re writing instructions, make them

Did you know that in a few
uncommon instances, we do use
apostrophes to make things plural?

7

K I N D S I S A LWAYS P L U R A L .
You have one kind of peanut butter but three kinds of
jelly. Use the singular (kind) when you have one of something, and the plural (kinds) when you have more. Since
these and those indicate multiple things, you have to use a
plural: kinds. These kinds of situations always perplex me.
(These kind is wrong.)
Watch out for the problem. Even though it seems
straightforward, good writers often get it wrong.

clear by using a word such as through or stating a specific
day and time. The IRS doesn’t rely on an ambiguous word
such as until, and neither should you.

9

N EX T I S A L S O A M B I G U O U S .
Just like until, next is ambiguous: Some people think
next Wednesday means the next Wednesday that will
occur, and other people think next Wednesday means the
Wednesday in the next week, regardless of what day it is
now. The sitcom Seinfeld even did a scene in which Jerry
and Sid argued about the meaning of next Wednesday
versus this Wednesday.
There is no definitive meaning for next Wednesday, so
you should avoid using next to modify a day of the week.
Be more specific in your writing.

10

THE PLURALS OF ABBREVIAT I O N S A R E N ’ T A LWAYS L O G I C A L .
Acronyms are abbreviations that are pronounced as words
(NASA), and initialisms are abbreviations for which you
say each letter (FBI).
Even though it doesn’t make perfect sense, you make
initialisms and acronyms plural by adding an s to the end
no matter what part would be plural if you wrote out the
whole thing. Therefore, even though you would write runs
batted in, the plural is RBIs.
WritersDigest.com I 33
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In the past, some publications used apostrophes to
make acronyms and initialisms plural, so until a few years
ago, it was common to see something like RBI’s or CD’s
in The New York Times. But these days, the major style
guides recommend omitting the apostrophe.

11

T H EY A N D T H E I R M AY S O O N B E
AC C E P TA B L E S I N G U L A R P RO N O U N S .
English has a big, gaping hole: There’s no pronoun to
describe a person when we don’t know the sex. (I’ve tried
it with babies, and it hasn’t gone over well!) In days gone
by, he was acceptable as a generic pronoun, but today it’s
not. All major style guides recommend against it.
To fill the gap, many people consciously or subconsciously use they, as in, Tell the next caller they win a car.
Doing so is allowed by some current style guides and
actually has a longer history than most people realize.
Even Jane Austen did it. For example, here’s a quotation
from Mansfield Park in which Austen pairs a plural pronoun (their) with a singular antecedent (each):
Everybody around her was gay and busy, prosperous
and important; each had their object of interest, their
part, their dress, their favourite scene, their friends and
confederates: All were ﬁnding employment in consultations and comparisons, or diversion in the playful conceits
they suggested.

Although many people consider using they as a singular
pronoun wrong, I suspect many of those same people use
it that way in casual conversation without even realizing
it, and that the singular they will become fully acceptable
within the next 50 years.

sure you separate the examples enough so that you don’t
confuse your readers. (Weren’t we just talking about a
woman?) Also, I’ve recently started getting complaints
from men who’ve noticed that writers switching between
he and she tend to use he for the bad guys and she for the
heroes. If you’re going to switch back and forth, give us
some vixen ax murderers and hunky human-rights activists every once in a while.

12

POSSESSIVES OF POSSESS I V E S C A N G E T M E S S Y.
When you have to make a possessive name possessive,
you’re technically supposed to add another possessive
marker to the end:
Kohl’s’s earnings were up last quarter. (The Chicago
Manual of Style possessive style)
Kohl’s’ earnings were up last quarter. (The Associated
Press Stylebook possessive style)

Avoid these kinds of sentences, though. They may be
technically correct, but they look horrible. You can usually rewrite the sentence to make it better:
Kohl’s reported higher earnings last quarter.

13

A P O S T RO P H E S C A N
O C C A S I O NA L LY S I G N I F Y P L U R A L S .
We all cringe when we see a greengrocer’s apostrophe
(banana’s $0.99), but did you know that in a few uncommon instances, we do use apostrophes to make things
plural? In most cases, the apostrophe helps avoid confusion; single letters are one example.
The first apostrophe in Dot your i’s
and cross your t’s helps readers distinguish between multiple copies of the
letter i and the word is. A less logical
example is the phrase do’s and don’ts.
Different style guides recommend
different spellings (dos and don’ts, do’s and don’ts, and
do’s and don’t’s). When writers use an apostrophe to make
do plural but not to make don’t plural, the only reason for the apostrophe is to provide visual balance. Yet,
it’s allowed. WD

English has a big, gaping hole:
There’s no pronoun to describe a
person when we don’t know the sex.
Today, using they as a singular pronoun borders on
acceptable. You can choose to do it if you aren’t bound
to follow a style guide that opposes it, but be prepared
to defend yourself. The safer route (when you can’t
just rewrite the sentence to make the subject plural)
is to use he or she, or to switch between he and she
(which you may have noticed is the style followed by
this very magazine).
When switching between he and she, however, make

Mignon Fogarty, better known as Grammar Girl, is the founder of
the Quick and Dirty Tips podcast network and a New York Times
bestselling author.
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Whether you write fact or fiction, a sense of authenticity
can set your work apart from the rest. Use these smart
techniques to enrich your stories from the start.
BY CHARLES J. SHIELDS

et’s describe Ben Franklin strolling into
Philadelphia for the first time, a runaway apprentice with a big loaf of bread
tucked under one arm. And there, in a
doorway, is a pretty girl who giggles at
the sight of this rather ridiculous young
man, full of confidence, tearing off
hunks from the loaf and munching on
them. He sees her and is enchanted!
This is a true story—it’s how Franklin saw his future wife,

Deborah, for the first time. But whether you wanted to
include it in a biography of Franklin, or a historical novel
about Colonial America, or an article about the history of
Philadelphia, you would need a lot more details about the
city, and about young Franklin: his appearance, probably,
and certainly why he was on the run.
You would need to do some research.
The best writers of fiction and nonfiction alike know that
the right kind of research can set their work apart from all
the rest by infusing it with authentic context and lifelike
WritersDigest.com I 35
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details. And yet the word research can chill the heart of anyone who had a fussy high school teacher who was a real
martinet about footnotes and endnotes. Research! It brings
to mind memories of all-nighters, oceans of coffee, and
library books piled high under a hot desk lamp.
And what about the challenge of getting all those facts to
fit in a narrative? Sometimes it can seem as bad as pounding
dull nails into concrete.
How can you, as a writer, make research your creative—
yes, creative—ally? Is it even possible (perish the thought!)
to like doing research, to enjoy hunting for facts, and to
then painlessly use them to enrich your work in subtle yet
effective ways?
Absolutely. And I’m going to show you how.
P L A N B E F O R E YO U B E G I N .
When my wife and I decided we wanted a big garden in our
backyard, we took up part of the lawn and created a gorgeous rectangle of Midwestern topsoil. Then we planted, we
watered, and we waited. In late May, everything came up—
the scallions, tomatoes, beans—all of it. We were thrilled.
But then, in July, relentless, stifling weather arrived.
And when one morning we went out to inspect how
things were coming along, we found that everywhere, like
a mat, were stubborn, thorny weeds. Struggling bravely
through the thicket, our poor vegetable plants looked like
the interlopers.
“This is ruined,” my wife said. “We’ll never be able to
spend hours out here weeding. Not in this weather.”
I had an idea. With some string and a stake, we cordoned the garden off into four parts. And in four days
the weeding was done. (We made sure to tend it regularly
after that!) The point is, we had broken down a big, intimidating project into segments.
The same approach can work for even the most daunting research project. While you do need to have a sense
of the big picture up front in order to assess the totality of
the work ahead, you don’t want to let it intimidate you. So
first figure out what you’ll need to accomplish, and then
break down your research logically before you even begin.
One unconventional but effective way to identify the
best scope for your research is to first write a blurb praising the work you plan to complete—whether it’s a feature for a magazine (“The most in-depth profile we’ve
had the pleasure of publishing this year!”), or a novel
(“Enchanting!” “A tour de force!”), or whatever else. It’s
not just visualizing how great it’s going to be when you’re
finished that will focus you on your goal—it’s visualizing
exactly what it is that’s going to make it great:

“Only a consummate stylist like [your name] could transport
us back to the sights, sounds and smells of Elizabethan
England. Here are perfume-laden ladies of the court;
groundlings of Shakespeare’s theater smelling of garlic and
sweat; the cries of ﬁshmongers at dawn. Suddenly, we are
there, 400 years ago, as if it were only yesterday.”

Just think: You’re going to write this—it’s going to be
terrific! And the details that are going to make it terrific
will do so by evoking setting, atmosphere and mood—so
that’s exactly where you need to focus your research.
When you correctly identify that starting point, you’ll find
your research will unfold organically—and as you begin
collecting those background details, your findings and the
questions raised as you begin to write (Is Spain hot this
time of year?) will work back and forth like a pendulum to
perfect your prose.
As you plan, remember the 1.5 Rule: We tend to underestimate how long it will take to complete a project (and
make no mistake that research itself is a project!). So
assume that it will take you about one-and-a-half times
longer than you expect. If you need to go to a special
library or museum, budget three days there, not two. If
you’re thinking of setting a deadline of one month from
now to stop researching and start writing, move that
deadline out to a month-and-a-half. You’ll feel less pressure and more in control. And with research, that’s key.
O RG A N I Z E A S YO U G O.
Most of us can figure out the basics on our own: Go to
the library, do keyword searches on the Internet, consult
those goldmines of books designed specifically to help
writers research various time periods (the Everyday Life
series from WD Books, for example).
What you might not anticipate is that your research
is going to turn up all kinds of unexpected things, and
sometimes they won’t come in neatly categorized packages. You may come across a colorful oral history, say, of
logging camps in the Pacific Northwest, which would
provide lots of background for your novel set in Oregon
during the 1880s. But all the details are jumbled together:
steaming stacks of flapjacks for the men’s breakfasts, the
size of the iron chains used to haul cut timber from the
forest, and so on. How do you extract what you want?
Once again, you’ll want to break it down—and as with
the garden, rather than collecting a big mess first and then
trying to divide it later, it’s best to stay on top of things
before they take on a life of their own. I recommend
doing so by creating a digital (and/or paper) filing system
organized by the categories of information you’re finding.
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A CUT ABOVE
Use these unconventional research approaches to take your work beyond the expected.
FOR SETTINGS:

Travel Sites/Virtual Tours
Seeking background detail about
a city? Don’t overlook:
The Yahoo! Travel page
(travel.yahoo.com): This gem can
bring up maps, photos, slideshows, guides to sites of local
interest, and the like for almost
any city you choose.
Virtual tours: Popular on
tourist destination and real-estate
websites, virtual tours can be the
next best thing to being there.
Check out virtualtourist.com for
insider views on travel hot spots,
as well as a searchable database
of photos that members have
posted for anyone to view. (Don’t
discount ordinary photos of families and friends posing at tourist
attractions; even they can be
useful in providing just the right
touches of authenticity.)
FOR ALL KINDS OF INFO:

Experts
Sometimes a live source is the
best source. With a few search
queries you can ﬁnd an expert in a
particular ﬁeld and, usually, a way
to contact the individual. Start by
searching for:

Workshops and events: Who
is teaching, writing and speaking
on your topic? Don’t hesitate to
reach out—more often than not,
experts building their names as
such are all too happy to help.
College and university websites: Academia is an easy place
to identify and contact experts
who are passionate about sharing
what they know, and faculty directories are often publicly accessible.
The online homes of speakers’ bureaus: Two websites to try:
leadingauthorities.com and
allamericanspeakers.com.

FOR PERIOD DETAIL:

Historical Sites

If you’re looking for detail
on American life, try some less
obvious, backdoor sources,
such as:
The National Park Service’s
National Register of Historic
Places (cr.nps.gov/nr): One
good example of the wealth of
material available online is the
website for Thomas Jefferson’s
home at Monticello (monticello.
org). The site offers an in-depth
multimedia tour, including 3-D
models of the house and a narrated visit to the gardens and
FOR CHARACTERS:
plantation. The website also has
Personal Websites/Blogs/
links to academic research, docuSocial Networks
ment collections, slave biograThese days, the online community phies and more.
is like a neighborhood. Families
Reenactors: Try targeting the
post diaries and photos. School
websites maintained by historidistricts offer access to homework. cal reenactors and the clothing
Local cafés post daily specials.
designers who outﬁt them. A
The personal ﬂavor of such
keyword search for “reenacsources provides an unusual
tor clothing” will net you lots
resource for writers of ﬁction and
of websites for different time
nonﬁction. We can get to know
periods. Many of the sites give
what’s in the hearts and minds
explicit instructions on the styles
of strangers—and the more we
and the fabrics that conform to
know about the human condition, the authenticity required of serithe richer our works will become.
ous reenactors.

—Adapted from Mastering Online Research © 2007 by Maura D. Shaw, with permission from Writer’s Digest Books.

For example, here are some desktop folders for a young
adult novel set in London in 1665–1666—the years of the
Great Plague and the Great Fire of London:
Animals

Food and drink

Medicine

Clothing

Hygiene

Sounds and smells

Crime

Maps of London

Thieves

The number of folders will increase, of course, as you find
more and more information, and your details become more
specific. You might have one that’s labeled “Horse saddles,”

and into it goes everything from brands of saddle soap to
popular patterns of hand-tooled leather. That’s OK! Think
of yourself as a craftsman who’s getting your workbench set
up. Even if you end up with more materials than you need
spread out in front of you, at least you’ll know what’s where.
If you’d like to take this one step further and begin
organizing notes for how and where the research might
be included in your story, consider using software such as
Scrivener ($40–45). The program goes beyond what a word
processor can do by allowing you to visually outline and stoWritersDigest.com I 37
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ryboard your work—you can use it to easily reorder and prioritize key events and hundreds or even thousands of facts.
U S E T H E L AT E S T R E S O U RC E S .
There was a time when research meant wandering the aisles
of enormous libraries, trying to find forgotten titles that had
been shelved incorrectly or otherwise lost in the system.
While you don’t want to overlook the goldmines that can
still be found in physical libraries (among their most valuable assets are the librarians themselves, who can help you
maximize the wealth of resources at hand), the beauty is
that whatever you’re looking for, it’s almost always available: online. You can browse massive databases, often for
free, through even small-town libraries, and the best part
is that many libraries allow you to access these resources
from home with your library card. Among the best I’ve
found: Grolier Online (featuring encyclopedias and more
than 1,100 newspapers), HeritageQuest (genealogy, census data, local histories), OneFile (periodicals and journals),
CultureGrams (reports on over 200 countries) and ProQuest.
A full-text database for five core national newspapers that
goes back decades, ProQuest is like a time machine. You can
find out the weather in Manhattan on June 1, 1953, what
Broadway plays were running, or what the summer fashions
were (simply by looking at the ads). A friend of mine writing a biography of Lou Gehrig found the name of the allstar’s favorite dog this way (Gehrig had entered his German
Shepherd in a dog show). Remember, readers want details.
If you decide your particular project warrants the investment, you can also subscribe to many paid databases
yourself. One of my favorites is Questia, which features
over 77,000 full-text books; 4 million journal, magazine
and newspaper articles; and countless encyclopedia entries.
Meanwhile, Google Books is putting millions of out-of-print
books online for free. What words would have been current
on the eve of the Civil War? Now you can just leaf through
a mid-19th-century dictionary at your leisure to find out—
and you can do it in your pajamas, after closing time, with a
steaming cup of cocoa next to your laptop, and without anyone to shush you if you break to chat with your spouse.
If your research is highly specialized or needs to be
even more in-depth, consider investing in pay-to-play
services, such as Docusearch—which you can use to
obtain documents like court records and crime reports to
inform your mystery novel or true-crime narrative.
C U S T O M I Z E YO U R OW N DATA BA S E .
Computers have a search function for locating files—and
many programs can also find individual words in the

documents themselves. For this reason, it may be well
worth your time to scan in longer articles, chapters or
letters you’ve turned up in your hard-copy research, and
add them to your digital folders. Why? Let’s say you run
across a hefty piece about the Sahara, but it’s overflowing
with random details that don’t mean much out of context.
The word wadi, for example—Arabic for a valley, ravine or
channel that is dry except in the rainy season—is a word
one of your characters might say, and you want to keep
the word with its description so you can use it correctly.
Rather than relying on your memory or on a “random
notes” file that can quickly become unruly, scanning these
documents into your computer will allow you to search
for keywords in nanoseconds. This is the equivalent of
having a genie rooting through weeks’ worth of reading
instantly to find that reference you thought you saw.
F O L D I N YO U R FAC T S .
When integrating facts, figures, smells and other research
findings into your work, take the advice of Beau Brummel,
the arbiter of men’s fashion in Regency England: “To be
truly elegant, one should not be noticed.” In the same way,
tarting up your prose with too much detail is distracting. Description serves a purpose only when it serves the
story—when it advances the plot, or makes a character or
scene more vivid.
Take, for example, Stacy Schiff ’s Cleopatra; the author’s
most obvious challenge is to make her subject real for us,
despite the fact that comparatively little is known about
the young queen. So Schiff pulls together the bare facts she
turned up in her research—including the queen’s age, location and setting details—to do the work of creating a scene
around the rich and politically ambitious woman:
That summer she rallied a band of mercenaries, at a desert camp, under the glassy heat of the Syrian sun. She
was 21, an orphan and an exile. Already she had known
both excessive good fortune and its ﬂamboyant consort,
calamity. Accustomed to the greatest luxury of the day,
she held court 200 miles from the ebony doors and onyx
ﬂoors of home. Her tent amid the scrub of the desert was
the closest she had come in a year.

