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�BookBaby helps me reach the 

Amazon bestseller lists!�
�There is so much to love about BookBaby but here are my three favorite things. 

They make it so easy! I don�t have to know anything about conversion or formatting. 

I just send them my manuscript and they do the rest.

No hidden fees! This is huge! I just pay them one time. All my costs are up front 

and they don�t take a single cent of commission.

They have absolutely the best customer service! Their employees are all here in the US 

and they are all so helpful and friendly. It�s just such a pleasure to talk to them.

BookBaby is simply the best!�

~ Cheryl Holt
Cheryl�s Lost Lords trilogy is out now.

www.CherylHolt.com

CHERYL HOLT

New York Times and Amazon 

bestselling author of 40 novels 

and counting

EBOOK PUBLISHING PRINTED BOOKS PRINT ON DEMAND 

BOOKBABY AUTHOR SINCE 2011



Subscribe to BirdWatching Magazine and find new flights of joy for your writing. 

"Scientists list many purposes for the dances performed by pairs 

of cranes but often omit the most obvious. You simply can't watch 

the birds as they bow, run, and leap without feeling their joy."
— Chuck Hagner, editor

BirdWatchingDaily.com
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FROM THE EDITOR
IMAGINE 
WRITE 
PUBLISH

H
eading home from my very first writing conference, I tucked myself 

into the window seat of an early flight back to Boston. Buckled my 

seatbelt, pulled out a stack of literary journals I’d bought at the book 

fair and pulled my coat-blanket up to my chin. A large middle-

aged man with an unruly beard and a balding ponytail stuffed himself into the 

seat next to me. I smiled weakly. He smiled back.

We spent the entire trip back reading poetry together. It was the best flight I’d 

ever had.

Writing conferences boast jam-packed itineraries of panels, readings and 

workshops, and it would be foolish not to take advantage of them. But your 

hometown bookstore hosts readings and signings. Your local university offers 

classes and workshops. A city writing center or library almost certainly does the 

same. So why conferences? Why go? Why bother?

Because something akin to magic happens when you’re trapped in a building 

with hundreds to thousands of people who care deeply about the same things 

you do. Their hearts beat a little faster over books, grammar, publishing and the 

written word, the very same way yours does. Conferences are about finding 

your tribe, your kind, your colleagues. These are folks who cradle and 

hoard books the same way you do, who rage against (or for) the serial comma, 

whose eyes light up when they speak of narrative structure and semicolons 

and enjambment. They are your people; go forth and seek them out.

As a writer, it is so easy to give into the no’s: Conferences are too expensive. 

They’re too crowded. They’re overrated. I can’t afford them. I hate people!

Readers, I empathize with all of the above, and have felt the same at some 

point in my career, I promise you. But no is an easy, safe answer, and one that 

requires zero effort on your part. So I urge you: Take a chance on a yes. Research 

conferences and festivals in your area. Consider volunteering your time, which 

often grants you free access to an event. At the very least, find a writing group.

Writing requires solitude; a writer’s life does not. There is power in finding a 

community: readers, cheerleaders, mentors, mentees and friends. So go out. 

Take a risk. Make an investment. Be bold. Be brave. Be kind. Smile at strangers. 

Ask what they’re working on. Compliment their scarves, their bags, their neck-

ties. Be open to everyone: You never know when a connection can be made.

Or when a fellow poetry lover is sitting next to you on a plane.

Keep writing,

Nicki Porter
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T
his past summer, I reviewed Lauren Groff ’s Fates 

and Furies for the New York Times Book Review. As 

I read, as I wrote, my thoughts were mostly 

devoted to Groff ’s book and how I would convey 

its essence in the allotted word count. But we humans are 

capable of considering more than one concern at a time, and 

nagging at my consciousness were also the (perhaps inevita-

ble) musings about how that book differed from my own.

The term in my head was “Big Book.” Fates and Furies, 

with its sweep of many years, its somewhat operatic plot, its 

capacity to blend realism with something more extreme, 

undeniably had a grander scale that my work has ever 

achieved – or, perhaps, to be fairer to myself, a scale I have 

never attempted.

We writers search perpetually for things that make us feel 

better about our own work, but strangely enough, we also 

seem to search for things that make us feel worse. I was then 

between projects, wondering what to take on next, waiting 

for a plot, a set of characters, to beckon to my creative soul. 

I was in that precarious state of wanting to feel confident, 

and actually feeling doubtful of my own ability to execute. 

Reading Groff ’s superb book left me thinking, “Oh, what’s 

the point? I am doomed to write small novels about the tiny 

nuances of personal interaction. And those books don’t 

matter anymore. Their day has come and gone.”

It’s a line of thought that can either ground out in blockage 

or can develop into some further digging, leading to a path 

out of the ditch. Luckily for me, it was summer, a time of year 

at which it’s hardest for me to feel despair, the sun shining, 

the days breezy, bright, full of possibility. And I don’t actually 

want to give up on myself, although I do seem driven to walk 

close to that precipice at times. Once the review was turned 

in, rather than jump into the abyss of hopelessness, I split my 

petulance into two distinct lines of inquiry.

The first consisted of questioning whether it matters that 

“small intimate novels” are out of fashion. Should fashion be 

relevant for writers? I suppose it depends on why one 

writes. If the drive to tell stories is inextricably tied to the 

desire to succeed in particular ways – big sales, lots of buzz 

– then literary fashion does matter, and it’s just as well to be 

“I dwell in possibility.” —Emily Dickinson

COMPILED BY MEGAN KAPLON & NICKI PORTER
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UNSEALING FATE
 Don’t let your past work define your future.
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honest with oneself about that. But if I am honest with 

myself, I know that those things don’t concern me centrally, 

although I am of course subject to occasional fantasies about 

best-seller lists and monster-size prizes. But I didn’t start 

writing because I craved those successes. I started writing 

because I had stuff I needed to say – it’s that simple. And 

what I needed to say seemed to best be expressed on a rather 

intimate, interpersonal scale.

But there’s a fallacy to stopping with that conclusion, 

because doing so presumes that one is always the same writer, 

at 40, at 50, at 70. I think many of us undersell our own 

potential, our own personal diversity, by assuming that what 

we have written is what we are always meant to write. It’s true 

that I have concentrated until now on what in a different era 

might have been called “drawing room dramas,” but to 

assume that will always be the case is to conclude that neither 

I nor my creative capacities have evolved – or ever will. In 

truth, my next work may be a sweeping historical novel, or 

science fiction, or a war story. It is an enormous error, I think, 

to define one’s future work by one’s past accomplishments. 

There is safety in familiarity, of course. Writing a novel much 

like the one I have already written might be a comfortable 

pursuit. Trying to write the novel that grows out of who I am 

now, what I have learned about this craft, this life, in these 

intervening years, certainly feels like the riskier move – and 

therefore may be exactly the adventure I need.

Because really, if making art isn’t risky, doesn’t push us 

past our own comfort zones, what exactly is the point?

Robin Black is the author of Life Drawing  and If I loved you, I would tell 

you this. Her latest book, CRASH COURSE: 52 Essays From Where Writing 

and Life Collide, was published in April.

Writing Prompt
“I love writing about 

 
really being a teen.” 

 

Craft a fictional story about 
a teen’s final summer before 
heading to college; alter-
natively, write a nonfic-
tion retelling of your own 
final summer. What are the 
stakes? What emotions does 
a teen experience during 
this “last gasp?” What does 
one leave behind when they 
move from their childhood 
hometown? How does this 
experience change a per-
son? Explore these themes 
as you write.
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Poet Terrance Hayes is best known for his 2010 collec-

tion Lighthead, which won the National Book Award 

for poetry. He is the author of four other award-winning 

poetry collections, most recently How to Be Drawn, 

which was published in 2015. Hayes is also the recipient 

of multiple honors, including a Whiting Award, the Kate 

Tufts Discovery Award and a 2014 MacArthur fellowship. 

His poems have appeared in publications including The 

New Yorker and The Best American Poetry anthology 

series and he is a member of the English faculty at the 

University of Pittsburgh. 

WRITERS ON WRITING

Terrance Hayes
WHAT’S THE MOST 

IMPORTANT THING YOU’VE 

LEARNED ABOUT WRITING?

I’ve learned that writing never 

gets easy. When the work is 

hard (emotionally, 

intellectually, creatively) you 

have to work hard (emotionally, 

intellectually, creatively). 

Maybe it’s akin to sports: 

players work forward. Even a 

game win yesterday does not 

mean you don’t have practice 

today and another game 

tomorrow. It never gets easy.

HOW HAS THAT HELPED YOU 

AS A WRITER?

It’s made me look at all the 

work I put in as a kind of 

practice.  Practice is about self-

improvement, risk and room 

for error. (Games are about one 

thing: winning or losing.) I 

don’t think about publishing 

books, or even my “poetry” in 

general, when I’m working. I 

think in terms of one poem at a 

time. The poem I’m writing 

always requires more attention 

than the poems I’ve written.

—Gabriel Packard is the associate director 

of the creative writing MFA program at 

Hunter College in New York City.
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Fifty-fi ve percent of YA books are bought by adults, 

reported the American Publishers Association in 2015.

N o t e s  f r o m  t h e  b l o g o s p h e r e

Your blog is on the “human 

experience” – has there ever 

been anything you wanted to 

write about that didn’t fit under 

that umbrella? 

I would like to write about my 

thoughts on certain films, shows, 

music acts, sporting events and 

video games. I don’t want to 

review them, just share my 

thoughts on what they mean to 

me. Often my thoughts do relate to 

the more general topic of human 

experience but still aren’t appro-

priate for Raptitude. On Raptitude, 

I sometimes touch on my niche 

interests to make a broader point 

about human beings, but that 

broader point has to be the bottom 

line. I might start a second site 

one day just to park all these stray 

thoughts, without imposing a regu-

lar schedule on myself.

Conversely, does the broad 

topic make it difficult to find 

cohesion between all the dif-

ferent things you write about?

Yes. I still don’t know how to 

answer the question, “What do 

you write about?” Often I answer 

“the human experience” or some-

thing like that, and of course that 

doesn’t tell them anything. 

How do you convert a blog-

reader to a book-buyer?

They kind of convert themselves. I 

just try to write free content they 

want to read, so that when I have 

content that’s not free, they might 

consider paying for it.

In order to survive I have learned a 

few things about marketing. The 

number one thing, which I learned 

from a promotional marketing 

video by Frank Kern, was “To cre-

ate money, all you have to do is 

create desire.” This is definitely 

true, but I’m really careful about it. 

I don’t want to exploit people’s 

desires or convince them to 

indulge in desires that don’t 

improve their lives. So in order to 

be able to live with myself, I make 

sure that I only sell things I genu-

inely think people will be happy 

they bought.

How do you find the words for 

things (like mindfulness, like 

happiness, etc.) that are often 

so intangible?

I try to link these feelings and con-

cepts to concrete experiences. I 

can use the word “mindfulness” 

all day, and it means nothing, but 

when I describe a real life scene, 

where you’re sitting on a bus stop 

bench letting the environment per-

meate your body, feeling the hum 

of traffic in your chest, the air on 

your face and the sun on your 

jacket sleeves, it becomes a lot 

more relatable. Concrete things 

are what people remember –  

images, visual metaphors, words 

relating to sensory experience in 

some way. 

What has been your most suc-

cessful post, and what do you 

think makes it so popular?

My most successful post is an 

after-work rant I wrote once called 

“Your Lifestyle Has Already Been 

Designed.” It has been shared 

more than 150,000 times on Face-

book. I am not sure why it’s so 

popular. I have a lot of misgivings 

about it, because it reaches in a 

lot of places. I wrote it relatively 

early in my writing career and was 

kind of fast and loose with the 

facts. People probably like it 

because they resonate with how 

felt about my career when I wrote 

it, but there are assertions I make 

in that post that I wouldn’t today. 

NAME 

David Cain

YEARS BLOGGING 

7

GENRE

The human experience

WEBSITE

raptitude.com

C A R E E R 

C H O P S

What’s the difference 

between MG and YA?
Middle grade (MG) and young adult  

(YA) are two of the fastest growing 

sectors in publishing. An agent may 

turn down an MG or YA submission if 

it isn’t pitched correctly or straddles 

genres, so if you’re writing MG or YA, 

you’ll want to know the basics.

The terms “middle grade” and 

“young adult” describe audiences, 

not the story. Typically, the readers 

of MG fall into the 8-12 age group, 

with YA grabbing readers from 12 to 

18. Keep in mind that readers read 

up, so a 13-year-old protagonist may 

interest a 10-year-old. However, age 

is only one defi ning characteristic of 

these genres.

In MG, the main action is external. 

Things happen; the main character 

reacts. The plot is typically adventur-

ous. The main character has little 

internal confl ict or emotional process-

ing. While MG may address tough 

subjects (divorce, disease and war), it 

avoids graphic depictions and wran-

gling with the complicated emotional 

repercussions of that confl ict (guilt, 

grief and depression).

In YA, the introspective protago-

nist ruminates on how he or she feels 

about what happens while making 

choices and taking action, exerting 

infl uence on the world around him 

or her. YA fi ction features a teenager 

and is written in either fi rst person or 

close third person. The external set-

ting can vary widely, but it is always 

fi ltered through the main character’s 

POV. All drama is shown, not told, 

through the character’s viewpoint, not 

narration. YA is not an adult recalling 

his or her teen years; YA narrative 

happens in real time. In broadest 

terms, a YA novel should end with 

hope, with the main character having, 

in some way, come of age.