Feeling overwhelmed by all this research business?
Remember: As with my overgrown garden, break it down—
and then devise a system for keeping the weeds at bay, little
by little, as you grow and enjoy the fruits of your labor. WD
Charles J. Shields is the author of And So It Goes: Kurt Vonnegut:
A Life.
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The WD Self-Published Book Awards celebrate what it
really takes to make it on your own: writing talent, business
acumen, and a great story.

by Marielle Murphy
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WD Self-Published Book Awards

she says. “I wanted to be able to have the poise and confidence to let my work go into the world despite the fear
of rejection.”
So Payne decided to launch her own independent
imprint, Skywriter Books, and published the work herself. “I loved how responsible it made me for every outcome,” she says. Fortunately, that outcome was a good
one: The title was well-received by the Independent
Book Publishers Association, which awarded Kingdom of
Simplicity its Benjamin Franklin Award for a best first fiction book from a new press. And now, as the grand-prize
winner of WD’s competition, Payne receives $3,000, a trip
to the Writer’s Digest Conference in New York City, and a
host of other perks as part of her prize.
Today, Payne lives in the San Francisco area with her
husband and young daughter, and is the embodiment of
perseverance: She’s an internationally published novelist, screenwriter and writing coach, and has served on
the faculty at the Academy of Art University, California
College of the Arts, and Stanford University.
“It’s easy to give up or quit when you doubt the story or
the reasons for writing it,” she says. “But you have to keep
going. You have to finish what you start, or else you’ll
never get the lessons and get better.”
For a complete winners list and an expanded Q&A
with Payne, visit writersdigest.com/april-12.

DO YOU DIY? Enter your own self-published book in the 20th Annual WD Self-Published Book Awards for a chance to win $3,000 and
a trip to the Writer’s Digest Conference in New York City—and gain national exposure for your work. For details, visit writersdigest.
com/competitions. Deadline: April 20, 2012.

PHOTO © DARCY NICHOLE

H

olly Payne’s writing
career began like many
others: She studied the
craft in college, worked
as a reporter, dreamed
of becoming a foreign
correspondent. But just a few weeks after her
graduation from the University of Richmond,
her life took an unexpected turn when a nearfatal accident caused by a drunk driver left her
unable to walk for nearly a year.
“My whole perspective shifted, and I vowed
that night that if I lived I would dedicate my
life—at least this second chance—to using my
gift for something that would matter,” she says.
“I had no idea I’d end up as a novelist.”
Six months after the accident, the driver wrote Payne
a letter asking for her forgiveness. Payne says that at the
time the pain was just too raw and she was too angry
to respond. So she moved on—earned a Master of Fine
Arts from the University of Southern California, began
to write fiction, published two novels with Penguin and
Plume. But that letter stayed with her, and 15 years later
she did finally craft a response in the form of her third
novel, Kingdom of Simplicity, a powerful story of forgiveness that she went on to self-publish—and that rose
above thousands of entries across nine categories to take
the grand prize in the 19th Annual Writer’s Digest SelfPublished Book Awards.
Payne, a native of Lancaster County, Pa., spent five
years creating the coming-of-age story about Eli Yoder, a
misguided Amish teenager facing the task of forgiving the
person who has destroyed his family. “I grew up around
the Pennsylvania Amish people and was deeply influenced by their culture,” she says. “Their humility, belief in
hard work, and ability to forgive were things I probably
took for granted during my childhood, until I began writing Kingdom of Simplicity.”
The resulting manuscript landed representation by a
literary agent, but 12 rejections from major New York editors left Payne discouraged. “Writing a story inspired by
a real-life event makes you very vulnerable and exposed,”
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Lessons Learned on the Way to the Top:

Q& With Holly Payne
What are the biggest challenges
great experiment, I would still have
you’ve faced self-publishing?
my life, my love for writing, my family
First, I knew I had to create an
and my health. If by some stroke of
imprint … not at ﬁrst associated
luck I succeeded, I ﬁgured I could
with my name, in order to battle the possibly help other writers through
stigma associated with selfSkywriter Books. Even if I lost, I still
publishing. I wanted to give my
had the opportunity to share my
book a chance to get distribution
experience. Despite the perceived
and be carried by the bookstores I
stigma, I saw it as a win-win.
love here in the Bay Area and elseWhat surprised you about the selfwhere. Unfortunately, the negative
publishing process?
perception associated with selfpublished books was and is still out The collaboration and serendipity
involved. So many amazing people
there for many reasons, primarily
showed up at the right time—just
because most self-published books
when I needed editors, book
sadly still lack the professionalism
designers, even the chance meetneeded to be respected and taken
seriously in the marketplace. I know ing of the photographer who took
the hands shot for the cover. … I
a lot of [my] New York–published
started to believe I really had made
writer friends are still terriﬁed of
the right decision when everywhat self-publishing might imply
thing was falling into place. Here
about their writing career—some
kind of failure—but I had nothing to I had written a book and ended
lose, especially since I knew I would up with a business! I could have
put my book through the same edit- never foreseen this outcome, but
the truth is I’m having fun with the
ing and marketing rigors.
entrepreneurial aspects of running
I am a survivor, and knew no matter what happened at the end of this [what began as] a small press and

Grand Prize
Kingdom of Simplicity
By Holly Payne ($16.95). Skywriter Books. EMAIL: holly@
holly-payne.com. WEB: kingdomofsimplicity.com.

Children’s/Picture Books

VIOLET PHOTO © ISTOCKPHOTO.COM

FIRST PLACE:
Zero

By Kathryn Otoshi ($17.95). KO Kids
Books. TEL: (510)528-1444. EMAIL: info@
pgw.com. WEB: kokidsbooks.com.
HONORABLE MENTIONS:
1. My Favorite Place

By Allyson Park ($17.99). TEL: (951)553-5044. EMAIL:

[has since evolved into a] publishing
consultancy. The whole process has
been such an education.
What’s your advice to other selfpublishing authors?
Join IBPA and [the Small Publishers
Association of North America].
Read publications like this one. Vet
all book designers in your area
or on the Web that you might be
able to work with on future covers and interior design. You really
do need the best you can afford.
It makes a huge difference and
people really do judge a book by
its cover. … Surround yourself with
positive people who want to raise
the standards of excellence and
dissolve the stigma that’s made it
so difﬁcult for self-published writers
to be respected, celebrated or even
critically reviewed. The Internet
is changing some of this now. We
are in the midst of historic shifts.
Choose to be a leader.

rob@unboxedesign.com. WEB: unboxedesign.com.
2.

What Do Monsters Look Like?

By Amber Tayler ($11.25). Robertson Publishing. TEL:
(408)354-5957. EMAIL: bertayler@hotmail.com. WEB:
rp-author.com/tayler.
3.

Wild, Weird & Wacky Creatures

By Sam Connery ($15.95). EMAIL: yak@bruce-conway.com.
WEB: bruce-conway.com.

Genre Fiction
FIRST PLACE:
Crossing Borders

By Richard Hicks ($19.99). Xlibris. TEL:
(888)795-4274. EMAIL: info@xlibris.com.
WEB: xlibris.com.
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HONORABLE MENTIONS:
Shedrow

1.

By Dean M. DeLuke ($28.95). Grey Swan Press. EMAIL:
publisher@greyswanpress.com. WEB: greyswanpress.com.
2.

The Between Season

Publishing. TEL: (800)706-0152. EMAIL: christine@
christinecashen.com. WEB: christinecashen.com.

Mainstream/Literary Fiction

By Lon Rogers ($17.95). iUniverse. TEL: (800)288-4677.
EMAIL: media@authorsolutions.com. WEB: iuniverse.com.
3.

FIRST PLACE:
The Bonus

By Georgia Lowe ($18.95). Lucky Dime Press.
TEL: (760)387-1035. EMAIL: publisher@lucky
dimepress.com. WEB: luckydimepress.com.

The Traitors

By David W. Walker ($14.95). Winpublish. TEL: (504)2981164. EMAIL: winpublish@wincustomers.com. WEB: win
publish.com.
4.

The Major’s Wife

By Debra Gaskill ($14.95). Dog Ear Publishing. TEL:
(866)823-9613. EMAIL: help-me@dogearpublishing.net.
WEB: dogearpublishing.net.
5.

The Presence

By Paul Black ($15). Novel Instincts Publishing. EMAIL:
info@novelinstincts.com. WEB: paulblackbooks.com.
6.

Libido’s Twist

By Ron McManus ($15.95). Dog Ear Publishing. TEL:
(866)823-9613. EMAIL: help-me@dogearpublishing.net.
WEB: dogearpublishing.net.
7.

Setting the Stage for Murder

By Robert W. Gregg ($16.95). Infinity Publishing. TEL:
(978)371-9100. EMAIL: info@buybooksontheweb.com.
WEB: infinitypublishing.com.

Inspirational
FIRST PLACE:
Touched by God

By Evelyn Geisler ($13.99). WinePress
Publishing. TEL: (800)326-4674. WEB: wine
presspublishing.com.
HONORABLE MENTIONS:
Foreclosed … But Not Forsaken

HONORABLE MENTIONS:
Crooked Lines

1.

By Ann Hall Marshall ($15.99). Third Place Press. TEL:
(206)366-3306. EMAIL: press@thirdplacebooks.com. WEB:
thirdplacepress.com.
2.

The Devil’s Ruse

By Ruth Welburn ($14.99). Off the Bookshelf.
TEL: (250)656-2494. EMAIL: rwelburn@shaw.ca.
WEB: ruthwelburn.com.
3.

Musings of a Mystery Sibling

By Marian Armstrong ($15.95). iUniverse. TEL: (800)
288-4677. EMAIL: media@authorsolutions.com. WEB:
iuniverse.com.
4.

The Testament of Miriam

By Ann Swinfen ($12.99). YouWriteOn. TEL: (020)
8749-0315. EMAIL: jmurray@greeneheaton.co.uk. WEB:
annswinfen.com.
5.

Somewhere Over the Sun

By Adi Alsaid ($13.95). Dog Ear Publishing. TEL: (866)
823-9613. EMAIL: adi.alsaid@gmail.com. WEB: somewhere
overthesun.com.
6.

Zeus Blinked

By Adrian G. Crook ($17.99). AuthorHouse. TEL:
(888)519-5121. EMAIL: authorsupport@authorhouse.com.
WEB: authorhouse.com.
Here, Home, Hope

1.

7.

By Rebecca V. Smith ($10.40). AuthorHouse. TEL:
(888)519-5121. EMAIL: authorsupport@authorhouse.com.
WEB: authorhouse.com.

By Kaira Rouda ($15). Greenleaf Book Group. TEL:
(213)623-1773. EMAIL: kaira@kairarouda.com. WEB: kaira
rouda.com.

2.

David and Goliath

By Bryan Hathaway ($17.95). WinePress Publishing.
TEL: (800)326-4674. WEB: winepresspublishing.com.
3.

When You Just Can’t Say Good-bye, Don’t

By Maria Malin ($16.99). BookSurge. EMAIL: info@
createspace.com. WEB: booksurge.com.
4.

The Good Stuff

By Christine Holton Cashen ($21.95). D.C. Murphy

Memoirs/Life Stories
FIRST PLACE:
3mph

By Polly Letofsky ($19.95). GlobalWalk Inc.
TEL: (303)722-1947. EMAIL: polly@polly
letofsky.com. WEB: pollyletofsky.com.
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HONORABLE MENTIONS:
What Peace There May Be

HONORABLE MENTIONS:
Women at Ground Zero

1.

1.

By Susanna Barlow ($19.95). iUniverse. TEL: (800)288-4677.
EMAIL: media@authorsolutions.com. WEB: iuniverse.com.

By Susan Hagen & Mary Carouba ($19.95). Storybook
Press. TEL: (707)824-6886. EMAIL: hagen@womenatground
zero.com; carouba@womenatgroundzero.com. WEB: women
atgroundzero.com.

2.

Crazy

By Roberta Carly Redford ($20.33). Trafford Publishing.
TEL: (888)232-4444. EMAIL: customersupport@trafford.com.
WEB: trafford.com.
3.

Grip

By Nina Hamberg ($12.50). Route One Press. EMAIL:
nina@ninahamberg.com. WEB: ninahamberg.com.
4.

The Polio Journals: Lessons From My Mother

By Anne K. Gross ($16.95). Diversity Matters Press.
EMAIL: anne@annegross.com. WEB: thepoliojournals.com.
5.

In Service to the Mouse

By Jack Lindquist ($26.95). Neverland Media. EMAIL:
jim@neverlandmediaonline.com. WEB: inservicetothe
mouse.com.

2.

3.

4.

HONORABLE MENTIONS:
Little Star Sleeping

By Eva Poole-Gilson ($19.99). Xlibris. TEL: (888)7954274. EMAIL: info@xlibris.com. WEB: xlibris.com.
2.

Poetry
FIRST PLACE:
The Color of Lost Rooms

By Irene Latham ($14.95). Blue Rooster
Press. EMAIL: irene@irenelatham.com. WEB:
irenelatham.com.
HONORABLE MENTIONS:
A Run at the Moon

1.

By Jean Sheppard. Nerp Enterprises. EMAIL: jeansheppard
@primus.ca. WEB: jeansheppard.com.
2.

Reference Books
FIRST PLACE:
Wildflowers of Northern California’s
Wine Country & North Coast Ranges

Don’t Know Where, Don’t Know When

By Annette Laing ($11.99). EMAIL: annette@confusion
press.com. WEB: annettelaing.com.

VIOLET PHOTO © ISTOCKPHOTO.COM

Hieroglyphics of the Heart

By Susan Marc Lawley ($15). Arseya Publishing. TEL:
(973)993-1504. EMAIL: arseya@arseya.com. WEB: arseya.
com.

Quintspinner

By Dianne Greenlay ($19.95). iUniverse. TEL: (800)2884677. EMAIL: media@authorsolutions.com. WEB: iuniverse.
com.
3.

Command Influence

By Robert A. Shaines ($24.26). Outskirts Press. TEL:
(888)672-6657. WEB: outskirtspress.com.

FIRST PLACE:
Nicola’s Ghost

1.

Truth for Human Existence and Happiness

By Paul Sites & Danny Sites ($23.99). Xlibris. TEL:
(888)795-4274. EMAIL: info@xlibris.com. WEB: xlibris.com.

Middle-Grade/Young Adult Books
By John Kitchen ($14.49). AuthorHouse.
TEL: (888)519-5121. EMAIL: authorsupport@
authorhouse.com. WEB: johnkitchenauthor.
synthasite.com.

When I Was a Child

By T.L. Needham ($19.95). Outskirts Press. TEL: (888)6726657. WEB: outskirtspress.com.

By Reny Parker ($24.95). New Creek
Ranch Press. TEL: (707)894-9100. WEB:
renyswildflowers.com.

Nonfiction
FIRST PLACE:
Sanctuary: Mississippi’s Coastal Plain

By Stephen Kirkpatrick & Marlo Carter
Kirkpatrick ($40). Thy Marvelous Works.
TEL: (601)898-8828. EMAIL: kirkpatrick
wildlife@comcast.net. WEB: kirkpatrickwildlife.com.

HONORABLE MENTION:
Sustainable World Sourcebook

1.

By Sustainable World Coalition ($11.95). J&A Printing.
TEL: (415)737-0235. WEB: swcoalition.org. WD
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Mary Kay Andrews
THE FIXER-UPPER
Mary Kay Andrews was
a successful journalist
and mystery writer,
but she still hadn’t
found her niche—until
a career renovation
pushed her out of her
comfort zone and onto
the bestseller list.