—Dionne McCulloch is managing 

editor at Cornerstones LiteraryCon-

sultancy in England.
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I’m preparing my first application for a writer’s 
residency and they're asking for a writing 
sample. This is stopping me cold. I have 
written plenty, but I have no idea what to send.

There are so many variables with the writing sample, 

aren’t there? Do you show your best work, even though 

it’s from a number of years ago? Do you send an excerpt 

or a complete piece? Do you include only the strongest 

work or work that demonstrates a range of skills? You 

could easily pore over such questions endlessly. They 

have no right answer.

Start by taking your cue from the residency. Of course, 

always attend to what they request regarding the sample. 

Some ask for a sample of what you’ll be working on 

during the residency. Others ask for your strongest work. 

Make the best choices you can given such guidelines. If 

you do send a work-in-progress, make sure you take the 

time to polish it. This gives you an opportunity to revise 

knowing the excerpt will be read outside of the context of 

the larger work, and it will communicate your 

professionalism to the committee.

Barring any specific requests, consider the nature of 

the residency and what they seem to hope residents 

experience or accomplish. Do they emphasize anything, 

such as a desire for residents to experiment or to 

complete a project? If so, showing something that 

demonstrates your ability to do that may help. Many 

times (perhaps even most times), residencies may not 

communicate this kind of emphasis. In that case, send 

the work you’re most confident about that is reasonably 

recent. A sample from a decade ago might give the 

committee pause: Has she written recently? Generally 

speaking, a sample that can stand on its own can give the 

committee valuable information about your ability to put 

everything together. Sometimes, though, this kind of 

sample is not practical or possible. If you’re debating 

between a good short story and a sizzling novel excerpt, 

by all means go with what showcases your true 

capabilities. Committees are usually comprised of 

interested and intelligent readers. If they’re eager to read 

more of an excerpt, you’ve done your job, and they’ll 

recognize that.

Consider, too, the other materials you’re submitting. If 

you discuss that you’re compelled to illuminate the story 

of “the outsider” in your author’s statement, you might 

do well to choose a sample that reflects that. Drawing 

lines between what you intend to accomplish and what 

you do accomplish can be meaningful.

And ask yourself this: If you were one of the committee 

members and you read this sample – and no other work 

of yours – what would you think?
—Brandi Reissenweber teaches fiction writing and reading fiction at Gotham 
Writers Workshop. 

ASK THE WRITER

---  BOOKISH ---
A Manner of Being fea-

tures musings from poets 
and writers on their men-
tors, edited by Annie 
Liontas and Jeff Parker. 
Both a heartwarming col-
lection of profiles on 

some of the most influential figures in 
modern literature (including Mary Jo 
Salter, Gore Vidal, Elizabeth Hardwick, 
Raymond Carver and John Irving) and a 
treasure chest of advice on craft shared 
between teacher and apprentice, this 
book will have you fondly remembering 
your own writing mentors. 

Romance novelist and 
gender and culture stud-
ies professor Catherine 
Roach dissects the 
romance narrative in 
Happily Ever After. A 
book that will captivate 

academics, romance writers and fans 

alike, it helps us think more deeply 
about the most widely read genre of lit-
erature in the world.

Writing well produces a 
great story, right? 
Wrong, according to 
Lisa Cron’s upcoming 
book Story Genius (on 
sale August 9, 2016). 
Cron seeks to help writ-
ers write good stories, 

which doesn’t mean what you think, she 
says. “In a nutshell: A story is how the 
things that happen affect someone in 
pursuit of a difficult goal, and how they 
change internally as a result,” Cron 
writes. Using brain science, Cron busts 
the myths of good writing to help you 
find the real story behind all that plot 
and metaphor.

Will Dunne, author of The Dramatic 
Writer’s Companion, breaks down three 
award-winning plays in his newest book 

The Architecture of Story. 
Through close analysis of 
John Patrick Shanley’s 
Doubt: A Parable, Suzan-
Lori Parks’ Topdog/
Underdog and Sarah 
Ruhl’s The Clean House, 

Dunne helps playwrights master the 
keys of dramatic storytelling. 

These days, a large por-
tion of book marketing 
falls on the author’s shoul-
ders. Fauzia Burke’s 
Online Marketing for Busy 
Authors aims to help you 
make the most of your 

limited time. A digital book marketing 
professional, Burke has publicized books 
for Sue Grafton, Deepak Chopra, Maria 
Shriver and many others. Online Mar-
keting for Busy Authors includes work-
sheets and lists and other interactive 
elements to help you create your own 
marketing plan.



 

Conferences and festivals are wildly benei cial for your career 
and your writing, but jam-packed itineraries and limited meal 
options don’t exactly encourage healthy eating habits. Confer-
ence attendees needn’t live on cof ee alone. Stock your confer-
ence tote with these portable power foods and refuel as needed. 

Portable power foods

ALMONDS

Almonds are 

a powerhouse 

conference 

food. They’re 

packed with 

fiber, protein and 

monounsaturated 

fat, all three of 

which stave off 

hunger cravings 

– perfect if 

you’re trying to 

power through a 

lunchtime panel 

and your stomach 

is growling. 

Blue Diamond’s 

bagged almonds 

are lightweight, 

resealable and 

come in a variety 

of flavors.

$21 for 32 bags. 

Bluediamond.com

DARK 

CHOCOLATE

By the end of a long 

conference day, you 

may need some extra 

motivation to power 

through your last 

session. Treat yourself 

to a small square of 

dark chocolate when 

your brain power 

runs low. You’ve 

earned it. Endangered 

Species chocolates 

are fair trade, and a 

portion from each 

sale goes to wildlife 

conservation efforts. 

$35.75 for 12 bars. 

Chocolatebar.com

SNACK BARS

We’re not exactly 

recommending 

you skip dinner to 

go hear Claudia 

Rankine or Karen 

Russell speak, but 

we’d be lying if we 

said we hadn’t. 

Snack bars, like 

these KIND bars, 

are a tasty way to 

keep your stomach 

from rumbling mid-

reading.

$14 for 12 bars. 

Kindsnacks.com

JERKY

If your only experience with beef jerky 

has been at gas stations, it’s time for a 

reintroduction. Modern companies like 

Krave are creating gourmet flavors like 

Black Cherry Barbecue, Pineapple Orange 

and Sweet Chipotle. Not into beef? Turkey 

and pork jerky are available, too.

$7 for 3.25 ounces. Kravejerky.com

CITRUS FRUITS

If you’re going to be at the conference for 

a few days, consider stopping at a grocery 

store and picking up some fruit to encourage 

healthy snacking. Citrus fruits aren’t prone 

to bruising or bursting in your conference 

bag, and their clean, bright smell will help 

reinvigorate tired minds. We like petite, easy-

to-peel clementines like these from Halos.

$7 for a 3-pound bag. halosfun.com

“A man may be a pessimistic determinist 

before lunch and an optimistic believer in the 

will's freedom after it.” —Aldous Huxley
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S
ometimes in fiction, we 

encounter an authorial narra-

tive perspective that goes some-

thing like this: “If you travel 

this part of the country, you’re likely 

to notice…” This is second-person 

point of view, and you’ll probably find 

it used quite a bit. But it’s not the 

same as a second-person narration in 

which “you” become the protagonist. 

This is a more radical shift, and while 

this second-person POV has its pay-

offs, it’s also risky. Lise Haines, author 

of Girl in the Arena, cautions begin-

ning writers to be careful. “As we 

crowd into selfies, photoshop our-

selves into landscapes and strap on 

Oculus, writing students attempt the 

second-person story with increased 

frequency, manipulating and reflect-

ing the culture of self,” she says. “It 

can feel like that safe experiment 

when trying to make a stretch in 

form, sometimes relying on the list 

and careful repetitions. But all fine 

stories require a solid vision regard-

less of the frame or lens – an aware-

ness that often comes as a humbling 

workshop takeaway.” 

Possible pluses

Let’s say you want to try it out. Why 

choose the second person POV? First, 

consider what’s at stake. It’s a matter 

of narrative distance. In a very inter-

esting way, second is related to first. 

Both provide immediacy. First-person 

speaks directly to us, involving us in 

character consciousness – in the char-



 

acter’s thoughts, beliefs and feelings. 

Second-person makes us that charac-

ter – not only externally, but inter-

nally as well. The payoff, assuming it 

works? We gain a special vantage 

point, a much closer lens than third 

person, and even closer than first, 

which is generally considered the gold 

standard for immediacy. We, as read-

ers, become the “you” of the story or 

novel. If the POV works, we “dissolve” 

into this character like an actor or 

actress in a play. We’re the ones living 

the dramatic action of the story or 

novel – and how as a fiction writer 

can you involve your reader more 

than that? How can you grab your 

reader in a more powerful, existential 

way? Difficult enough to do well in a 

short story, second-person is exceed-

ingly difficult to accomplish in a full-

length novel. Jay McInerney famously 

pulls it off in Bright Lights, Big City. 

Possible minuses 

But what if, as a reader, I don’t want to 

be this “you” the author requires me 

to be? With the third person, I can 

stand aloof at times and share the 

consciousness of the character to the 

extent that the writer makes the char-

acter sufficiently compelling. With 

first person, there’s that immediacy, 

especially in the case of a self-

absorbed first person narrator, but 

still I am distanced by the fact that the 

character is “I” – and I, as reader, am 

a different “I.” Not the case with sec-

ond. I am that “you.” What if – imag-

ining certain famous characters from 

literature handled in second – I don’t 

want to be Raskolnikov killing that 

old pawnbroker in Crime and Punish-

ment? What if it’s just too painful to 

be Paul Sheldon of Misery under the 

tyranny of Annie Wilkes? 

With this POV, you face the read-

er’s possible resistance to being placed 

in this role. Clearly we want to enter 

fully into a fictional world, but per-

haps at some remove. This POV 

requires that we dissolve in ways no 

other POV requires. Consider: If as 

reader, I am “you” making bad 

choices, rationalizing these choices, 

blaming others when clearly they’re 

more in the right than “you,” this may 

be difficult or undesirable. What 

about the case of second person when 

the humor is at “your” expense? Some 

readers might resist the voice of the 

story or novel. And yet – having said 

all this – when this POV works, it can 

be quite compelling. It can be haunt-

ing, intense, and lyrical. Porochista 

Khakpour, author of The Last Illusion, 

states: “I sometimes discourage stu-

dents from going there, but my point 

is if you are going to do it, you have to 

do it really, really, really well. High 

stakes, but when done well, as Lorrie 

Moore and Junot Diaz do, no other 

POV is more glorious.”

Some final tips

Save second person POV for times 

when the dramatic transaction 

between reader and character 

needs to be particularly intense – 

when you seek absolute fusion 

between the two.

Keep your character sympathetic. 

How many readers will want to be 

a bigot, a racist, a sexist, an obtuse 

fool – even a repentant one? 

Finally, be sure the voice works. Is 

it compelling? Does it grab the 

reader and never let go? It must. 

Jack Smith is author of three novels and a 

book on writing titled Write and Revise for 

Publication.
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WRITING ESSENTIALS

Define necessary and unnecessary action in fiction.

A call to action

K
nowing when you’re provid-

ing too much information 

can be tricky, especially when 

your characters are on the 

move. The last thing you want is to give 

readers a line-by-line diagram of every 

movement. Some parts of fiction should 

be left to the imagination. 

Sally went to the store. She bought a 

gallon of milk. She returned home to 

find her front door standing open and 

all her belongings scattered across the 

living room floor. 

This paragraph depicts a fictional sce-

nario from an unwritten book; however, 

it’s a scene that we’ve all seen before. 

Where does the real action begin? When 

Sally discovers her home has been van-

dalized. Do the readers really need to 

know where Sally was and what she 

bought? Does it help to set the scene?

Unless the milk is going to play a 

larger role, the answer is no. Any 

action not pertinent to the storyline 

should be discarded, because too much 

unimportant action will have your 

readers closing the book or hitting the 

home button on their e-reader. 

Use the acronym D.I.M.E. to help 

decide when to stop the action, rewrite it 

or delete it. 

Does the action add to the scene?

Is the action filler?

Make the action work by tightening 

the steps.

Eliminate it if it’s not absolutely 

necessary.

Does the action add to the scene? 

In an early morning scene, does a reader 

need to know that Janice walked into the 

bathroom, brushed her teeth, combed 

her hair, put on her robe and then went 

to put on a pot of coffee? 

While it’s important for readers to 

know another day has begun, so many 

steps are cumbersome and only inflate 

word count. The scene should begin 

with an action that moves the story along 

rather than taking the reader on a tour of 

the character’s daily routine. 

Minor characters can also fall victim 

to details. Take, for instance, someone 

added to move a scene, interact with 

another character or fill in where 

needed. Unless that character is going to 

be a major player, his or her scenes 

should be limited in scope and kept to 

what is necessary to further the plot.

Harlequin Intrigue author Debra 

Webb uses this technique in her book 

Broken. One part of the storyline calls for 

a dentist to compare two sets of dental 

records. This minor character was given 

a name, but his actions were limited, and 

readers learned nothing about him – 

they didn’t need to. He was there for one 

purpose: to move the storyline along. 

Likewise, New York Times best-selling 
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author Lisa Gardner provides her char-

acters with enough action to keep the 

reader invested but not so much that one 

is left wondering why the information 

was included. She uses short, choppy bits 

of action like this example from her 

book Gone.