PHOTO © BILL MILES

BY KARA GEBHART UHL
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P

ublishers Weekly has described Mary Kay
Andrews’ work as “authentic,” a “Southern
charmer” and “bright, engaging and thoughtful.”
Judging by her loyal following of readers—who
devour her latest bestselling beach reads, delight in her
backlist of cozy mysteries, enthusiastically follow her blog,
and invite her into their lives through book clubs and
social media—the same might be said of Andrews herself.
But for those fans who love her as much for her character-driven stories as for her willingness to blog her favorite recipes and thrift store finds, how Andrews got her
start might come as a bit of a surprise—though how she
ultimately found her niche makes the best kind of sense.
Andrews started out not as a fiction writer, chef or
antiques dealer, but as a reporter covering the most serious of stories: the real-life Savannah, Ga., murder trial
that became the basis of John Berendt’s iconic Midnight
in the Garden of Good and Evil. She went on to spend
a decade as a feature writer with The Atlanta JournalConstitution before trying her hand at a different kind of
murder story: the mystery novel. She had modest success publishing 10 mysteries under her real name, Kathy
Hogan Trocheck—but she wanted more. She wanted, truly
wanted, to push herself as a writer. And she wanted, one
way or another, to debut in the top 10 on The New York
Times bestseller list. Pulling it off would require another
career turn—to women’s fiction, a pen name and a heightened emphasis on outreach to her readers.
Now known for the kind of bestsellers that are best
matched with sweet tea and sunshine, most recently
Deep Dish, The Fixer Upper and Summer Rental (which
hit No. 5 on the NYT charts), Andrews is looking ahead
to the release of her ninth women’s fiction title, Spring
Fever, in June.
Today, Andrews says she views her career as a fixerupper of sorts: Much like the 1926 Craftsman home she’s
lovingly restored in Atlanta, her 20 years of publishing
have been driven by her ability to envision renovations to
her identity as an author—and then put in the necessary
work to make them reality. Here, she discusses how any
writer can do the same.

What drove your transition from journalism to ﬁction?

It had to do with Writer’s Digest, actually. I was working
full time as a reporter, and I had two young kids, and I was
not happy with the direction newspapers were going. I
wanted to be home with my kids when they got home from
school. I started tinkering with writing a mystery. I would
sneak back to the paper on Wednesday nights and write on
their computer, which was strictly forbidden—I was raised
Catholic, but I have a subversive streak! [Laughs.] I sent it
off and had gotten nice, personalized rejection letters.
While working as a reporter, when an author came
through, I asked to be assigned to interview him. After
the interview I would pick their brains, asking questions
like, “How do you get published? How did you get your
first agent?” I actually interviewed Sue Grafton. Not long
after that I saw an ad in the back of WD for a writer’s
workshop at Antioch College in Yellow Springs, Ohio.
Sue Grafton was the keynote speaker and also teaching
a workshop on mysteries. I thought, Sue Grafton knows
what I need to know. So I used my last week of vacation,
all my frequent flier miles and went to Yellow Springs.
I got a manuscript evaluation with her. She said,
“You’re ready to be published. What have you done?”
When I told her about the personal rejection letters, she
said, “What did they say?” I still had [one] note in my
purse, so I showed it to her. She said, “This agent is telling
you if you fix your manuscript she’ll represent you.” I [told
her I had] thought she was telling me to get lost. She said,
“No, she’s saying to work on your manuscript and send it
back and she’ll talk.” Sue looked at me like I was an idiot—
and I was. She told me to put [the new manuscript I was
working on] on the back burner and make the changes.
The next evening, people could read from a manuscript
in progress. I read the first five pages of my second mystery, Every Crooked Nanny. I got a standing ovation from
the crowd. Sue said, “Forget what I told you about the
other book—this is the book you’re going to work on.”
That was July 1990. I sent the agent [whose rejection I’d shown Grafton] the first few pages of that second
book, and she was interested. A friend from the newspaper, Celestine Sibley, had [also] taken my manuscript to
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Mary Kay Andrews

“I’ve done a lot of things backward. Sometimes it’s
worked out, sometimes it hasn’t, and I’ve just been really
fortunate. I say, ‘If you can’t be lucky, be good—but
it would be better if you can be both.’”
her editor at HarperCollins. The legend Larry Ashmead
[had] turned down my first manuscript, but she took the
first five chapters of the second one to Larry and said,
“You have to read this.” Because I love being subversive, I
scammed a trip to New York City so I could talk to Larry
about the manuscript. I came up with an idea to do a
story on the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, and when I
finished reporting I went over to Harper’s offices and met
with Larry. He said, “We want to offer you a two-book
deal. Do you have an agent?” And I said, “Well, I think I
do.” So by October of 1990 I had a contract. Then, against
everyone’s advice (including my husband), I quit my job.
In 1992 Every Crooked Nanny was published.
That’s the reverse of how most people get an agent.

I’ve done a lot of things backward. Sometimes it’s worked
out, sometimes it hasn’t, and I’ve just been really fortunate. I say, “If you can’t be lucky, be good—but it would
be better if you can be both.” In my career I’ve had a lot of
luck. My mentor [and first editor] Eamon Dolan taught
me how to be a writer, taught me how to write a novel.
When Eamon left, Carolyn Marino took over, and it was
just a seamless transition. We had a great and wonderful
friendship and relationship. She taught me.
What’s the best writing advice you’ve ever received?

I think the best advice is not to revise yourself into oblivion.
Beginning writers write five pages and read it and hate it
and start all over again, cross it out and start all over again.
They never get to finish their work because of self-hate. If
you never finish a chapter, you never get to the end.
What I do is I’ll write a chapter, go back the next day,
read it over and make some changes. I don’t obsess about
it. When I write a book, I’m emailing chapters to my
agent and editor in five-chapter bunches: The deal is that
they just read it and say yes or no. I need to know if I’m
going down the wrong road—I need instant gratification.
It works for me, wouldn’t work for everybody. They’re
reading along, they can say, Wait—you don’t want to do
that. You really don’t need that character; you don’t need

a plot twist; you do need a plot twist. I write to the end of
the book. … Then I go back and do the revisions.
Do you think other writers can beneﬁt from that sort of
feedback, outside of formal editor/agent relationships?

I’m a member of a writer’s group … and for the past six or
seven years we go on twice-yearly retreats at a nonprofit
writers’ center for five or six days. We set writing goals—for
the week and for each day—then go off to our individual
corners to write, coming back together at lunch and dinner
to share progress, discuss problems, etc. Lots of brainstorming is done [there], and it’s become a cherished and invaluable tool for all of us. I think finding a like-minded group
like this one can be incredibly useful. We are all multi-published, although we all write very different kinds of books.
Savannah Blues was your ﬁrst non-mystery novel. What
inspired you to write it, and why the pseudonym?

I’d worked in Savannah twice, and it’s such an evocative
setting. My passions are antiquing, junking, yard sales,
estate sales—I had an idea for a character who was a picker.
My first agent [Sallie Gouverneur] was getting out of the
business … and I needed a new agent. I had met Stuart
Krichevsky through [the writing organization] Sisters in
Crime and we clicked. We had the same sense of humor,
sort of irreverent. So I called him. I had an idea for a new
book. I wanted to sell more books and I wanted to write
bigger books. When I [had] told that to [other] agents,
they said that I was impatient. But I kept thinking, When
am I going to break out? When is this going to happen?
Irish Eyes was the last mystery I wrote. This, I thought,
this is the best mystery I can write. I started to think about
doing something else. I had tinkered with the idea of
doing it under a pseudonym. Stuart thought that was a
great idea. He asked me, “I know what you’ve been doing,
but what do you want to do?” I told him that I wanted to
be a New York Times bestseller. So we shopped it. I was
out of contract with Harper and we shopped [Savannah
Blues] as a debut novel under my pseudonym. [But my
HarperCollins editor] immediately knew it was my book.
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We got into an auction situation, and she outbid the
other house by a substantial amount of money. When
it came out in 2002 it immediately outsold all my mysteries combined.
It was a huge gamble. We didn’t know if the readers
would like it. We didn’t sell it as a mystery.
What did you sell it as?

General fiction. I was hearing from readers, “We love your
books. We don’t like mysteries, but we love your books.”
In fact, even when I was writing mysteries, they didn’t
care whodunit—they cared about [my protagonist] …
[Then] two years ago I switched to St. Martin’s Press. I
just felt like it was time for a change … and the only other
editor I wanted to work with was Jennifer Enderlin at St.
Martin’s. Jennifer has an amazing knack with women’s fiction. She is Emily Giffin’s editor, she is Kristin Hannah’s
editor, Jennifer Crusie’s editor and she’s been Janet
Evanovich’s editor. That was the only other place I wanted
to go. So again, I just got really lucky and fortunate, and
she liked the idea of Summer Rental.
Does it make a difference to be at a point where you
can essentially choose who you want to work with?

You don’t get there by yourself. You get there because
you’ve grown as a writer and people help you. I was very
wary and nervous and apprehensive because I had been
happy at Harper for a really long time. But it just felt like
it was time to grow, and I had a feeling that Jen was the
person who could really push me—and she did. She made
me rewrite Summer Rental three times, and they were
total rewrites. She really made me dig deeper. It was not
comfortable. I was thinking to myself, I’ve written these
other books, and they were fine! But Jen wanted more than
fine. She made me go to places that I was a little nervous
about going to. Summer Rental came out last June at No. 5
on The New York Times list, my best ever.
So what’s your best publishing advice?

I don’t know any good writer who doesn’t need a great editor. The only writing I do that doesn’t get edited is my blog—
and that could use a good editor! I’ve been writing professionally for 40 years, and I still need a good editor.
Your novels are rich with detail. How do you paint such
a clear picture without bogging the story down?

I’m a visual person and, having trained as a journalist, I
want to put my reader in the scene. I’m not painting a por-

GET COOKING WITH MARY KAY ANDREWS
For more about the writing process that’s fueled Andrews
through her 20-year career (plus her favorite recipe), visit
writersdigest.com/april-12. Then, Andrews invites you to join
her social network by visiting marykayandrews.com.

trait. I’m sketching the most telling details and leaving the
rest for the reader’s imagination.
You write a newsletter and blog, you’re on Facebook
and Twitter, you’ve done countless interviews and
appearances, you call in to participate in book club
meetings—why is author accessibility so important?

In this day and age readers identify with an author whose
books they like. I come out with a book, if I’m lucky, once
a year. I want my readers to feel connected to me and to
feel that they’re a part of my success. So connecting with
them through my blog feeds into that. I love doing that. It
isn’t a chore for me. I’m a huge extrovert, so it comes kind
of naturally to me. And it’s important to me for readers
to tell me their stories. I love knowing my stories connect
with them. Their enthusiasm and energy feed my imagination. I’ve never taken someone’s story and put it in a
book, but a lot of times it will spark another idea.
Social media is a reality these days for authors. When I
was with Harper they knew how many Facebook followers I
had, how often I was blogging, and that plays into marketing decisions. It’s important not just on the level of connecting with readers—it’s important in the business aspect also.
Much of your life, in terms of what you love—antiques,
cooking, family, interior decorating, the South—is present in your novels. How has this “writing what you
know” contributed to the success of your work?

I think the writing seems authentic because I’m walking
those streets and I’m drinking that sweet tea. I really try
hard to engage readers outside of the South. I don’t want
to be a regional author, limit my readership. I want my
books to appeal to readers anywhere. I want characters
who are believable, real, whose dilemmas are universal dilemmas. Everyone knows a woman who has been
cheated on, everyone knows someone who has been
disappointed. There’s universal appeal there. I just try to
create characters who are authentic, someone who you
would want to know. I want to write characters that my
readers want to spend time with. WD
Kara Gebhart Uhl (pleiadesbee.com) is a freelance writer and editor.
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QUESTIONS&QUANDARIES
BY BRIAN A. KLEMS

IN THIS ISSUE:

Defining the chapbook, literary agent stats,
and into vs. in to.
HOW DOES A CHAPBOOK
DIFFER FROM A BOOK?

Q

I’ve been writing poetry for
a few years now and want to
publish some of my work. A friend
suggested I publish a chapbook of
my poetry. What is a chapbook, and
how is it different from a regular
book?
—Cindy N.

A chapbook is generally a small collection of poetry (though it can also contain tales, ballads and general fiction)
of no more than 40 pages that often
centers on a specific theme, such as
nature or friendship or Justin Bieber.
It’s typically saddle-stitched (like a
pamphlet or magazine) and is a format well-suited to smaller print runs.
Poets publish chapbooks instead
of full-length books of poetry for a
number of reasons, but perhaps the
most common is that chapbooks are
relatively inexpensive to produce.
In fact, many poets take the DIY
approach and print their chapbooks
themselves. (If you’re so inclined,
Poets.org offers excellent step-bystep instructions at poets.org/view
media.php/prmMID/21249.)
As difficult as it is to sell fiction
to a publisher, it’s even harder to
sell poetry. Producing a chapbook
is an excellent way to give audi-

ences a sampling of your writing
and potentially sell your work for a
little profit. Plus, should your chapbook take off and sell at a healthy
rate, it could serve as proof to publishers that there’s a market for your
poetry. And that’s the best way to get
their attention.
HOW MANY LITERARY
AGENTS ARE THERE?

Q

So far seven literary agents
whom I’ve queried have
turned me down. This got me thinking: If I wanted to query every
agent in the United States, how
many query letters would I have to
write and send?
—Anonymous

The answer is: a lot. While there isn’t
an official count of literary reps, a
conservative estimate, according
to Guide to Literary Agents editor
Chuck Sambuchino, is 1,300.
“There are more than 600 agencies
around the country that can have
as little as one rep—and as many as
20—working for them, which makes
it difficult to get an accurate count,”
Sambuchino says. “In fact, some
agents purposely make themselves
difficult to find in order to avoid getting overwhelmed with queries.”
Sending your query out to every

literary agent is likely not the best
use of your time and resources anyway (and may be impossible, unless
you have amazing sleuthing skills).
Your best bet is to create a master list
of agents who represent the type of
manuscripts you write (science fiction, children’s books, memoirs, etc.)
and divide them into tiers (as in,
these five agents are your first choices,
these next five are your second
choices, and so forth). Then query in
that order.
INTO VS. IN TO

Q

Can you explain when to
use into versus when you
should use in to?
—Char

Using into and in to interchangeably is
a very common grammar faux pas—
heck, my sister commits this grandiose error in emails at least twice a day
and, despite my attempts to sic the
grammar police on her, continues to
write recklessly. But if you understand
the individual definitions of both
terms, it’s easy to pick the right one to
convey your true meaning and avoid
the grammar police altogether.
The word into is a preposition that
expresses movement of something
toward or into something else. I
made it into work a few minutes early

HAVE A QUESTION? Post it in the comments section of the Q&Q blog (writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/questions-and-quandaries), or
email it to writersdigest@fwmedia.com with “Q&Q” in the subject line. Then, check every issue of WD—and Brian’s blog—for answers.
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today. The tooth fairy tucked the tooth
into her pocket before placing a $1 bill
under my daughter’s pillow. The witch
turned the prince into a toad.
In to, on the other hand, is the
adverb in followed by either the
preposition or verb infinitive to.
They aren’t necessarily related and
often just happen to fall next to each
other based on sentence construction. I turned the report in to my boss.
My boss sat in to audit the meeting.
The tooth fairy came in to collect my
daughter’s tooth.
One trick to help you decipher
which term is correct is to think of
it this way: Into usually answers the
question “where?” or “what?” while
in to is often short for “in order to.”
So look at your sentence and replace
into or in to with “where?” or “what?”