She tried to move her hands again. 

Tried to move her feet. And then all at 

once, she went a little nuts. 

Short and sweet. It says a lot without 

giving detailed movements. That’s all the 

action needed to keep the story flowing.

Is the action filler?

All authors hit road blocks. You get a 

character to a certain spot and then 

struggle to get him or her to the next 

destination. During that process, it’s easy 

to fall back on filler sentences, or what I 

call “point moves” – shuffling the char-

acters from point A to point B instead of 

using the action purposefully. Take a 

look at the scene below.

Jan stuck the key in the ignition, 

turned on the engine, and shifted into 

drive before giving her best friend a 

sideways glance. “What do you think 

you should do?” She pulled the car 

out onto the main road, merging with 

the flow of traffic. 

It’s clear Jan needs to get to the next 

spot in the book; however, not all these 

moves are necessary to ensure your 

reader knows Jan has arrived. If you 

want Jan to leave the mall and return 

home, and you’re not ready to break 

the scene, you can simplify the action 

like this:

The hot vinyl scorched her back 

when Jan slid into her car. “What do 

you think you should do?” From the 

corner of her eye, she saw her friend 

mulling over the question. Five min-

utes later, they were home, and Ann 

still hadn’t answered. 

Although the word count is about the 

same, the second paragraph gives the 

reader more information about the char-

acters, rather than how Jan was driving. 

To make sure the action is both 

valuable and necessary, in each scene, 

ask yourself:

 Do my characters need to be doing 

this?

 Is there a better way to showcase the 

action?

 What do I absolutely have to show 

that’s important to the storyline?

Start the scene where the real 

action begins and keep the minutiae 

to a minimum. Show the story and 

allow the reader’s imagination to cre-

ate every scene.  

Make the action work by tightening the 

steps. 

Let’s go back to Janice. Suppose it’s 

important that to know that she is not a 

morning person and needs her coffee 

before she can start her day. This infor-

mation can be portrayed using “muscu-

lar verbs.”

The smell of coffee juiced her 

blood. Janice poured herself out of 

the bed, avoiding the mirror. The 

rat’s nest on her head screamed for 

a comb, but she pushed the pause 

button until she had guzzled the 

first sip of liquid energy.

Every scene can be tightened, every 

verb made stronger. That’s what 

removes extraneous information that 

stalls your plot. Informative action has 

its place, but it can be slipped in without 

taking center stage. 

Eliminate the action if it’s not absolutely 

necessary. 

Cutting action can be difficult, espe-

cially when you have hit your target 

word count and consider the story fin-

ished. However, tired, repetitive 

actions like walking, moving and 

standing can dull the shine of a story. 

Go through your story using the 

find tool in your word processor. 

Highlight every instance of weak verbs 

and overused action. How many times 

does your character walk to a chair? 

Sit? Stand? How often is he or she per-

forming mundane tasks that don’t con-

tribute to the overall story flow? 

Now think of other things your 

characters can do besides just sitting, 

standing and walking. Shift the focus 

from mundane to interesting. Instead 

of having Jim walk to the door, let the 

reader know the door slammed shut 

behind him. That tells us he’s left, and 

it also showcases his mood. 

At times, it will be necessary for a 

character to walk, stand or sit, but 

challenge yourself to pump up the 

action. Instead of having Alice sit 

down in a chair at the hospital 

because she’s upset, have her slide 

down the wall because her legs won’t 

hold her. Keep the traveling descrip-

tions to a minimum, and focus on 

what’s important.  

Instead of using tired actions, go 

for internal dialogue, emotional tur-

moil or intense conversation to keep 

the pace of the book fast and edgy. 

Punch up your sentences with mus-

cular verbs, and don’t give the 

reader more than he or she abso-

lutely needs to know. Sometimes, 

less really is more. 

Rachel Carrington has written over 50 nov-

els and teaches romance writing at Women on 

Writing.

Shift the focus  
from mundane to 
interesting. Instead 
of having Jim walk 
to the door, let the 
reader know the 
door slammed shut 
behind him. 



U
nlike more traditional 

career paths, there’s no 

clear route to finally break-

ing through as a fiction 

writer and getting a novel published. 

My own route, like most writers', was 

circuitous. After receiving my under-

graduate degree, I took the types of 

jobs I thought would help me to 

become a novelist – working at a pub-

lishing house, as a reporter and at an 

advertising agency. Each helped me in 

some way, but I eventually realized no 

job would get my novel written. What I 

needed was to carve out large blocks of 

time in my week, every week, for fic-

tion writing. 

I did an MFA, which helped me jus-

tify devoting most of my time to writ-

ing and gave me the opportunity to 

study with some incredible novelists 

while allowing me the freedom to 

work out what I wanted my writing to 

be. After graduating, I wrote fiction for 

20 hours a week on top of my demand-

ing day job. If I got to the last day of 

the week and I hadn’t hit my 20 hours, 

I’d pour a cup of coffee and stay up, 

writing into the night until I’d reached 

my goal. At one point, I found I’d writ-

ten for 20 hours a week for at least two 

years straight, including weeks when 

I’d been on vacation. (I remember 

being on a camping trip in California 

one summer and wandering off to 

write on my laptop.)

I heard Zadie Smith recently say in 

an interview that she has an old-fash-

ioned flip phone instead of an iPhone 

Guard the hours
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to avoid distraction. I too avoided hav-

ing a smart phone for years while I was 

finishing my novel. But I also didn’t 

have a television, WiFi or any kind of 

entertainment system beyond shelves 

full of books and a radio. I even 

deleted the web browsers from my lap-

top so that I wouldn’t be able to surf 

the Internet, even when I was tempted 

by an open WiFi signal. 

When I finally thought my manu-

script was good enough, I found an 

agent. After more editing, it was sent 

out; a week later, I had a book deal. 

When I got the call that my book had 

sold, I was sitting in my office in New 

York. It was like being on an airplane 

that had seemed like it would never 

touch down on Earth, but here, finally, 

the wheels were hitting the runway.

Seeing my novel appear in book-

stores has been magical. It was 

incredibly satisfying to go through 

the same processes that so many 

writers before me have gone through 

– working with talented editors, 

looking at jacket designs, liaising 

with publicists all over the world, 

doing interviews, reading reviews 

and now finally meeting people who 

have read and enjoyed my novel. 

In this process, there will be times 

when you must make difficult deci-

sions about your book and your career. 

Should you get a full-time job and 

write on the side or work part-time (if 

you’re able) to leave more time for 

your manuscript? There may be no 

clear answer. All you can do is take a 

leap of faith and do what you think is 

best. In many cases, you won’t know 

whether you took the best route until 

the dust has settled, and you can view 

it with the clarity of hindsight. 

But at the end of the day, all the 

advice in the world will not actually 

get your book written. All you can do 

is carve out time in your week to 

write, preserve that time for writing 

only, and keep going for as many 

years as it takes. 

Gabriel Packard is the author of the novel The 

Painted Ocean, which was published this year 

by Corsair/Little Brown and Hachette.

All the advice in the 

world will not actually 

get your book written. 

All you can do is carve 

out time in your  

week to write.
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1The Muse and  
the Marketplace

Grub Street, a writing 

center in Boston, holds its 

annual conference at the 

Boston Park Plaza Hotel 

for three days each spring. 

The weekend draws over 

140 well-known authors, 

literary agents, editors and 

publishers. (Disclaimer: I 

teach online classes for 

Grub Street.)

Past faculty: Charles Bax-

ter, Colum McCann, Rox-

anne Gay 

Why you should go: It’s a 

large conference with 

more than 800 people on 

some 100 panels. It’s a 

good choice if you’re 

looking to survey multiple 

sessions or want a confer-

ence aimed at all levels. 

Highlights: The Muse 

draws a number of top 

New York agents and edi-

tors. For an extra fee, you 

can pitch them one-on-

one by signing up for the 

popular Manuscript Mart. 

Don’t miss the Shop Talk 

Happy Hour for guaran-

teed face time with agents 

and editors if you’re look-

ing to land a book deal. 

Where: Boston 

When: May or June 

Website: museandthe-

marketplace.com

2 The American 
Society of Journal-

ists and Authors Con-
ference (ASJA)
The ASJA conference is 

held each spring in New 

York City. Specifically 

aimed at freelance jour-

nalists and nonfiction 

authors, the conference 

attracts some 500-600 

people each year. The 

two-day gathering focuses 

on helping independent 

writers survive and thrive 

as freelancers. Programs 

include pitch sessions 

with editors, agents and 

publishers. Can’t make it 

to NYC? Regional confer-

ences are typically held in 

the summer and fall in 

places like Chicago, San 

Francisco and Washing-

ton, DC. 

Faculty: Speakers and 

attendees include editors 

and writers at The Wall 

Street Journal, Newsweek, 

The New Republic, The 

New York Times Book 

Review, The Atlantic, 

Family Circle, BBC Travel, 

Inc.com, Fortune, Fast 

Company, The Atavist, 

Seal Press and the Metro-

politan Museum of Art.

Why you should go: This 

is the best conference for 

freelance journalists and 

those interested in pursu-

ing a career as an inde-

pendent writer.  

Highlights: Networking 

with editors and other 

freelancers who under-

stand what it is like to 

work for yourself. 

Where: New York City

When: April or May

Website: asja.org/for-

writers/annual-conference 

3San Francisco 
Writers Conference

SFWC spans four days 

and hosts over 100 ses-

sions including panels, 

two keynote lunches, 

workshops, networking 

events, open mic readings 

and pitch sessions. You 

can pick from panels on 

everything from how to 

write a book, sell a book, 

get an agent or create a 

book proposal. The con-

ference focuses primarily 

on the art of nonfiction 

and fiction books, but 

there are also panels on 

freelance and travel writ-

ing, to name a few. 

Past faculty: Ann Packer, 

Jane Friedman, Annie 

Barrows 

Why you should go: In 

addition to providing a 

great escape from mid-

winter snow, this all-levels 

conference is ideal for 

first-time conference 

attendees looking to sur-

vey multiple panels.

Highlights: The confer-

ence always takes place 

at the InterContinental 

Mark Hopkins, one of 

the jewels of San Fran-

cisco, located atop Nob 

Hill. The luxury hotel 

provides elegant break-

fasts, keynote luncheons 

and a gala. Each night, 

the conference hosts a 

group dinner at a differ-

ent restaurant around 

town. They cost extra 

but are a great way to 

meet other writers and 

the presenters. 

Where: San Francisco  

When: February 

Website: sfwriters.org

4BinderCon 
BinderCon is a profes-

sional development con-

ference designed to 

empower women and 

gender nonconforming 

writers, authors and those 

in the media. An offshoot 

of the popular Facebook 

group Binders Full of 

Women, the main confer-

ence takes place in the fall 

in New York City with a 

second installment in Los 

Angeles each spring.

Past faculty: Lisa Kudrow, 

The writing universe is filled with festivals, conferences, workshops 

and book fairs. Which are truly worth the hype (and the registration 

fees)? Writer Jennifer Mattson shares her top 10 must-go-to confer-

ences for writers, taking conference size, geographical locations, top-

ics and experience levels into account. No matter your background, 

your interests or your budget, there’s a conference on this list for you.
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Jill Abramson, Anna 

Holmes, Leslie Jamison

Why you should go: You are 

a woman or identify as gen-

der nonconforming and are 

interested in a writing con-

ference that takes these 

issues into account.

Highlights: Drawing a lot of 

heavy hitters from the 

media world, including top 

women editors and agents, 

the conference abounds 

with the spirit of feminism. 

You’re sure to meet some 

inspiring women. 

Where and when: Novem-

ber in New York; February 

in Los Angeles

Website: bindercon.com

5Literary Writers  
Conference 

A two-day conference for fic-

tion, poetry and creative non-

fiction writers “learning how 

to maneuver in the market-

place.” Hosted by the Com-

munity of Literary Magazines 

and Presses in conjunction 

with the National Book Foun-

dation and The New School 

Graduate Writing Program, it 

attracts a number of presti-

gious editors, agents, publi-

cists and publishers. 

Past faculty: Michael Cun-

ningham, Jonathan Galassi, 

Julie Barer, Gail Hochman, 

Renee Zuckerbrot

Why you should go: This is a 

serious conference for seri-

ous writers. Many panels 

include author-editor conver-

sations, which are a fascinat-

ing listen for anyone 

interested in writing a book. 

Attendees are a mix of New 

School graduate students and 

mid-career New York writers 

looking for a book deal. It’s 

small enough that it doesn’t 

feel overwhelming and 

always has an impressive 

group of panelists. 

Highlights: Agent speed dat-

ing. Each participant has the 

opportunity to sit down with 

two literary agents for eight 

minutes to pitch a book idea. 

Last year’s event featured 

agents from Brandt & Hoch-

man, Zoë Pagnamenta 

Agency, Kuhn Projects, 

Fletcher and Co., Trident, 

Folio Literary Management, 

Jean V. Naggar Literary 

Agency and Renée Zucker-

brot Literary Agency.

Where: New York City   

When: November 

Website: clmp.org/lwc

6San Miguel Writers’ 
Conference

This is a destination writers 

conference where the atmo-

sphere is just as important as 

the conference. San Miguel 

de Allende, a small town in 

Mexico, is known for its artis-

tic community of writers, 

painters, musicians, poets and 

philosophers. In recent years, 

more American artists have 

flocked here in the winter. 