One trick to help you decipher which
term is correct is to think of it this way:
Into usually answers the question “where?”
or “what?”
If the second half of your sentence
answers it, use into. If it doesn’t, try
replacing the term with in order to.
If that works, use in to. Here is this
method put into practice:
The tooth fairy put my daughter’s
tooth where? Ah—into her pocket.
The tooth fairy came where? To
collect my daughter’s tooth? Hmm …
that doesn’t work.
The tooth fairy came in order to
collect my daughter’s tooth.
Finally, not only can mixing up
into and in to make you look like
a writing rookie, it can also drasti-

cally change the meaning of your
sentence. For example, I turned the
report in to my boss answers the
question, “To whom did I turn in
the report?” But if it were written
as I turned the report into my boss,
it would mean I had some serious
sorcerer skills and could likely turn
princes into toads, too.
And with that, another wordusage crisis averted. Grammar police,
rest easy—we’ve got this one under
control. WD
Brian A. Klems is the online community
editor of WD.
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YOURSTORY

CONTEST #37

Anonymous
After being pulled over for speeding, your character ﬁnds something
important while looking for her registration in the glove compartment.
PROMPT:

Out of more than 600 entries, WD forum members and editors chose this winner,
submitted by PATTI CAVALIERE of East Haven, Conn.:

M

y wits are scrambling,
but I know the drill: I
open the glove compartment of the ’98
Honda I’ve been driving since my
other car was totaled a year ago. The
cop beside my window leans down to
where my eye level should be.
“Just a minute, officer,” I say. “The
registration must be here.” My hands
slide over candy wrappers and
maps of states I’ve never seen. Then,
beneath a clump of napkins, I touch a
solid object that makes me feel empty.
By some miracle I also discover
my license wedged inside a sleeve
of two stale cigarettes, and a manila
envelope with last year’s postmark
stamped on the outside. It’s sealed
shut; that’s not good.
“Where are you headed?”
“Home.” I glance back at My Place,
the tavern I just left.
“Wait here,” he says, and strolls back
to his flashing vehicle. In my rearview
mirror I see the top of the officer’s hat;
no doubt he’s checking my last DUI
on his computer. My heart thumps so
hard that I swear I can hear it when
the medallion I’d found in the glove
box—the one I received for a year of
sobriety—falls from my hand and into
my lap, catching the winking sunlight.
I can’t bear to read the inscription,

so in the doom of sunset, I dial my
husband’s cell phone.
“Barry, thank God I got you.” My
chest tightens when I hear him sigh,
then say nothing. “I know this is my
fault.” I talk quickly and play dumb.
“Did you pay the registration bill?”
“That’s your responsibility now,
Kelly.” He curses. “I have to go.”
“Wait, Barry. I’m at the corner of—”
“You know who to call,” he shouts
back, then hangs up. But I’m ashamed
to call my sponsor when instead of
going to a meeting, I went to celebrate.
It’s dark now. I squint at the strobe
light to see if the officer is still in his
vehicle. I speed-dial my daughter,
who’s been staying at her boyfriend’s
house since Barry left. She even took
the dog. I take a deep breath when I
hear her say hello. “Jessie!” Her name
gushes out of me like it did the time
she was only 5 and I finally found her
hiding in the dressing room at Macy’s.
“Where are you?” she asks.
The officer returns, shining his
flashlight on my turned back; my head
is crumpling toward my lap because
I am like the abandoned child now.
Lack of food causes my stomach to
cramp while booze seeps into my
blood, but the psychological pain is
worse, knowing I’m beyond apology
to my family. I hear Jessie talking to

someone as I shut the phone. “It’s my
mom. She’s loaded again.” Jessie’s tone
crushes my spirit, and I’m remembering the times I didn’t make it home
to meet her at the school bus—same
damn thing my mother did to me.
“Step out of the car.” The officer’s
words are controlled, but his gaze
spells disgust. My tears freeze. I clutch
my medallion—the only thing left to
remind me of the person I am when
I stop drinking. “Can you stand on
one foot?” I tell him I have chronic
vertigo. He holds up his pen and drags
it back and forth across an imaginary
line in front of my nose. When I lower
my head and tell him I am refusing
the field sobriety test, he says the last
thing I expect.
“Was your maiden name Kelly
Long?” My eyes snap up, reconnecting
with a withdrawn boy who once lived
next door to me as a kid.
“Frank?”
“I thought about you after you
moved away,” he says. “I had some
rough times, too, before the police
academy.” We stand by my car, but
I still feel like the clumsy child who
tripped up stairs and knocked at
Frank’s door to ask him to come play.
“Hop in the car, Kelly. I’ll give you
a ride home.” We stop at a coffee
shop and talk about lost dreams. Soon
I forget I’m Barry’s drunken wife,
Jessie’s bad mother. Starting tonight,
I’m just Kelly Long. WD
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ENTERYOURSTORY
FIRST THINGS FIRST: WRITE THE OPENING SENTENCE (25 words or fewer) to a story based on the prompt below. You can be funny,
poignant, witty, etc.; it is, after all, your story.
TO ENTER: Send your story via email to

CONTEST #

41

PROMPT:

Write the
first line to a story
incorporating
these three words:
Cinderella, midnight
and behave.

yourstorycontest@fwmedia.com or via the
online submission form at writersdigest.
com/yourstory. Entries must be pasted
directly into the body of the email; attachments will not be opened.
NOTE: WD editors select the top 10
entries and post them on our website
(writersdigest.com/forum). Join us online
in mid-April, when readers will vote for their
favorites to help rank the winners!
(Simply register or log in to the free WD
forum to participate.)

The winners will be published in a future issue of Writer’s Digest.
DON’T FORGET: Your name and mailing address. One entry per person.
DEADLINE: April 10, 2012
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EXERCISES AND TIPS FOR HONING SPECIFIC ASPECTS OF YOUR WRITING

Mа Vƣ
GIVING NONFICTION AN AUDIBLE VOICE
BY R O GE R M O R R I S

W

riters often read their works-in-progress out loud.
I hear mine in my head.
It’s not that unsummoned voices are telling me to
commit antisocial acts; rather, the voices are familiar ones that I’ve conjured to help me with my writing. Whose voice it is depends on the tone I want for a
particular article or a key passage, such as the lead for
an article. That’s when I become a ventriloquist and start
“throwing” different voices.
Let me explain.
It all started several years ago. As a young freelancer
in Washington, D.C., I was struggling to make the transition from writing in newspaper style, with its shorter,
more formulaic prose, to magazine style, with its lengthier, more free-form structure. While I could easily knock
out magazine articles that were little more than expanded
news stories, I had trouble setting the scene for more
involved pieces.
One Sunday evening I was working on an article about
the little-known Mattaponi Indians, who live on a reservation in Virginia. I wanted to begin the piece by giving the
reader a word picture of what I saw and felt on my first
visit to the reservation. But one draft felt too stilted, while
another came off as too casual, perhaps even flippant.
Earlier that day I’d watched an NFL feature film (these
were just coming into vogue back then, as the league
gained popularity), and the grave, baritone voice of the
narrator was still resonating in my mind.
So when I sat down at my keyboard again, I began
imagining that authoritative voice reading my copy, and
suddenly words and sentences started falling into place.
Then I had the voice reread the piece, and as it provided

such feedback as, “No, that word sounds wrong,” and, “No,
that sentence comes across as too short and choppy,” it
soon became easy to spot places where my voice had
strayed. Gradually, with each revision, the voice in my
head became more natural, more suited to its reading of
the words on the page, until I finally had the long, descriptive lead that I needed to entice the reader into the article.

The purpose of conjuring a voice is not to
ensure that the reader identifies it in your
piece; rather, it is to use the voice to make
a difficult passage read better.
The voice I had summoned was that of the late
Philadelphia newscaster John Facenda, whose combined
tone and cadence has many times been called “The Voice
of God”—sober without being somber; precise and confident, yet never pretentious or falsely serious. This particular voice had perfectly captured the tone I wanted to set for
my piece on the Mattaponi Indian tribe.
Many aspiring writers are convinced that they have to
develop their own voices and their own styles, but those
of us who write for multiple print and online publications
more often need to be adaptable and channel multiple
voices like a ventriloquist. Here’s how to use my technique
to do just that.
MATCHING VOICE TO TONE AND TOPIC
The voices you conjure for each piece you write should
change according to:
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1. THE STYLE OF THE TARGET PUBLICATION AND THE

The tone of an article for a
testosterone-charged magazine like Details will be
different from that used in AARP The Magazine—
i.e., sardonic versus sedate.

AUDIENCE IT ATTRACTS.

2. THE SUBJECT MATTER AND ITS SERIOUSNESS OR

An article about a natural disaster will
obviously have a grimmer tone than a piece about
what happens on first dates.
THE LENGTH YOU HAVE TO “SPEAK.” If you’re writing a 250-word food short for the online The Daily
Meal, you may use a few edgy words, but you’ll have
no space in which to throw your voices. A 2,000-word
article for Beverage Media, on the other hand, gives
you more room to play.
LIGHTNESS.

3.

4. THE STYLE OF WHAT YOU’VE WRITTEN BEFORE (IF

For example, I
regularly write for the British trade publication The
Drinks Business, and I always look back at prior pieces
before writing the next one. I want each to be presented a little differently and to sound a little different to show some versatility. I never want an editor to
consider assigning me a plum story but then decide,
“Nah, this isn’t Morris’ style.”
Much of nonfiction writing is straightforward exposition
of information, facts and quotes from interview sources.
It seldom needs embellishment. But trying to convince a
reader of something—to build a credible case—requires a
convincing voice. Likewise, using an anecdote to illustrate a
point requires a conversational voice.
So the purpose of conjuring a voice is not to ensure
that the reader recognizes and identifies it in your piece;
rather, it is to use the voice you have chosen to make a
difficult passage read better.

where it spreads open to meet the Atlantic. Overhead,
a tattered blanket of purple clouds scuds across the
remaining sliver of the moon, and a burnt-orange rim
ﬂares along the horizon to the east. The air is chilled, just
above freezing, and somewhere beyond the sea of shadowy, darkened vines, a solitary cock crows out its welcome to an early February morning.

Of course, it would be totally inappropriate to have
Facenda reading the smart-assed, sardonic passage I
needed to describe a wine for the online site of a rollicking men’s magazine. How about, instead, the voice of
Mike McGlone, the actor in the GEICO TV commercials
who looks like a PI and asks us such penetrating, sarcastic
questions as, “Does a little pig cry ‘wee, wee, wee’ all the
way home?”

YOU’RE A REGULAR CONTRIBUTOR).

THROWING YOUR WRITING VOICE
LIKE A VENTRILOQUIST
To best illustrate this technique, let’s look at a few examples of the conjuring process in action.
With his “Voice of God,” Facenda is still my go-to
reader when I want to paint a dramatic picture. For a
recent article for Wine Enthusiast about a day in the
life of a Bordeaux wine château, I wanted to immediately immerse the reader in the atmosphere of Château
Lagrange at the beginning of that particular day:
Dawn’s approach lifts the darkness across the gravelly
plateau that runs along the Left Bank of the Gironde River

Other Aussie winemakers may like to slap critter labels on
their bottles, but Barossa Valley’s Grant Burge has loftier
thoughts. He names his big reds “Meshach,” “Shedrach,”
“Abednego” and “Holy Trinity.” Now, we’re not ready to
suggest he change the name of his “Benchmark” Shiraz
to “Sweet Jesus,” but it does have a lot of rounded mulberry ﬂavors and a long ﬁnish. And your prayers for a reasonable price have been answered.

What about when you need to tell the reader a little
story—whether it’s your personal experience or a tale told
to you by a source that you want to paraphrase? Reread
that brief story I wrote at the beginning of this piece
about struggling with the Indian reservation article. I
heard George Clooney telling that one.

Those of us who write for multiple print
and online publications often need to be
adaptable and channel multiple voices
like a ventriloquist.
Why Clooney? If you saw the movie Up in the Air, perhaps you remember the scene when he’s in a bar trying
to impress Vera Farmiga with his air travel experiences.
Clooney has a sincere, calm, easygoing tone of voice and
the manner to go with it—traces of a slight grin, downcast
eyes examining his drink, then slowly glancing up, looking at Farmiga eye to eye to punctuate a point. It makes
you want to listen to every word.
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And Clooney uses this device at least a couple of times in
every movie. So, I want Clooney telling my own stories, and
if it doesn’t sound like Clooney, then it’s back to rewriting.
Robb Report, an upscale publication that appeals to
our desire for the finer things in life, requires a very different voice. When I write for this magazine, I need an
educated—preferably British—voice. So I call on Pierce
Brosnan, with his clipped, upper-class enunciation and
lots of “bespoke” words. For example, let Brosnan tell you
about a rare Bowmore “white cask” scotch:

Suо  P Vƣ
Think about which familiar voices—on TV, in movies
or even among your own friends and family—you
would use if you needed to test out your prose in
these situations:

• You’re writing in ﬁrst person, and you want to
show how wearied, tired and bummed out you
are, or were, about something. Whose voice
always seems to be laboring under some great

Nosing the glass, there are at ﬁrst candied-fruit, tuttifrutti smells, and then hints of rancio that one gets in
older Cognacs. It is incredibly smooth on the palate, with

weight—someone who has constant weariness
with life?

• You’re describing an action scene in which

exotic fruits joining in, a little crème brûlée lingering from

everything is happening rapid-ﬁre. Is there a

the Bourbon toast, and just a whisper of peat. It exempli-

voice, perhaps that of a sports announcer, who is

ﬁes an ethereal elegance in contrast to the Black’s fuller,

always giving quick, blow-by-blow commentary?

more jovial fruitiness and is quite possibly the most ele-

• You want to set a scene that is eerily calm before

gant Scotch I have ever tasted.

all hell breaks loose. Who comes to mind that
talks in a gleefully evil yet soothing tone?

For key descriptive parts of a piece for a women’s magazine on the three Antinori sisters from the Italian winemaking dynasty, I called on Meryl Streep with the dreamy,
faraway narration she used in the film Out of Africa:

• You want to describe a scene of great joy and
release. Is there someone you know—perhaps
your minister or a motivational speaker you’ve
heard—whose wonderment at the glory of life
would be perfect?

The scene could be from a romantic ﬁlm set in the 19thcentury Italian countryside. It is a cloudless day in June,
and we are riding in a horse-drawn wagon down an
unpaved country road in Maremma, that almost mystical and sparsely populated plain along the Tuscan Coast.
Behind us is the Tyrrhenian Sea, and ahead of us is an
ancient castle perched atop low mountains whose slopes
sport bright green patches of vineyards—some quite
famous—carved out of the darker forest. “It’s a kind of
Eden—something sort of magical,” says Allegra, 38 years
old and the middle Antinori sister.

On at least one occasion, I’ve had President Obama
build an argument I was making. You know his style from
his speeches—calmly laying out, piece by piece, in short
declarative phrases, key points and examples throughout
the presentation of his case.
Of course, the situational needs that arise in my writing
won’t necessarily be the situational needs that come up in
your nonfiction. Nor will the voices that sound “true” to
the content for me sound true to you. Even when playing
ventriloquist, you need to find your own voices.
A summation from a truly distinctive voice seems to

be in order. I’ll call on an actor I’ve seen and heard “laying it all on the line” on the big screen for years now—
Jack Nicholson:
Look, we all know that we have these little talks—monologues, whatever—with ourselves in our heads all the time.
We fire back what we should have said or what we would
have said to our bosses or our wives if we had only thought
a little quicker or had a few more guts.
Here’s the thing: Why not put these voices to good
use? I mean (here that trademark, wicked smile crosses
Nicholson’s face), what’s the use in having these voices in
our heads if they don’t do us some good?
So get over to that laptop or pick up your little pad of
paper and start writing down what these voices are saying
to you. Use a little imagination here!
I mean, am I right or am I right?
Roger Morris specializes in wine, food and travel writing for publications such as Wine Enthusiast, Town & Country, USA Today’s
Go/Explore, Intermezzo and Drinks Business. He lives in Pennsylvania, where he and his wife, Ella, are working on their second
regional food book, The Brandywine Book of the Seasons.
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WRITING WITH A NATURAL VOICE
BY LA R RY BR O O KS

B

y far the most common entry-level mistake in the
writing game, the thing that can get a perfectly good
story rejected by an editor on the first page, is overwriting: a writing voice that is overly laden with energy and
adjectives, that tries too hard, that is self-conscious in
a way that detracts from the story, that is obviously the
work of a writer trying to poeticize a story that doesn’t
stand a chance.
So how can you avoid this too-common mistake and
instead develop a natural voice that will bring your fiction to life in the eyes of editors and agents? It all starts
with understanding the nature of voice itself.
RECOGNIZING THE KEY DIFFERENCE
BETWEEN VOICE AND STYLE
Having a bad writing voice is like wearing a clown suit to
the Oscars. Chances are you won’t make it past the lobby.
Of course, one writer’s clown suit is another’s tuxedo.
Which is to say, you may believe your eloquence is palatable and beautiful, and you may feel the need to stuff fat
into your sentences because you don’t feel they’re muscular enough as is. It’s always an opinion—yours and the
editor’s, and finally the reader’s—but it’s a critical one.
The slush piles of literary agencies are full of these
manuscripts: Writers who try to trick up their sentences.
Who reach for contrived eloquence. Who attempt to
liberate their inner poets. Who overtly imitate famous
literary stylists (I’m guessing J.D. Salinger has inspired
more rejected manuscripts than any writer in history).
Generally stinking up the place with strings of words
that detract instead of enhance.
Overwriting will get your work rejected faster than a
ridiculous deus ex machina in the final act.
That’s not to say stylistic writing, a voice full of attitude and personality, is a bad thing. Hell, I’m doing
precisely that right here. But it’s how I write, and it’s
seasoned with several decades’ worth of professional
experience (including the scars to prove it) in finetuning. Shooting for a level of personality in your
narrative is always a risk.
To mitigate that risk, make this your mantra: Less is
more. Just don’t minimize your writing voice to the point
where it sounds like copy from a metropolitan telephone
directory. Somewhere between a love letter scripted by

a drunken, suicidal poet and the world’s driest technical copy awaits a level of style that suits you—and, just as
important, suits your story.
Your journey as a writer, as a storyteller, is to find it.
The essence of your writing voice is so important to
your fiction that you simply have to get it right before you
can turn pro. That word—pro—is critical here, because
while it may be simplistic or positively John Updike–like,
it absolutely, unequivocally, needs to be professional.
Where that bar resides is, once again, an opinion. One
thing, however, is always true about this—the further you
move in either direction from a safe and clean middle
ground, the higher the risk your work will be perceived as
less than professional.
Writing voice, in my humble opinion, gets too much
airtime at writing conferences filled with people who are
actually in need of mentoring on their storytelling. It also
remains a staple of academia—high school in particular. But it actually is one of the things you need to master
when it comes to publishing your work.