Past faculty: Joyce Carol 

Oates, Gail Sheehy, Eliza-

beth Hay, Scott Simon,  

Juan Villoro 

Why you should go: You have 

a sense of adventure and love 

the idea of mixing travel and 

writing. Perfect for those 

looking for an escape to 

Mexico during February.

Highlights: This conference 

draws famous media person-

alities in addition to some 

great faculty for the work-

shops. It is not just a literary 

conference but also a cultural 

experience. Don’t miss the 

live storytelling perfor-

mances and the legendary 

fiesta. which Barbara King-

solver has called “one of the 

10 best parties I’ve ever 

attended in my life.”

Where: San Miguel de 

Allende, Mexico 

When: February 

Website: sanmiguelwriter-

sconference.org

7Sewanee Writers’ 
Conference

The longest event on this list, 

spanning 12 days, Sewanee is 

built on a workshop model. 

Each participant is assigned a 

workshop that meets every 

other day, combining lectures 

and informal exchanges. 

Each one is led by two faculty 

members, but attendees can 

also meet with faculty one 

on one. The focus of this 

conference is on finishing 

submitted work, not gener-

ating new pages. 

2016 faculty: Jill McCorkle, 

Agent speed dating.  
Each participant has the 
opportunity to sit down 
with two literary agents 
for eight minutes to  
pitch a book idea.



 

Alice McDermott, Robert 

Hass, Mark Jarman, Sidney 

Wade, Naomi Iizuka and Dan 

O’Brien

Why you should go: This con-

ference is great for those 

looking for an immersive 

workshop experience with 

room and board included.

Where: Sewanee, Tennessee 

When: July 

Website: sewaneewriters.org/

conference

8VONA
The Voices of Our 

Nations Arts Foundation 

(VONA) was created in 

1999 to address the lack of 

diversity in writing pro-

grams. The summer writing 

workshop offers two one-

week sessions for up to 140 

participants at the Univer-

sity of Miami. Workshops 

cover poetry, memoir and 

fiction as well as travel 

writing, speculative fiction, 

YA writing and playwriting. 

VONA also hosts regional 

weekend workshops aimed 

at specific issues.  

2016 faculty: Tayari Jones, M. 

Evelina Galang, Willie Per-

domo, Chitra Divakaruni, 

Minal Hajratwala 

Why you should go: Those 

attending the multi-genre 

workshops tap into a larger 

community of support 

through the active VONA 

alumni network.

Where: Miami

When: June and July 

Website: voicesatvona.org/

workshops

9The Bread Loaf  
Writers’ Conference

The oldest writers’ conference 

in America, and arguably the 

most prestigious, Bread Loaf 

was founded in 1926 by, 

among other notable names, 

Robert Frost.

Bread Loaf ’s main conference 

runs 10 days each August and 

has been described as literary 

summer camp. But make no 

mistake: This is the big 

leagues. Last year alone, 

Bread Loaf received 2,100 

applications for its 220 slots. 

Attendees study with one of 

20 faculty members, each of 

whom offers a workshop. 

There are 10 workshops in 

fiction, seven in poetry and 

three in nonfiction. Each par-

ticipant submits a manu-

script, for which he or she 

gets feedback during the con-

ference.

2016 faculty: Patricia Hampl, 

David Shields, Natasha 

Trethewey, Lynn Freed

Why you should go: If you are 

serious about networking 

with contemporary writers 

and making friends in the lit-

erary world, this conference is 

for you. The schedule is jam-

packed and very social, ener-

gizing participants to go back 

home and write. Don’t miss 

the hayride, which is so popu-

lar it was featured in an epi-

sode of The Simpsons.

Where: Vermont

When: August 

Website: middlebury.edu/

bread-loaf-conferences

10AWP Conference
The Association of 

Writers and Writing Pro-

grams (AWP) is one of the 

largest and most popular 

writing conferences in the 

world. With more than 

15,000 annual participants 

and 800 exhibitors, it’s more 

than a conference or book fair 

– it’s an event. AWP is an 

essential experience for writ-

ers, students, teachers and 

academics alike. 

Faculty: Everyone. If a writer 

has a book out or teaches 

often, chances are he or she 

will be attending. 

Why you should go: This 

massive four-day event fea-

tures 550 readings, panels and 

craft lectures from 2,000 par-

ticipants. Everyone should go 

to AWP at least once.

Where: Location changes 

each year. 

When: Spring; usually March 

or April

Website: awpwriter.org/awp_

conference 

Jennifer Mattson is a writer, jour-

nalist and online columnist at Psy-

chology Today. A former producer 

for CNN and NPR, she teaches 

writing at NYU School of Profes-

sional Studies and leads work-

shops around the country.

The oldest 
writers’  
conference 
in America, 
and arguably 
the most 
prestigious, 
Bread Loaf 
was founded 
in 1926  
by, among 
other notable 
names,  
Robert Frost.
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1
YOU’RE NOT ALONE.

Writing can be a very solitary practice. But at a con-

ference or workshop, you can experience that “I’ve 

found my people!” feeling, whether you’re in a group 

of dozens or thousands. Novelist Masha Hamilton 

says that it is an extraordinary experience to find “a camara-

derie with people who live for stories and who care about 

words: their shape and their texture and their taste.” The net-

work of people that you meet now can pay off well into the 

future. After making friends at a writing conference, play-

wright Mona Washington finds that she always has others to 

connect with at literary events and readings. When Olivia 

Olivia was applying to graduate programs, she reached out to 

workshop peers she had met at the Voices of Our Nation Arts 

(VONA) conference and was thrilled to be “surrounded by 

people who were there to support me making whatever 

choice I needed to make for school.” 

2
YOU CAN MEET OTHER WRITERS IN YOUR AREA AND 

FORM A LOCAL COMMUNITY.  

You may think you’re the only writer in your town or 

region, but conferences can demonstrate that you’re 

not, and you can take the camaraderie and support 

of the conference home with you. Many conferences will 

sponsor regional meet-ups or provide attendee lists so you 

can contact people later on. I once sat across a workshop 

table with another writer, Michael Alenyikov, who shared an 

unforgettable short story. I emailed him to express my admi-

ration, and 15 years later, we’re still in a close-knit, inspiring 

writing group hosted in his living room. The story he shared 

at the conference became the title story of an acclaimed col-

lection, Ivan & Misha. Bearing witness to this story’s first 

reading in that conference workshop makes me feel as if I 

had some small hand in his success.

3
PUBLISHED WRITERS ARE ACCESSIBLE AND THERE 

TO HELP. 