Think of writing voice as you might regard
a singer’s voice. Not everybody making
records sounds like Josh Groban or Maria
Callas. And any singer can mess up a
song with too many melodic gymnastics.
Why? Because you don’t have to write like J.D.
Salinger or John Updike to get published. Pick up any
random book from a shelf at the bookstore and you’ll
see this to be true. While there is a huge variance in style
among all those professionally published authors, they
all have one thing in common: They’ve met the bar of
professionalism—which in today’s commercial market
means clean, crisp, efficient writing that doesn’t reek of
too much effort.
Think of writing voice as you might regard a singer’s
voice. Not everybody making records sounds like Josh
Groban or Maria Callas. Some of them sound like they
woke up from inadequate anesthesia during an appendectomy. Any singer, though, can mess up a song with
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too many melodic gymnastics. Think Adam Lambert trying to trick up the national anthem. Great voice, but the
crowd at Wrigley Field wouldn’t approve.
UNDERSTANDING THE CRUCIAL ROLE OF
VOICE IN YOUR STORY’S DIALOGUE
If you write fiction, then by definition you write dialogue.
Which means that dialogue, for better or worse, is part of
your writing voice, and will be judged as such by an agent
or an editor long before it stands a chance of reaching the
reading public.
For some writers this comes very naturally, and for
others—even those who don’t struggle in the slightest
with their narrative prose—their dialogue sounds like it
came from the script of a bad third-grade play. It’s such a
common problem, in fact, that it warrants special focus
in even the most general discussion of achieving effective
voice in fiction.

The best way to develop an ear is to listen.
Not just to real life—which is the mother
lode of all dialogue—but to snappy, rich
dialogue from every book you read and
movie you see.

that, by the way) wrote the screenplay for Finding
Forrester, his spot-on dialogue was attacked by some as
having been brushed up by someone else, someone who
had lived the life of his inner-city protagonist. But Rich
did what all writers need to do—he jumped into the
contextual heads of his cast and allowed them to speak
as they really would, not as a white guy who has never
seen a crack pipe might think they would. This took
work, which Rich legitimately claims with pride. The
actors and the director had little else to do in order to
make the scenes ring true through crackling and appropriate dialogue.
Let’s look at two examples of the same moment. One is
how a less experienced writer might do it, the other how
it might actually sound.
Two old friends who haven’t seen each other since
graduation run into each other at halftime of an NBA
game. What might this first exchange sound like? How
would it look on paper?
“Hey! Holy cow, man, how are you?”
“I’m ﬁne, you?”
“Yeah. You look … successful.”
“Doing OK. How about you?”
“Can’t complain. How long has it been … like, a year?”
“Three. Are you married?”
“Engaged. You?”

Writing great dialogue is very much like narrative
prose—it cannot be taught. But a sense of it can be evolved,
and for that to happen the writer needs to develop an ear
for it.
Once you have the ear, you’ll find you can effectively
convey dialogue in your stories.
The overwhelming fault in dialogue from many newer
writers is dialogue that doesn’t sound genuine. It’s just not
how real people in the real world talk.
That said, you have to begin by throwing all that you
know about grammar and the physics of a respectable
sentence out the window. Because people just don’t talk
that way to each other. Never have, never will.
Some people speak via certain shorthand. They don’t
say half of what they mean, yet they are perfectly understood. Others speak indirectly, and still others imbue
their communications with agenda and unspoken subtext. Dialogue is also specific to variables such as age,
culture, geography and relationships.
Consider this: When Mike Rich, a very white guy
from a very upscale part of town (and a great guy at

“Divorced. Hey, that’s how it goes sometimes.”

Yeah, that pretty much sucks, I know. And believe it
or not, that’s what lands on too many desks of too many
agents and editors. Not because the writers are bad, but
because they don’t bring an ear to the dialogue. Without
that crucial ear, they can’t seem to imbue characters with
a realistic ambiance and edge.
This reflects the writer’s own point of view and awareness—nobody chooses to write dialogue that is off the
mark—and thus defines the challenge at hand. You can’t
settle for you in your character dialogue, you have to get
outside yourself and make it real.
This would play better:
“Dude! ‘Sup, man?”
“God, you look … what are you, like, running the show
over there?”
“Can’t complain, livin’ the dream.”
“You look like Donald Trump’s son or somethin’.”
“Better hair.”
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“Hear that. What’s it been, like, a year?”
“Ya think? Try three. LeBron was still learning his crossover. You married yet?”
“Nope. Still chillin’.”
“Dude.”
“I know. You? Don’t see a ring or a tan line.”
“Divorced. Thank God for prenups, the bitch.”
“Dude. Sorry to hear.”
“Don’t be. My new girlfriend looks like Trump’s daughter … it’s all good.”

Writing dialogue with street cred isn’t the point.
(Unless it is the point, that is—but you know what I
mean.) Rather, make sure your dialogue adds to the reading experience by transporting readers into the moment
and, via nuance and subtext, into the agendas and lives of
the characters involved.
The best way to develop an ear is to listen. Not just to
real life—which is the mother lode of all dialogue—but
to snappy, rich dialogue from every book you read and
movie you see.
Avoid on-the-nose dialogue when you can—something your conservative aunt might say on her first-ever
trip out of Iowa, dialogue that doesn’t add any color or
personality whatsoever. Unless, of course, that’s really
how your character talks in the story, which you might
want to take a look at. Dialogue is a great—and inherent—opportunity for characterization, and like many of
the creative choices we face, to not seize it is, at the end
of the reading day, to choose mediocrity.
And while your narrative voice can be pleasantly
mediocre in context to a killer story, your dialogue
should never warrant that same description.
RECOGNIZING THE AROMATIC
HALLMARK OF VOICE
In any type of writing, voice is like air: If you can smell
it, something is cooking, and it may not be appetizing to
everyone. In fact, something may be rotten. The scent of
a Chihuahua slowly roasting on a spit over an open flame
may play well in the North Hamgyong Province of Korea,
but it will probably turn stomachs in rural Massachusetts.
And yet, in every place on the planet, everybody loves a
clean, fresh breeze totally void of scent.
Less is more. The more personality and humor and
edge you are looking for, the truer this is.
Attempting to imbue your writing with noticeable
narrative style is always risky, because you’re hoping

and assuming that whoever is reading your work will
be attracted to that particular style. The safest bet—one
placed by a bevy of bestselling writers that includes Dan
Brown and John Grisham, Stephenie Meyer and even
James Patterson, and a whole bunch of other authors
who are too often and unfairly accused of not being all
that good because their writing bears little or no stylistic scent—is to write cleanly and crisply. To write simply.
Sort of like that breath of fresh air, the hallmark of which
is that it doesn’t smell like anything at all. It’s just, well,
pleasant. It flows. It goes down easy. It doesn’t take much
effort on your part to read it.

You have to begin by throwing all that you
know about grammar and the physics
of a respectable sentence out the window.
Because people just don’t talk that way
to each other. Never have, never will.
The personality and voice of your writing should
be natural, not something remotely considered to be
contrived. It can take years to find your natural writing voice, and when you do you’ll never fear the color
purple—as in, purple prose—again. Because only when
you are writing naturally, without forcing it and without abusing adjectives (in his classic 10 Rules of Writing,
Elmore Leonard advises writers to remove every single
adjective from their manuscripts) will the scent of your
narrative be as subtle and functional as it needs to be to
attract a buyer.
Less is more. Even when you’re shooting for more. Just
keep trying things, checking in with how they work and
listening to the feedback. Allow your writing voice to
evolve, unforced but certainly subject to the highest standards you can bring to it.
Many of us become writers in the first place because
we have been told for years that we have a way with
words. That can actually be a curse in this game. Just
make sure that the words don’t have a way with you and
your career.
Novels—and especially screenplays—don’t sell because
of writing voice. But they do get rejected because of writing voice. What sells are great stories, told well.
Excerpted from Story Engineering © 2011 by Larry Brooks, with
permission from Writer’s Digest Books.
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7 TIPS FOR FINDING YOUR VOICE IN FICTION
BY STE VE N H A R PE R

V

oice is a little hard to pin down. It basically means
how you write. It involves the words you choose and
the rhythms you write in. It’s how your writing sounds
on the page. I know, I know—these descriptions actually
sound a bit like writing style. Style is related to voice, but
voice goes deeper. Voice is also the persona you put on
when you start writing.
There’s no one way or formula to find a voice. The
process is mostly a matter of experimenting, playing
around until you find something that clicks or makes
sense to you or just hangs together in a way that sounds
great. Here are some techniques and exercises for finding that voice.

1. LET YOURSELF WRITE BADLY.
Ray Bradbury, famous for both his supernatural and his
science-fiction work, once said that there are a million
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Take a passage from a book you love and rewrite
it, transforming it into the voice of another book
you know well. Don’t change the events—only the
word choice. For example, take the opener of Harry
Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone and retell it as if

bad words in every writer—you just have to keep writing
until they’re all out of your system.
With that philosophy in mind, give yourself permission to write badly. Get those words down, even
if they’re crap. Don’t judge what you’ve written. Keep
going and see what you’re going to say next. A voice will
begin to emerge.
2. WRITE FAST AND SEE WHAT HAPPENS.
Bull-rush your way forward. Pound those words out
without looking back. Write quickly, even if it’s nonsensical. Don’t edit (yet). Write like you’re writing journal entries or letters to a friend with just moments to
spare—no time to stop. Maybe some quirky turns of
phrase will come flying out of your fingers and develop
into the voice you’re looking for. Or maybe a character
will develop in an unexpected and interesting direction.
In any case, save the editing for later and see what you
can come up with now.

Get those words down. Don’t judge what
you’ve written. Keep going and see what
you’re going to say next. A voice will
begin to emerge.

Neil Gaiman had written it for The Graveyard Book
instead. For a real challenge, use the voice of someone like Shakespeare or Christopher Marlowe.
If you’re part of a writing group or have friends you
share your work with, read it aloud to them and see if
they can guess which author’s voice you’ve conjured.
In a writing group setting, you could adopt this
exercise by picking one book that everyone has read
and having everyone convert the voice to a different
famous author. Then read the pieces aloud and see if
everyone can guess who the “new” author is.

3. CHANNEL YOUR CHARACTERS.
Pretend you’re the character and start typing in that
character’s voice, even if your novel is going to be in
third person. Don’t worry about developing the story
yet—just let the character ramble while you write down
what you hear. Write letters, journal entries, trial transcripts, sessions with the character’s therapist, even
what the character says aloud when no one is listening.
Practice developing a voice by becoming someone else
for a while.

Now, try this: Take your favorite third-person
narrative and convert a scene to ﬁrst person. How
might George from Of Mice and Men tell the story?
Or Lennie? How might Cinderella tell her own story?
What might her voice sound like?

4. EXPERIMENT.
Go there. Be silly. Be stupid. Be florid. Be pretentious.
You won’t know what it looks like until you write it
down. No one will see it except you, so why should you
care if your second-grade niece could probably have
done better? Every bit might be dreadful, or one of the
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experiments might turn up something worth keeping—but you’ll never know unless you give yourself the
freedom to try it.
5. SAVE EVERYTHING.
Never, ever throw anything away. Early notes, character
sketches, the material you generate doing any of the previous exercises—keep every word. I speak from experience: I can’t count the number of times I’ve gone back
through old material on a work-in-progress and realized
I’d overlooked something good, whether it was an idea, a
turn of phrase or a bit of characterization.
Ultimately, everything contributes to voice. So keep it:
You never know when you might need it.
6. CHANGE THE POINT OF VIEW.
If the writing seems dull or stale, try a shift in the viewpoint. If your story is first person, change to third and
let you, the narrator, speak. If it’s third person, change
it to first and give a character a turn to speak. See what
impact it has on the story—and on your voice. Then,
since every character has a different way of seeing and
interpreting the world, try writing the same scene
through the eyes of two different characters. The resulting voices will be different (if not, you’ve got some more
work to do); see which one you like better.
7. WRITE WHAT COMPELS YOU.
Write the themes that you really want to explore—the
stuff that gets under your skin, or makes you giddy, or
pisses you off. Too many writers try to gauge the market
and write only what they think is commercial so they
can break in. This is usually a bad idea—the book produced by this kind of thinking will probably be dull and
lackluster. Don’t dance around what you really want to
say, and don’t worry what your family or friends or coworkers will think about your book.
What does this have to do with voice? A lot. Because
if you make any of these all-too-common mistakes, your
voice will be one of the first (and perhaps most noticeable) elements of your craft to suffer.
The same goes for genres. If you don’t think that relationships can have a happy ending, don’t try to write a
paranormal romance. Figure out what idea revs your
motor and then build a story around it. The emotional
response from you, the writer, will stimulate voice—and
engage the reader.
With these tips in hand, you might be wondering:

QUICK TIPS:
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Almost every set of submission guidelines from
agents and editors says they’re looking for authors
with a strong voice, a unique voice or a powerful
voice. Guidelines for everything from thrillers to
cookbooks mention the importance of voice. My
own agent’s website mentions original new voices.
And publishing pros of all sorts are fond of advising
writers that a good voice will grab their eye above
anything else. So why are they so keen on voice? And
what do they mean by voice, anyway?
When you put words on paper, you aren’t really
being you. You aren’t showing the world your true
face or personality, though glimmers of your true self
will show through. Like an actor strolling onto the
stage, you’re adopting a different persona, one that
combines elements of your real self with a bunch of
stuff you’ve made up. This persona, this voice, is the
one who tells the story.
And that’s why a unique or interesting or quirky
voice can really make a book, especially in genre
ﬁction. Take, for example, the paranormal genre.
In paranormal books, the hero’s quest is nearly
ubiquitous. A lot of other elements crop up over
and over again. Regardless of what twist the writer
puts on vampires, they’re still vampires. No matter
what new element is used to tell a ghost story, it’s
still a ghost story. But one thing that can be unique,
regardless of the story type, is the author’s voice.
A fascinating voice can get the reader to overlook
other problems, or even fail to notice things like
clichés entirely. The unique voice overcomes the
tired archetypes.

Is it worth it to spend so much time perfecting your
voice? Absolutely.
If you believe the advice of countless editors and
agents, it’s your main selling point. So be sure to really
work on developing the kind of voice that can set your
work apart from all the rest. WD
Excerpted from Writing the Paranormal Novel © 2011 by Steven
Harper, with permission from Writer’s Digest Books. Visit
writersdigestshop.com and enter the code “Workbook” to receive a
10 percent WD reader discount on this and other books to help you
hone your craft.
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STANDOUTMARKETS
An exclusive look inside the markets that can help you make your mark.

BY TIFFANY LUCKEY

FOR FREELANCE WORK:

BUST
THE INSIDE STORY FROM:
MISSION:

Emily Rems, managing editor

With an attitude that is ﬁerce, funny and proud to be female, BUST

addresses a refreshing variety of young women’s interests, including celebrity
interviews, music, fashion, art, crafting, sex and news. Hip, humorous and honest,
BUST is a cheeky celebration of all things female, and a trusted authority on upand-coming trends among discerning, educated and culturally aware women.

1993. PUBLISHES: Bimonthly.
BUST is a groundbreaking,
original women’s lifestyle magazine
and website that is unique in its ability to connect with bright, cuttingedge, influential young women.
CIRCULATION: 87,500. PAYMENT: Varies,
from $50–250. KEY TO SUCCESSFUL
SUBMISSIONS: We pay extra attention
to submissions that clearly come from
writers who are familiar with our magazine and our style. It also helps tremendously when writers specify what
section of the magazine their pitch
is intended for (our sections include
Broadcast, Real Life, Looks, Features,
Reviews, and Sex Files). WHAT MAKES
US UNIQUE: Unlike most women’s
magazines, BUST actually makes its
readers feel good about themselves.
We’ll never tell our subscribers how
to “Lose 10 Pounds in 10 Days” or
insist that this season’s must-have is a
$10,000 handbag. Instead, we publish
the work of fun, feisty, honest writers
adept at highlighting the most pleasurable parts of young womanhood.
FOUNDED:
FOCUS:

WHAT STANDS OUT & WHY:

With

the slogan “For women with something to get off their chests,” BUST is
helping to redeﬁne feminism by pushing the envelope on women’s issues
while still being quirky, upbeat and
fun—which undoubtedly is no easy
task. And while BUST focuses wholly
on women’s interests, writers have
many different avenues through which
to explore them, from social and political commentary to celebrity proﬁles
and movie reviews. —TL

PITCHING THE PINCH
For more advice from Tara Mae Mulroy
on how to break into The Pinch, visit
writersdigest.com/april-12.

WE MIGHT BE A GOOD FIT FOR YOU IF:

You have an interest in girl culture in
all its many forms and aren’t afraid

of the word feminist. PAST NOTABLE
WRITERS: Courtney Love, Roseanne
Barr, Amy Poehler, Maya Rudolph.
HOW TO SUBMIT: Stories or story ideas
can be emailed to submissions@bust.
com or mailed to: BUST Submissions,
P.O. Box 1016, Cooper Station,
New York, NY 10276. DETAILED
GUIDELINES: bust.com/info/submit-tobust.html.
What makes a submission stand out?

We’re always looking for stories that
highlight a surprising, unexpected
side to womanhood. If you can send
us a story about women that makes us
say, “Wow! I’ve never heard of that/
read about that/thought about that
before,” your pitch is golden.
What should writers keep in mind
when trying to break in?

Many well-intentioned writers have
sent us letters telling us how great it
would be for their careers if they could
get a story published in BUST, but
then they don’t send any tangibly useful pitches or ideas. Savvy freelancers
know it’s not about what we can do for
you; it’s about what you can do for us.
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FOR CHILDREN’S BOOKS:

Kane Miller Books
THE INSIDE STORY FROM:
MISSION:

Kira Lynn, publisher

We’re looking for accessible, beautiful art, and text that means some-

thing—great books that enrich the lives and the imaginations of the children who
read them.

WHAT STANDS OUT & WHY:

Titles

FOUNDED: 1985. PUBLISHES: 50–65
books per year. FOCUS: Our books
bring the children of the world
closer to each other, sharing
stories and ideas, while exploring
cultural differences and similarities.

from this award-winning publisher of

KEY TO SUCCESSFUL SUBMISSIONS:

national and international children’s

Originality, accessibility and [a]
finely honed craft. WHAT MAKES
US UNIQUE: We support and celebrate all kinds of ideas, all kinds
of art [and] all kinds of ways of
looking at the world. WE MIGHT
BE A GOOD FIT FOR YOU IF: You

picture books have garnered a lot of
praise, including The New York Times’
Best Illustrated Book (for Jae-Soo
Liu’s Yellow Umbrella) and the Boston
Globe-Horn Book Award (for Atinuke’s
Anna Hibiscus). —TL

have a story that’s not been told
before, that children—and their
parents—will want to read over
and over again. RANGE OF PRINT
RUNS: 5,000+. RANGE OF ADVANCES:
Varies. HOW TO SUBMIT: Via email
to submissions@kanemiller.com.
We’ll look at everything, [including] simultaneous submissions
[and] previously published work, as
long as you follow our guidelines.
DETAILED GUIDELINES: kanemiller.
com/contact.asp#submission.

FOR SHORT STORIES, POETRY, AND ESSAYS:

The Pinch
THE INSIDE STORY FROM:
MISSION:

Tara Mae Mulroy, managing editor

The Pinch, the nationally acclaimed publication from the University of

Memphis, is one of the oldest literary journals in the country. In addition to ﬁction,
poetry and creative nonﬁction from both emerging and well-established authors,
The Pinch is known for its glossy format featuring exceptional art and photography.

FOUNDED: 1980. PUBLISHES:

Biannually.
1,000–2,000. PAYMENT:
Two contributor’s copies. KEY TO
SUCCESSFUL SUBMISSIONS: A Pinch-y
story, poem or essay is electric,
eclectic, not esoteric, impressive,
compressive, sexy, splashy, sticky,
narrative and un-narrative. WHAT
MAKES US UNIQUE: [We’re] breaking
new ground when it comes to publishing experimental creative nonfiction.
CIRCULATION:

WE MIGHT BE A GOOD FIT FOR YOU IF:

You want to showcase your daring but
thoughtful fiction; you are looking
to challenge the formal boundaries
of creative nonfiction. PAST NOTABLE
WRITERS: Margaret Atwood, James
Dickey, Bobbie Ann Mason, George
Singleton. HOW TO SUBMIT: Online
at thepinchjournal.submishmash.
com/submit or by mail: The Pinch,
English Dept., University of Memphis,
Memphis, TN 38152. DETAILED
GUIDELINES: thepinchjournal.com.

WHAT STANDS OUT & WHY:

Formerly known as both River City
and Memphis State Review, The Pinch
has earned respect from writers and
readers alike, as stories published in
its pages have gone on to appear in
different anthologies, and have been
short-listed for the Pushcart Prize. —TL

Tiffany Luckey is an assistant editor for the Writer’s Market series.
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CONFERENCESCENE
Events to advance your craft, connections and career.

BY LINDA FORMICHELLI

Southern California
Writers’ Conference
Got a half-ﬁnished book on your
hard drive? (Who doesn’t?) Get the
kick-start you’ve been waiting for
at the Southern California Writers’
Conference, which boasts an impressive faculty to help writers get those
manuscripts ﬁnished and on their
way to being published.

Albuquerque Turkey), Darlene Quinn
(Webs of Fate), Margaret Dilloway
(How to Be an American Housewife),
Scott Sigler (The All-Pro), Elizabeth
Cobbs Hoffman (Broken Promises),
Gregg Hurwitz (They’re Watching)
and Eric DelaBarre (Saltwater Taffy).
HIGHLIGHTS: Writers enjoy New York
Times bestselling author Drusilla
Campbell’s “NovelCram: Building the
Better Book,” a total-immersion
track geared for both new and established writers. And for a totalimmersion track in networking, look
no further than the hotel bar. IF YOU
GO: “Wear comfortable shoes and
comfortable duds—seriously,” conference executive director Michael
Steven Gregory says. “And never be
afraid to reach out to staff for guidance as to whom to talk to or which
sessions to attend.” FOR MORE INFO:
writersconference.com.

American Christian
Fiction Writers
Conference
Christian ﬁction writers will ﬁnd their
groove at this conference—complete with free appointments with
editors and agents, a fully stocked
bookstore, a prayer room, a worship band and—of course—classes
geared toward writers of every level.
WHEN: Sept. 20–23, 2012. WHERE:
The Hyatt Regency at the Dallas/
Fort Worth Airport. PRICE: $515
for ACFW members, $615 for nonmembers. WHAT MAKES IT UNIQUE:
Every major publisher in the
Christian Booksellers Association
attends the conference; in fact, this
is the biggest gathering of agents and
CBA publishers acquiring fiction in
the genre. Each attendee gets at least
one meeting with an editor, agent

AMERICAN CHRISTIAN FICTION PHOTO © PAM HILLMAN; ANN ARBOR PHOTO © ISTOCKPHOTO.COM/JWEISE

WHEN: SCWC holds multiple events
each year at different venues. The 10th
annual Los Angeles event is Sept. 21–
23, 2012; the 27th annual San Diego
event is Feb. 15–18, 2013. WHERE:
SCWC Los Angeles: Hyatt Regency
Newport Beach, 1107 Jamboree
Road. SCWC San Diego: Crowne
Plaza Hanalei San Diego, 2270 Hotel
Circle North. PRICE: $395–425. WHAT
MAKES IT UNIQUE: Event offerings
include one-on-one evaluations of
advance submissions and dozens
of informational and read-and-critique workshops on-site. WHO IT’S
PERFECT FOR: With an emphasis
on fiction and nonfiction books, the
wide-ranging conference is suited to
aspiring writers who may not even
have a clear idea of what they want to
write, as well as to published pros who
are uncomfortable about switching
genres or uncertain of how to wrangle
the challenges today’s entrepreneurial author has to overcome. HOW
MANY ATTEND: 200–250. FACULTY:
Recent conferences have highlighted
such authors as John Vorhaus (The
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or writing mentor. WHO IT’S PERFECT
FOR: Both aspiring and published
Christian writers can get a lot out of
the conference: There are five levels
of classes, A through E, with A being
for beginning writers and E for experienced writers. HOW MANY ATTEND:
650. FACULTY: The keynote speaker
for 2012 will be Michael Hyatt, former CEO of Christian book publisher Thomas Nelson. Other faculty
members include James Scott Bell,
Liz Curtis Higgs, Tracie Peterson,
Brandilyn Collins and ACFW
CEO Colleen Coble. HIGHLIGHTS:
Attendees at the last conference
loved “Christian Fiction Unplugged,”
where a publisher did nothing but
field questions from the audience
about the industry and the publishing process. And conference-goers
can rub elbows with the well-known
presenters, who between events can
be found in the lobby chatting with
writers. IF YOU GO: “Take time out,”
conference director Robin Miller
advises. “We have a prayer room
24/7 for the whole course of the
conference, and we staff it. People
laugh because I normally put the
prayer room close to where the
appointments are, but it’s because
appointments are scary, no matter what.” FOR MORE INFO: acfw.
com/conference.

Ann Arbor Book
Festival Writer’s
Conference
This is a true community event, with
interactive workshops—in a variety
of genres—that pair local writers,
young and old, with experienced
instructors in a small, close-knit
learning environment.
WHEN: June

2012; exact date TBA.

WHERE: The North Quad Building
at the University of Michigan.
PRICE: $100 for the day; $110 for the
conference plus an authors’ breakfast. Short on cash? Apply for a
scholarship to help defray tuition
costs. WHAT MAKES IT UNIQUE:
Faculty members are not merely
practiced writers, but experienced
professionals who’ve taught in
high schools, community centers
and universities. WHO IT’S PERFECT
FOR: Writers in all genres, of all
ages—from high school students
to senior citizens—and at all levels
in their careers can benefit from
attending. HOW MANY ATTEND: 65–
80. FACULTY: Some of the 10–12 faculty members are local professionals, and others are special guests. For
the 2012 conference, you can expect
to see writers such as poets Roger
Bonair-Agard, francine j. harris, and
Kevin Coval (author of the poetry
collection L-vis Lives!). HIGHLIGHTS:
You’ll do more than sit and listen
at this conference—the workshops
are very interactive, and you’ll be
actually creating work. Past workshops have included “Keepin’ It Rea
… OK, Seriously, Just Be Yourself in
Your Poems”; “Other People’s Shoes:
Writing in a Persona That Fits”;
“What Is Your Book About? Synopses,
Query Letters and Log Lines”; and
“Sonic Authority: Repetition as
Rhetorical Device.” IF YOU GO: “Talk
to me if you need a scholarship,
because we’re interested in getting
you to come,” conference director
Jeff Kass says. “If you’re excited to
come, [we’ll] figure out a way to get
you there.” FOR MORE INFO: aabook
festival.org. WD

Linda Formichelli (therenegadewriter.com),
co-author of The Renegade Writer, teaches
an e-course on breaking into magazines and
offers writers phone mentoring.

Online
Creative Writing
at Stanford
Take our online
courses in:
Short Story
Novel
Magazine Writing
Creative Nonfiction
Poetry
Memoir
and more...

Or join our online
certificate program in
Novel Writing
Develop the tools you
need to write your novel.
t
Work closely with
Stanford instructors.
t
Participate anytime,
anywhere, online.

csp.stanford.edu
650.725.2650
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C O NF E RE NCEG U IDE

CONFERENCE GUIDE
MARCH/APRIL 2012
• Keep in mind that there may be more
than one workshop in each listing.
• These workshops are listed alphabetically by state, country or continent.
• Unless otherwise indicated, rates
include tuition (T) only. Sometimes the
rates also include airfare (AF), some or
all meals (M), accommodations (AC),
ground transportation (GT), materials
(MT) or fees (F).
• When you find workshops that interest
you, be sure to call, email or check the
website of the instructor or organization for additional information.
• All listings are paid advertisements.

CALIFORNIA
THE SANTA BARBARA WRITERS
CONFERENCE, sponsored by The
Writer. June 9-14, 2012 at the beachfront
Hyatt Santa Barbara. SBWC has been an
institution in the writing community for
40 years, attracting aspiring writers and

Sierra Nevada College is pleased to
announce its new low-residency MFA
program in Creative Writing,
located on the shores of Lake Tahoe.

MFA FACULTY SPOTLIGHT
Program Director Brian Turner’s poetry and
essays have been featured in The New York
Times and National Geographic. His most
recent book, Phantom Noise, was short-listed
for the T.S. Eliot Prize.
Kelle Groom’s memoir, I Wore the Ocean in
the Shape of a Girl, was a Barnes & Noble’s
Discover Great New Writers pick for Fall 2011
and an Oprah.com selection.

FUHDWLYHQRQğFWLRQŎğFWLRQŎSRHWU\

866.412.4636
MFAinfo@sierranevada.edu
www.sierranevada.edu/mfa

famous authors. Past speakers include:
T.C. Boyle, Ray Bradbury, Clive Cussler,
and Joan Didion. Monte Schulz, Sid
Stebel, Marla Miller, Leonard Tourney,
Barnaby Conrad III, and dozens more,
instructors. All levels. Before March 17th,
2012: $550, after March 17th: $625 (T).
Contact: Nicole Starczak, SBWC Director
27 W. Anapamu St., Ste. 305
Santa Barbara, CA 93101
Ph: 805/568-1516
info@sbwriters.com
www.sbwriters.com

CONNECTICUT
UNICORN WRITERS’ CONFERENCE,
sponsored by Unicorn Writers’ Conference,
Inc. April 28, 2012 at St. Clement’s Castle
in Portland. Essential for published
authors and beginners. We cover the
total story from craft to career. 1-1 crits
w/agents, three meals, query letter and
book summary workshops with crits with
agents, and 27 lectures covering every
department of a publishing company.
Marcela Landres, 22 literary agents,
Katharine Sands, Gina Shaw, instructors.
All levels. $275.
Contact: Jan Kardys,
Chairman/Literary Agent
17 Church Hill Road
Redding, CT 06896
Ph: 203/938-7405
unicornwritersconference@gmail.com
www.unicornwritersconference.com
ILLINOIS
WRITE-TO-PUBLISH CONFERENCE.
sponsored by WordPro Communication
Services. May 30 - June 2, 2012 at
Wheaton College (Chicago area).
Your key to getting published in the
Christian market. Six continuing classes
and a wide variety of electives, private
appointments with editors and agents,
editor panels, manuscript evaluations.
Instructors are Jack Cavanaugh plus
numerous editors and agents from
Christian houses and agencies.
All levels. $480 (T).
Contact: Lin Johnson
9118 W. Elmwood Dr., Ste. 1G
Niles, IL 60714-5820
Ph: 847/296-3964
Fax: 847/296-0754
lin@writetopublish.com
www.writetopublish.com

MISSOURI
WRITE TIME! WRITE PLACE! WRITE
NOW! CONFERENCE, sponsored by
Missouri Writers’ Guild. April 20-22, 2012
at the Doubletree Conference Center of
St. Louis in Chesterfield. MWG
conference is a creative writing
conference for writers of fiction, nonfiction

and poetry. Topics addressed by noted
faculty during breakout sessions,
keynote speeches, in-depth workshops,
etc., include social media, editing,
revising, e-publishing, plotting, character
development, query letters and more.
Claire Cook, Chistina Katz, Jane Friedman,
Katherine Sands, Michele Mortimer
and more instructors. Registration runs
through April 9. $160 & up (T).
Contact: Tricia Sanders,
Conference Chair
Ph: 636/828-5401
mwgconferenceinfo@gmail.com
www.missouriwritersguild.org or
mwgconference.blogspot.com

NEVADA
LAS VEGAS WRITERS’
CONFERENCE, sponsored by
Henderson Writers’ Group. April 19-21,
2012 at Sam’s Town Hotel and Casino.
One-on-one pitch sessions with agents
and publishers. Over 20 workshops and
Q&A panels. Learn from the pros in
fiction and nonfiction. 150 maximum
attendees. Our annual premier event
offers expert faculty for advancement
in your writing career of all levels and
genres. Full attendance costs $450 after
January 1, 2012, $500 on-site registration,
$275 one-day attendance (T, M).
Contact: Ph: 866/869-7842
joawilkins@mysticpublishers.com
www.lasvegaswritersconference.com
Or Henderson Writers’ Group,
www.hendersonwritersgroup.com

NEW YORK
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
AND ADVANCED STUDIES FOR
WRITERS. Dates are ongoing. All
levels. TCI College of Technology will
offer short courses in digital publishing
and computer software - give yourself
those additional skills that will take you
to the next level. For a limited time get
50% off each class when you use this
promotional code: 50offWDIG.
Contact: Carlene Blake, Ph.D.
Ph: 212/764-0320 X 4410
www.tcicollege.edu/pdas

NORTH CAROLINA
BLUE RIDGE MOUNTAIN
CHRISTIAN WRITERS CONFERENCE,
sponsored by LifeWay Ridgecrest
Conference Center. May 20-24, 2012 at
the Ridgecrest Conference Center.
Join us for the premier training and
networking event for both seasoned
and aspiring writers in the beautiful
Blue Ridge mountains of western North
Carolina. Alton Gansky, Edie Melson,
Yvonne Lehman, instructors. All levels.
$315 (T).
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Contact: Ron Pratt or Melissa Inman
1 LifeWay Plaza
Nashville, TN 37234
Ph: 615/251-2941 or 800/588-7222
melissa.inman@lifeway.com
www.ridgecrestconferencecenter.org

WYOMING
20TH JACKSON HOLE WRITERS
CONFERENCE. June 28-30, 2012. This
conference brings writers, faculty, editors,
and agents together in Grand Teton
National Park’s backyard to share the
written word, receive 3 professional
manuscript critiques, discover publishing
opportunities and ideas. Anita Diamant,
Naomi Shihab Nye, Brandon Mull,
Michael Perry, Margaret Coel, Dennis
Palumbo, instructors. All levels.
$365 early bird special until May 8.
Contact: Connie Wieneke
Box 1974
Jackson, WY 83001
Ph: 307/413-3332
www.jacksonholewritersconference.com

INTERNATIONAL
ONLINE
WRITERS WEB WORKSHOP.
Dates are ongoing. U.S., Canadian, and
international students welcome. Online
workshops - in a room of your own, your
time: novel, writing for children, life
writing, poetry, screen; also individual
manuscript feedback. Taught by
published writers. Free monthly
newsletter. Alison Acheson, Amy
Whitmore, and Ria Voros, instructors.
All levels. $70-$450 (T).
Contact: Alison Acheson
alison@alisonacheson.com
www.writerswebworkshop.com

UNITED KINGDOM
MYTH, MOUNTAIN & IMAGINATION,
presented by Murphy Writing Seminars.
August 18-24, 2012, Trigonos Retreat
Centre, Wales. WRITE IN WALES. Join
us in Wales for an unforgettable writing
retreat. Make progress on your book or
poetry while immersed in the breathtaking
landscape which inspired the legend of
King Arthur. Take advantage of daily
writing time, workshops, organic meals &
relaxing by the lake. Led by Peter Murphy.
All genres and levels. Register early for
discount: www.writeinwales.com.
Contact: Peter Murphy, Retreat Director
Ph: 609/823-5076
peter@murphywriting.com
www.writeinwales.com

CLASSIFIED/DISPLAY ads (cuts, head-

lines, illustrations, rules, etc.) of 1–3
inches in depth: $375 per inch for 1 issue;
$350 per inch for 3; $325 per inch for 6;
$300 per inch for 8. Typesetting charges
$15 per inch. Larger ads up to 5 inches
will be accepted at special rates; ask for
details. Ad prices are calculated on a per
word, per issue basis (20 word minimum).
All contracts must be prepaid at the time
of insertion. $7.25 per word for 1 issue;
$5.75 per word for 3; $4.75 per word for
6 or more consecutive issues. Street and
number, city, state and ZIP code count
as 4 words. Area code and phone number
count as 2 words. Email and website addresses count as 2 words.
PAYMENT by credit
card accepted with
advertising orders
of three or more
consecutive issues.

A sample of any product and/or literature
you plan to send must accompany your
order. Literary Services and Editing/Revising advertisers must send a résumé
and sample critique. Send ad with check
or money order to: Writer’s Digest Reading
Notices, 700 E. State St., Iola, WI 54990.
To learn more, call Jill Ruesch at (800)7269966, ext. 13223. Fax: (715)445-4087.
jill.ruesch@fwmedia.com

CONTESTS
OVER $25,000 IN PRIZES AT
WINNINGWRITERS.COM
One of the “101 Best Websites for Writers” –Writer’s Digest, 2005-2011

New! Sports Poetry & Prose Contest • No Fee! Wergle Flomp Humor
Poetry Contest • Tom Howard/John H. Reid Short Story Contest •
Margaret Reid Poetry Contest for Traditional Verse •
Tom Howard/John H. Reid Poetry Contest (all styles)
NO FEES! Short story contests 3x/year since 2006.
1st $180, 2nd $140, 3rd $100, hon. mention $40.
www.OnThePremises.com
2012 SOUTHWEST WRITERS (SWW)
Writing Contest. All entries judged by editors and
agents. Cash prizes up to $1,000. Entry fee. Early
Deadline May 1, 2012. Late Deadline: May 15, 2012.
Info: www.southwestwriters.com or 505/265-9485.
WRITER ADVICE – 7th Annual Flash Prose Contest.
Short Fiction/Memoir, 750 words max.
First Prize: $150, Deadline: April 15.
Guidelines: www.writeradvice.com
Questions: lgood67334@comcast.net

EDITING

CLOSING DATE FOR THE JULY/AUGUST 2012
ISSUE IS APRIL 3, 2012. To advertise, call Jill
Ruesch: (800)726-9966, ext. 13223.

EDITORIAL SERVICES
BOOKS
FREE! – PUBLISHING BASICS- Navigating the
Self-Publishing Minefield – a must for the serious
self-publisher. www.SelfPublishing.com or 800/479-1870.

BUSINESS OPPORTUNITY
MAKE $500 WEEKLY. E-Z assembly work. Many
categories to choose. Free information. Send SASE to
JDK-W, PO Box 635, Hopkins, MN 55343-0635.

CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS

WEGA ARTS ONE ACT
PLAY FESTIVAL
Seeking plays!
Production • Cash Prize • Publication

www.wegaarts.org
CO-PUBLISHING OPPORTUNITIES. We edit,
proofread, design, illustrate, print and distribute your
book; you provide the manuscript and pay a portion of
the publishing costs. Children, poetry, novels.
www.laredopublishing.com or call 201/408-4048.

The Manuscript Coach
Every player needs a coach.
Let a professional with 30 years
experience help you take your
novel, short story, screenplay,
teleplay, memoir, blog, article
or non-ﬁction book and shape
it up for publication. With
contacts in the industry, this
coach can get your work over
the goal line. E-mail, or call for David Bischoff
also offering layout and design
a free chat about our services Now
services. E-book conversions and
custom covers available.
and affordable rates.

1-888-785-2415 ...Toll Free!
david.bischoff@gmail.com
Credit list? Amazon.com! David Bischoff!

www.davidbischoff.com
Mike Sirota Writing Services
Let a writing professional and author of twenty
published novels help you make your book
"Better Than Good." Services include detailed manuscript
critique, editing, revisions, and submission guidance.

For full details visit www.mikesirota.com
Call (619) 807-7975 or e-mail Mike at

mike.sirota@yahoo.com
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New York Times Best-selling Author

DAVID COMPTON
David

Full-time professional with 13 years’ experience
Fiction/Nonﬁction editing + ghostwriting
MBA, former Fortune 100 marketing executive

SAMPLE CLIENT TESTIMONIAL:
“Thanks for the valuable feedback. Your critique is
ﬁrst-rate. You did a fabulous job editing this novel.
It was a wonderful experience and I learned a lot
more than is taught in school.”

My objective: Your sellable manuscript
DETAILS: www.authoredit.com
compton@authoredit.com Tel. 919.809.7643

From Creation to Contract
Quoted on CNN and
international media
Ghostwritten/rewritten
nearly 200 projects
Fiction and nonfiction
Ghostwriting
Rewriting
Proposals
Queries
Agents
Editing

Clients consistently receive the attention
of top publishers and premium agents.
Eighteen years of experience provide you
with the professional, tailored services you
need to succeed.

Need help with your writing?
Published Author, Ghostwriter & Editor
of 27 bestselling books is skilled at
book doctoring/editing and rewrites.

Heart & Soul Writing Center
615-279-8144 • dpeerce@comcast.net
www.DonnaPeerceWriter.com

EDITORIAL SERVICES (CONT.)
WORD-BY-WORD, TOTAL STRUCTURAL EDITING.
‘‘Respect for your voice.’’ Free sample edit.
30 years experience. $2/page.
kathleen_editor@yahoo.com;
www.bookeditor-bookcovers.net
EXPERT EDITING by “The Editor Who Goes That
Extra Mile.” Very reasonable. Arlene Uslander.
uslander.arlene@gmail.com. Outstanding references.
www.uslander.net

Editor of
38 Best Sellers

50 Million Copies in Print
UÊÊ}iÀiÃ
UÊ7ÀÌ}ÊiÜ]Ê

>Ì½Ê `ÜiÌÊ
vÀÊÌ iÊÕ>ÌiÃ

ÀÌµÕ}Ê>`Ê
ii`Ì}
UÊ}iÌÊ>`Ê
«ÕLÃ iÀÊ>VViÃÃ
UÊ

Laurie Rosin
The Book Editor

Since 1979

www.thebookeditor.com
Laurie@TheBookEditor.com 941.921.0906

WRITING FOR PUBLICATION OR SCREEN?
Before contacting agents, publishers, producers or
self-publishing, you need a professionally edited
manuscript. Whatever your ability, I will make your
work shine. Character, plot, structure critique. Full
editing services. Extensive polishing (rewriting) as
needed. Call Lois 858/521-0844.
www.editorontap.com
EDITING SHORT STORIES, MEMOIRS AND
MANUSCRIPTS. $2/page + postage. Rewriting
$20/hour. 25 years experience. Jan Burge Pushkar.
954/680-0916. jan0016@gate.net

HELP WANTED
EDITING. ANY MANUSCRIPT. $2/page.
30 yrs. experience. Joyce Standish,
2000 N Rampart Blvd #118, Las Vegas, NV 89128.
702/456-9344; fax: 702/434-2725.
AFFORDABLE, COMPREHENSIVE, EFFECTIVE
Professional editor and published author provides
personalized editorial services. In-depth evaluation,
development, editing, rewrites. Fiction/non-fiction.
Contact Helga Schier, Ph.D., 310/828-8421
withpenandpaper@verizon.net

Writer’s Resource Laine Cunningham
Toll-free 866-212-9805 | writersresource.us

WRITING COACH/EDITOR. Nurturing but
whip-cracking, well-connected author of Bang the
Keys (Penguin) will help you unleash the true
fabulosity in your projects and bring them to fruition
in the real world before depression or drink destroy
your nerve! Fiction, non-fiction, scripts, poetry,
doctoral dissertations and MFA theses. E-mail:
Jill@JillDearman.com. For more (including writing
exercise app): www.bangthekeys.com

PROFESSIONAL EDITOR, award-winning author
(Bantam, Berkley/Ace, others) offers extensive
critiques, in-depth editing. Fiction, nonfiction,
juvenile/YA. Carol Gaskin, 941/377-7640.
Carol@EditorialAlchemy.com;
www.EditorialAlchemy.com
CONSTRUCTIVE CRITIQUES, PUT ASIDE YOUR FEARS.
Karlyn Thayer, experienced editor, writing instructor
and Pushcart Prize nominee offers a FREE critique of
your novel or short story (1,000 words max.).
I CAN HELP WITH YOUR GRAMMAR, PAINLESSLY!
www.constructivecritiques.com
CRITIQUING, EDITING. HARVARD Ph.D., Blair
Kenney. Former Professor, Psychotherapist. Fiction,
Nonfiction. Conservative, Christian Welcome.
Recession Fees! bkeditor@aol.com;
www.bkeditor.com, 941/955-8488.
ELECTRONIC EDITING. Free five-page sample.
40-year professional. Line/content editing;
proofreading. Reasonable, competitive rates.
References. 605/725-0121.
www.theweisrevise.com; weisrevise@nvc.net
PUBLISHED AUTHOR, OVER THIRTY YEARS
editorial experience. Manuscript analysis, editing,
revisions. DanaRae Pomeroy, 864/834-7549.
E-mail: danarae@charter.net; www.dana-rae.com
PERSONALIZED, IN-DEPTH, comprehensive,
developmental editing for fiction and nonfiction.
Turning writers into published authors, and
manuscripts into great books.
www.maloneeditorial.com;
maloneeditorial@hotmail.com
THE MANUSCRIPT DOCTOR: book author, magazine,
newspaper writer-editor/writing instructor.
THOROUGH editing: $2.00/page; including margin
notes. Also, rewrite, critiquing, ghosting, PR help.
M. Lewis Stein: mlsteinav@aol.com; 714/838-8149.
www.iedityourwork.com

$300 TO $1000 WEEKLY ASSEMBLING PRODUCTS.
Free information rush SAE: Inkling Press, Box WD28,
105 Morin Street, Field, ON, Canada P0H 1M0

LITERARY SERVICES
DIANE RAINTREE, FORMER SENIOR EDITOR at
major NYC publisher, welcomes new and experienced
writers. Edits novels, nonfiction, children’s books,
poetry, memoirs, plays, film scripts. SASE: Diane
Raintree, 360 W. 21st St., New York, NY 10011.
212/242-2387.
MANUSCRIPTS TO GO
Formatting & design for self-publishing authors.
Manuscript typing. Editing, transcription. My personal
attention—always! Cris Wanzer, 707/894-9231
Spuntales@gmail.com

MISCELLANEOUS
FREE SUBMISSION LEADS/GUIDELINES. New and
established markets. Cover/Query letter tips. Join
30,000+ writers subscribing to Submit Write Now!
Best for poetry, short prose, book projects.
866/405-3003. www.WritersRelief.com
In Our 18th Year!
I’VE WRITTEN A BEST SELLER ENTITLED
The Last Baptist Church. It’s black humor about Rev.
Cheesehead Brown and Deacon Jones and it’s being
rejected for race, religion, sex, and profanity. Seeking
publisher 870/850-0420.

POETRY
THE GREATEST INSPIRATIONAL EPIC LOVE POEM
EVER WRITTEN: www.lovethefallows.com or
www.the-fallows.com

PRINTING

distribution t manufacturing t content
Full Service Book Distributor • Warehousing
Fulfillment • Offset, Web, & Digital Book Printing • Case &
Soft Cover Bindings • E-Content Creation &
Distribution • XML Workflow & Conversion
1-800-537-6727

30 Amberwood Parkway • Ashland, Ohio 44805 • 419-281-5100 • Fax: 419-281-0200
info@bookmasters.com • www.bookmasters.com
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www.

48HrBooks .com

800-231-0521

info@48HrBooks.com

After years of work writing your book,
you deserve some Instant GratiÀcation!
9

9
9
9

SONGWRITING
Note from Writer’s Digest: Songwriting can be a rewarding experience, even though most songwriters don’t
sell enough songs to recoup their investment in subsidy
song services. The fun and creative satisfaction of a professional song recording can easily be worth the cost.

Fastest Books in the World

Our Normal turnaround is just:
2 days for Perfect Bound books
5 days for Casebound and Spiral Bound

Exceptional Quality
Low Prices
We even ANSWER our phones

Get instant answers via phone or email.
• Instant Pricing on our website
• Easy ordering
www.

48HrBooks .com

800-231-0521

FREE RECORDING! Song-Poems wanted worldwide
exposure on YouTube. Possible Royalties.
MK productions, 7095 Hollywood Blvd., #608
Hollywood, CA 90028; magickey@redrockrecords.com
NASHVILLE MUSIC PRODUCER, Reviewing lyrics/
poems for upcoming recording projects. Send your
submissions to: Box 110117-WD, Nashville, TN 37222.
www.NashvilleMusicProductions.com

WORKSHOPS
WANTED BY MUSIC COMPANY. GREAT OPPORTUNITY FOR
YOUR WORKS, NEEDED BY AMERICAN HIT SONGWRITERS.
WIN CASH, RECORDING & PUBLISHING AWARDS! SEND
YOUR BEST POEMS/LYRICS FOR FREE EVALUATION TO:
EDLEE MUSIC
BOX 23878, DEPT. A, FT. LAUDERDALE, FL 33307
QUALITY, INEXPENSIVE DEMOS made from Your
Poems. New Customer Discount! Song Partners, Inc.,
P.O. Box 19143, Sarasota, FL 34276-2143.
Order: songpartners@comcast.net
www.songpartners.com

ELIZABETH AYRES CENTER FOR CREATIVE
WRITING offers an online workshop program proven
to expand your imagination, dissolve blocks, enhance
productivity, build confidence, maximize skills.
Exercises and techniques for all genres. Five-week
sessions. Take separately or combine as an on-going
course. Visit www.CreativeWritingCenter.com. Call
800/510-1049 or eayres@creativewritingcenter.com

info@48HrBooks.com

C L AS S IFIEDS :
WE TY PE M ANUS CRIPT S

PUBLISHING
PUBLISH for LESS

100 Books only

$
Design & Book Printing

380

*

Accept VISA / MC with your FREE WEBPAGE

ColorPageOnline.com
FREE EBook
FREE ISBN Barcode 800-836-7581
FAMOUS PUBLISHER reveals his marketing secrets.
Guaranteed. $23 postpaid. Call 800/691-5606.
Mention Code 2282WD

SCRIPTWRITING

Advertising rates for a WE TYPE MANUSCRIPTS (6 line listing): $200 for
one issue; $450 for three issues; $650 for
six issues; $800 for eight issues. Payment
in full must accompany the order. Rates
apply to consecutive issues. A sample
typed manuscript page must accompany
initial order. Prices quoted in listings refer
to a standard manuscript page doublespaced with 11⁄4" margins on all sides. To
order or to obtain more information, contact: Writer’s Digest Typists, 700 E. State
St., Iola, WI 54990, (800)726-9966, ext.
13223. Fax: (715)445-4087.

Get Your Stor y Produced as

PAYMENT by credit

card accepted with
advertising orders
of three or more
consecutive issues.

Novels, Stories adapted to Screenplays
Screenplay Critiques & Re-Writes
Or write to
1437 Rising Glen Rd., Los Angeles, CA 90069

SELF-PUBLISHING

CLOSING DATE FOR THE JULY/AUGUST 2012
ISSUE IS APRIL 3, 2012. To advertise, call Jill
Ruesch: (800)726-9966, ext. 13223.

ARIZONA

We print all kinds of books!
We offer:
• low prices and many options
• production time of 20 days
• low minimum of 100 books
• assistance from start to finish
For a FREE Guide, call 800-650-7888, ext. W D3

www.morrispublishing.com

BARBARA ALLEN MANUSCRIPT TYPING
9462 N. Albatross Drive, Tucson, AZ 85742
allen9462@comcast.net
Ph: 520/744-9318
Typed, handwritten, tape.
Experienced in meeting publishers’ requirements.

MICHIGAN
TYPISTS ON DEMAND
P.O. Box 341, Mt. Clemens, MI 48046
Ph: 313/772-0761
typistsondemand@gmail.com
Any subject, any format accepted. Let our experience
guide you. From $1.50/pg + post. All states.

MISSISSIPPI
CURIOUS CAT PRODUCTIONS (Writer’s Service)
825 Graveline Road, Gautier, MS 39553
Ph: 228/497-5874; janepete@datasync.com
From $1.50 ds pg + post. Sp/gram/punc/laser. Storage.
MS Word, WP, Typesetting/Quark, PgMkr, Screenplays/
Movie Magic. Dependable. Great! No inmates!

MISSOURI
THOMAS MULLIGAN
6171 State Road H, De Soto, MO 63020-4836
Ph: 636/586-0794; tom2776@yahoo.com
Type all manuscripts, etc. All subjects. Typed,
handwritten, tape, etc. $1.75 ds page typed + post.
Free CD & disk storage. Spelling/grammar/punct corr.

NEW JERSEY
THE WORDSTATION (Patty & Brian Shannon)
526 Main St., Avon-by-the-Sea, NJ 07717
Ph: 800/538-8206; pattyshannon@optonline.net
Friendly service since 1989. Any subject, any format.
Free sample pages; spelling/grammar/punctuation corr.
Med. specialty. Visa/MC/AmEx. Call for rates/brochure.

COLORADO
JEAN FAIRCLOUGH MANUSCRIPT TYPING
P.O. Box 2522, Elizabeth, CO 80107
Ph: 303/646-5303
jean@jeanniemay.com
Typed, handwritten, tape, digital
From $1.50/pg. + post. References available.
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SAVE UP TO 65%
on Great Writing Books!
•

DEEP EVERYDAY DISCOUNTS on hundreds

of books, magazines, CDs and downloads
•

FREE SHIPPING on all U.S. orders

(use code MRAPFSS)
•

SAVE AN EXTRA 10% with our VIP program

Save With Writer’s Digest Shop!
EASY ORDER OPTIONS
1. For fastest service, best selection and the deepest
discounts, order online at WritersDigestShop.com. Be
sure to enter OFFER CODE MRAPFSS in the website
Shopping Cart to activate free shipping on any U.S.
order. This offer code expires on May 1, 2012.
2. Call us at (800)258-0929 Monday through Friday, 8 a.m.
to 5 p.m. Central Time. Outside the U.S. call (715)4452214. Please mention Offer Code MRAPFSS when calling.

NEW LOWER PRICES!
Save even more with our new lower online prices! No need to
search around for the best prices on writing books—you’ll ﬁnd
fantastic discounts at WritersDigestShop.com.

FREE STANDARD SHIPPING!
For all orders placed by May 1, 2012, using Offer Code MRAPFSS
(U.S. addresses with U.S. Postal delivery only).

SAVE 10% ON YOUR ORDERS FOR A FULL YEAR
JOIN THE WRITER’S DIGEST VIP PROGRAM

FIND OVER 700 PRODUCTS ONLINE AT

AND LOOK FOR US ONLINE
Find great tips, networking and advice
on Twitter by following @writersdigest
Become a fan of our page:
facebook.com/writersdigest
Join our free online community at
community.writersdigest.com

ADVERTISEMENT

Your One-Stop Shop for Great
Books, Magazines, Downloads &
More at Incredible Savings!

For a full year, you can receive an additional 10% discount off
all orders through our shop, plus receive 1-year subscriptions to
Writer’s Digest magazine and WritersMarket.com. For more info,
visit WritersDigestShop.com/product/writers-vip.

USE OFFER CODE MRAPFSS WHEN PLACING YOUR ORDER BY PHONE OR ONLINE AT WRITERSDIGESTSHOP.COM
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Our online classes, webinars and critique forums combine the best of world-class writing instruction with
the convenience and immediacy of the Web to create a state-of-the-art learning environment. You get all
of the beneﬁts of a traditional workshop setting—peer review, instructor feedback, a community of writers
and productive writing practice—on a schedule that works for you!

Blogging 101
WORKSHOP LENGTH:

4 weeks

TUITION:

$199

($179.10 for VIP Members)
Learn to use online media to connect with other writers, readers, and those who can help you fulfill your writing and publishing goals. In this course, you’ll discover the power of blogging, as well as the process of creating a blog, developing its
content, managing the process, and using it to market yourself.

Fundamentals of Fiction Writing
WORKSHOP LENGTH:

12 weeks

TUITION: $335

($301.50 for VIP Members)
Whether your fantasies take the form of short stories or novels,
this workshop prepares you to write fiction. You’ll apply techniques used by generations of fiction writers to bring their
characters and stories to life. You’ll also develop your individual style and creative expression.

Advanced Novel Writing
Workshop
WORKSHOP LENGTH: 15 weeks
($719 for VIP Members)

TUITION:

$799

Work with a published novelist and your peers to write and
revise 200 pages of your novel manuscript. In this critiquebased workshop, there are no lectures, reading assignments or
exercises. Instead, you’ll submit 10,000 words to the instructor
for review and for group critique.

Elements of Effective Writing I:
Grammar & Mechanics
WORKSHOP LENGTH: 6 weeks
($225 for VIP Members)

TUITION:

$250

Do you remember the difference between the eight parts of
speech? Are you comfortable with punctuation and mechanics?
No matter what type of writing you do, mastering the fundamentals of grammar and mechanics is an important first step to
a successful writing career. This class will help you do it.

Elements of Effective Writing II:
Form & Composition
WORKSHOP LENGTH: 6 weeks
($234 for VIP Members)

TUITION:

$260

To truly write well, you must master the arts of form and composition. From sentence structure to polishing your prose, this
workshop will enhance your writing.

Focus on the Personal/
Family Memoir
WORKSHOP LENGTH: 14 weeks
($373.50 for VIP Members)

TUITION:

$415

The story of your own or your family’s history is likely to be the
most personal, emotionally satisfying and potentially overwhelming writing project you’ll ever undertake. In this course,
you’ll work with a published author to write and revise chapters of your memoir (up to 12,000 words) and develop a working outline for the remainder of the entire book.

12 Weeks to a First Draft
WORKSHOP LENGTH:

15 weeks

TUITION: $599

($539.10 for VIP Members)
When divided among the 12 weeks of this course, writing a
novel becomes a manageable task. Each session will include
online assignments coinciding with writing your first draft,
which will be submitted to the instructor for private review.
Most weeks, you’ll write 2,000–2,500 words of your novel as
you build on strategies discussed the previous week.

FREE SHIPPING & HANDLING ON U.S. ORDERS WITH OFFER CODE MRAPFSS. EXPIRES MAY 1, 2012.
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Jump-Start Your Creativity With These
Inspiring WD Books!
Book in a Month
by Victoria Lynn Schmidt
What can you accomplish in 30 days? If you make time to write and put away
all of your excuses, could you finish your novel in only a month? With a
structured plan and a focused goal, yes, you can! Using a combination of flexible weekly schedules, focused instruction and detailed worksheets, author
Victoria Lynn Schmidt leads you through a proven 30-day novel-writing
system without the intimidation factor.

How to Be a Writer
by Barbara Baig
Athletes practice. Musicians practice. As a writer you need to do the same.
Whether you have dreams of writing a book or you simply want to improve
your everyday writing, this innovative guide will show you how to build
your skills by way of practice. Empowering and down-to-earth, How to Be
a Writer gives you the tools you need, and tells you what (and how) to practice so you can become the writer you want to be.

Write-A-Thon
by Rochelle Melander
Whether you write fiction or nonfiction, this energizing book presents an
easy-to-use guide to writing a book-length manuscript in a 26-day “marathon.” The life skills, performance techniques and writing tools presented are
based on validated research from positive psychology, inspiration from the
world of marathon running and author Rochelle Melander’s work as a writer
and writing coach.

Writing the Life Poetic
by Sage Cohen
In Writing the Life Poetic, author Sage Cohen invites you to slow down to the
rhythms of the creative process and savor poetry. This inspirational book is a
creative companion for poets at all skill levels that builds confidence in your
poetic voice. It takes poetry from its academic pedestal and puts it back in the
hands of the people.

Item #Z0716
RETAIL: $22.99 • YOUR PRICE: $12.98
READ AN EXCERPT:

4 Tips for Making Time to Write
WritersDigest.com/qp7-migrationbooks/biam_excerpt

Item #Z6077
RETAIL: $16.99 • YOUR PRICE: $10.04
DIGITAL DOWNLOAD AVAILABLE
READ AN EXCERPT:

The Sherlock Holmes School
of Writing
WritersDigest.com/qp7-migrationbooks/how-to-be-a-writer-excerpt

Item #W4473
RETAIL: $16.99 • YOUR PRICE: $11.55
READ AN EXCERPT:

Avoid Overwhelm
WritersDigest.com/writing-articles/
by-writing-goal/complete-ﬁrst-draft/
write-a-thon-excerpt

Item #Z2459
RETAIL: $18.99 • YOUR PRICE: $13.86
DIGITAL DOWNLOAD AVAILABLE
READ AN EXCERPT:

The “Ingredients” of a Poem
WritersDigest.com/qp7-migrationbooks/writing-the-life-poetic-excerpt
ADVERTISEMENT

USE OFFER CODE MRAPFSS WHEN PLACING YOUR ORDER BY PHONE OR ONLINE AT WRITERSDIGESTSHOP.COM
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Get Expert Advice on Demand

WRITER’S DIGEST

WEBINARS
Get instant online education in short bursts
through our on-demand webinar series. Browse all
available sessions with full descriptions in our shop.

WritersDigestShop.com/category/seminars

How to Find & Work With an Agent
in the 21st Century
This is an intensive seminar on how to find the right literary
agent for you. Learn how to approach agents, what they expect
from you and how to work together in this new publishing
world. The print publishing industry has shrunk, and it’s harder
than ever to break in. E-publishing is the future, but how can
an author know what to aim for? New York literary agents Lori
Perkins and Louise Fury address these important issues and
more in this 90-minute webinar.
PRICE:

$89.00

When and How to Self-Publish:
What to Expect, When to Do It, & How to Do It Right
It’s no secret that the publishing industry is changing dramatically in light of digital publishing, but these changes are still
confusing to many writers. Literary agent Meredith Barnes
leads this 90-minute session, which covers everything you need
to know to create your self-published book, sell it to major
retailers, and everything in between.
PRICE:

Before you send out that manuscript to an editor or
agent, make sure it’s got a fighting chance. Send your
work to 2nd Draft and get the specific, tailored advice
you need to gain an extra edge on the competition—and
make your work more marketable.
After a thorough evaluation of your submission,
one of the professional critiquers from 2nd Draft will
give you detailed feedback and recommendations.
You’ll not only learn what’s working in your writing,
but what’s not—and, most important, how to fix it.
2nd Draft is a high-level review of your work,
pointing out reasons your writing may be getting
rejected, or may not be meeting the standards of
traditional publication. It offers:
• An overall evaluation of the manuscript’s strengths
and weaknesses
• For works of fiction, specific comments on
elements such as plot, characterization, dialogue
and setting
• For works of nonfiction, specific comments on
focus, development, organization, clarity and any
visual elements
• Specific comments on your work’s appropriateness
to your proposed target market
• A red flag on consistency issues involving grammar,
mechanics, spelling or style
• A clear idea of how to revise
Get an expert- or premium-level critique of your manuscript, or have your query critiqued. No matter what,
you’ll get the feedback your work needs to succeed.
WritersDigestShop.com/category/writing-critique-service

$79.00

Want some writerly T-shirts, mugs, bags and other goodies?
Check out our CafePress shop: cafepress.com/writer’s-digest
*Note: Offer code MRAPFSS does not apply to WD Gift Shop purchases.

FREE SHIPPING & HANDLING ON U.S. ORDERS WITH OFFER CODE MRAPFSS. EXPIRES MAY 1, 2012.
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A Dictionary of the English Language by Samuel Johnson
SPOOF-REJECTED BY AMY WARD

12 Jan. 1754
Dear Mr. Johnson,
We thank you for your extensive submission, “A Dictionary of the
English Language,” but unfortunately we do not see a market for this
novel at this time.
Admittedly, you presented a gripping opening with the aardvark. We
so rarely come across great novels featuring anteaters, especially with
such clear description. However, the dramatic tension was lost once the
aardvark dropped his abacus in the abattoir. The language was too
passive to draw the reader into this travesty of slaughter and numeracy.
Indeed, with his dry and indirect manner, the narrator is consistently
problematic throughout the book. The story jumps too frequently
between ideas without developing a ﬂow between any of them. I fear
readers would put the book down after one page or, worse yet, open to a
page at random without reading any of the words that came before.

L

et’s step once again into the
role of the unconvinced,
perhaps even curmudgeonly
or fool-hearted editor:
What harsh rejection letters might
the authors of some of our favorite hit
books have had to endure?
CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS: If

you’d like to be the one doing the
rebufﬁng, channel the most clueless of
editors by humorously rejecting a hit in 300
words or fewer. Then, submit your letter via
email to wdsubmissions@fwmedia.com
with “Reject a Hit” in the subject line.

Overall, the manuscript was turgid, or perhaps terse, or shall we say
I can’t quite come up with the word to describe it, only that it was not
what we are looking for at this juncture.
Perhaps you may wish to try changing the point of view and
resubmitting at a later date. We also invite you to share with us
your next manuscript, as you seem to have a decent command of the
English language.
Respectfully,

PHOTOS © ISTOCKPHOTO.COM

James Bartleburgh III
Belletry Books
London
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Join us in our 20th year of celebrating and promoting the self-published writer!

Selƒ-Published
BOOK AWARDS
Co-sponsored by BOOK MARKETING WORKS, LLC

More than

$17,000

in Prizes!

Each year, Writer’s Digest honors self-published authors with the Annual Self-Published Book Awards.
We’re proud to be in our 20th year of spotlighting today’s self-published works. This could be your year.
Whether you’re a professional writer, a part-time freelancer or a self-starting student, here’s your chance
to enter the only competition exclusively for self-published books.

Win $3,000 cash and a trip to Writer’s Digest Conference in NYC!
Gain national exposure for your work!
Catch the attention of prospective editors and publishers!
DON’T WAIT—ENTER TODAY!
The Prizes

The Categories

1 GRAND-PRIZE
WINNER:

9 FIRST-PLACE
WINNERS:

HONORABLE
MENTION WINNERS:

$3,000 cash ✒ trip to Writer’s
Digest Conference in New York
City ✒ Writer’s Digest book
endorsement and submission
to major review houses ✒ A
guaranteed review in Midwest
Book Review ✒ A copy of
Show Me About Book Publishing
and consultation with Book
Shepherd Judith Briles—
valued at $500 ✒ and MORE

$1,000 cash and promotion
in Writer’s Digest ✒ Oneyear membership in Small
Publishers Association of
North America (SPAN) ✒
a one-year membership to
Book Central Station
✒ and MORE

Promotion at
WritersDigest.com ✒
$50 worth of Writer’s
Digest Books

All entrants will receive a brief judge’s commentary and
a listing with a link on the Writer’s Digest website.

Mainstream/Literary Fiction
Inspirational
Reference Books
Genre Fiction
Middle-Grade/Young
Adult Books
Memoirs/Life Stories
Children’s/Picture Books
Nonﬁction
Poetry

Visit WritersDigest.com for complete guidelines and to enter online.

Deadline: April 20, 2012
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