Believe it or not, it thrills mentors to connect with 

new writers as much as the other way around. Meg 

LeFauve, Oscar-winning screenplay writer of Inside 

Out, shares that while mentoring at Cinestory, a screenwrit-

ing lab, she worked on a script with a young writer who “got 

really honest with me about where the story was coming 

from inside of her. I asked a few questions, and suddenly 

there it was – this beautiful, raw, vulnerable perspective on 

ONE OF THE best 
things that Elmaz Abi-
nader, one of my first 
writing mentors, ever 
did was to encourage me 
to attend my first writing 
conference. “These are 
our people,” she said. 
Until that moment, I 
hadn’t realized that I 
could be a legitimate 
member of this passion-
ate community – that I, a 
beginner, could join a 
group of real writers. A 
storm of anxious 
thoughts flooded my 
mind: Would I be called 
out as a novice? Would I 
feel self-conscious, 
lonely or embarrassed? 
As it turned out, none of 
my fears came to pass, 
and instead, I found 
inspiration and support 
at that Association of 
Writers and Writing Pro-
grams (AWP) Confer-
ence in Tempe, Arizona. 
Decades later, I still get 
excited when I register 
for a writing conference. 
Here are 10 invaluable 
things I’ve learned in the 
20 years I’ve been 
attending conferences.
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her character that was so real and so 

her that both of us just sat there blink-

ing. I saw her face change – like light 

flooding in. It was a powerful experi-

ence for both of us.” Mentors live for 

those shared moments of inspiration. 

4
YOU WILL LEARN HOW TO TALK 

(FAST) ABOUT YOUR BOOK.

Many conferences feature 

“speed-dating” events with 

agents during which you can 

pitch your book premise and get a 

sense of its appeal in the marketplace. 

Writer Jennifer Baker had great 

speed-pitch experiences at Binder-

Con, a conference for women writers. 

“I got immediate requests for my 

material, with three different literary 

agents for a collection and a YA novel. 

I find I’m more natural and it’s easier 

to gauge if an agent may be right for 

you when meeting them in person 

than when crafting a query, which I’m 

not great at.” Finding an agent or edi-

tor is much like dating – interpersonal 

chemistry can spark the beginning of 

a new relationship.

5
THE BOOK PUBLISHING 

WORLD IS PASSIONATE AND 

(CAN BE) PERSONAL. 

Large conferences often offer 

opportunities to meet pub-

lishers and editors face-to-face, which 

helps make sure your future submis-

sions won’t be so anonymous. Being 

able to say, “It was great to meet you 

at AWP!” gives your email an edge 

over a random manuscript from the 

slush pile. It’s great to be reminded 

that there’s a human being at the other 

end of an email, reading your submis-

sions and queries, maybe wearing that 

fringed purple scarf you compli-

mented at the book fair. 

Writer Audrey Ferber walked by a 

booth and recognized the magazine 

that had just published a story by one 

of her good friends. She picked up the 

latest issue and exclaimed, “This is a 

great journal! And you’ve got great 

taste in authors!” The editor walked 

around the table and hugged her, 

happy to meet a reader in the flesh. At 

the next booth, Ferber picked up a 

free notebook and pen from the 

Cimarron Review. She wrote notes for 

a story with the Cimarron Review 

freebies, and a year later, it was pub-

lished in their pages. 

6
CONFERENCES ARE A GREAT 

PLACE TO LEARN CUTTING-

EDGE CRAFT.

Conferences offer in-depth 

craft classes on everything 

from utilizing multiple POVs to creat-

ing social change through storytelling. 

Even after taking many individual 

classes or completing a master’s degree, 

there is always something new to learn 

at a conference, something that will 

help take your writing to the next level 

or introduce you to valuable new 

resources. The current schedule of the 

15,000-attendee AWP Conference 

offers hundreds of scintillating talks, 

from how to use science to improve 

your writing, to knowing how to suc-

cessfully end a story, to writing essays 

that can change the world.

When attending classes and pan-

els, it’s important to be open to sur-

prises. Karen Lynch had looked 

forward to finally working with her 

writing heroine, Cheryl Strayed, at a 

conference and was deeply disap-

pointed to learn that Strayed had 

fallen ill and was being replaced by 

another author, someone she didn’t 

know. When Steve Almond took over 

the workshop, “Each of us felt we 

learned more in those few hours with 

Steve than we had in many much 

longer workshops. In the end, Steve 

was a huge help to all of us. He’s now 

my favorite teacher.”

7
NETWORKING DOESN’T HAVE 

TO BE PAINFUL. 

Connections don’t have to 

happen over a workshop 

table at a panel. They can 

also happen at the hotel bar or the 

swimming pool. That person you 

"There was 
no hierarchy, 
it was just a 
wonderful 

group of people 
yearning to 

understand and 
write their 

experience.”



 

share your sunscreen with could end 

up being your future best writing 

partner or agent. Literary magic often 

happens during after-hours events, 

socializing in local restaurants or par-

ties. Unburdened by professional 

duties and the pressure of pitching, 

people are free to form organic rela-

tionships that can morph into profes-

sional and personal connections. 

Roommates or dormitory neighbors 

can become longtime friends. Wendy 

Patrice Williams didn’t know a soul 

when she went to one conference, but 

her assigned roommate went on to 

read her manuscript drafts, write a 

cover blurb for her book and accom-

pany her to other conferences in sub-

sequent years.

8
EACH GENRE HAS ITS OWN 

COMMUNITY.

Whether you write mystery 

or romance, literary or YA or 

science fiction, or if you’re an 

LGBQT writer or writer of color, 

there is a world of writers and pub-

lishing professionals who share your 

interests. Williams was an avid 

attendee of the Writing the Medical 

Experience Conference for multiple 

years, and she described it as the “per-

fect blended community of health 

professionals, patients, caregivers, 

cancer support group members and 

others. There was no hierarchy, it was 

just a wonderful group of people 

yearning to understand and write 

their experience.” After the confer-

ence, the attendees’ works were pub-

lished in a thematic anthology.

Lisa Factora-Borchers, who is now 

completing her MFA degree at 

Columbia, says of VONA, “It was the 

first time in my entire life that I saw 

real authors of color in the professor 

role. It was a profound experience. I 

remember calling my husband and 

telling him that I felt like I could do 

anything. I could become a writer and 

professor. I said these words that I’d 

never said before: ‘I can do this. I’ve 

seen it here.’” 

 

9
THERE’S SOMETHING BEAU-

TIFUL ABOUT A CITY OR 

TOWN THAT HOSTS A WRIT-

ING CONFERENCE.   

 Conferences cost a lot of 

money to put on, and the sponsors 

who support and host them are won-

derful. Check out the local book-

stores, universities, small presses, 

libraries and other local sponsors – 

they can offer a rich added dimen-

sion to your conference experience. 

The Loft Literary Center offered a 

star-studded week of readings plus 

tours of their writing center, letter-

press studio and bookstore to partici-

pants of a recent conference I 

attended, and I swooned over the 

gallery of handmade books while lis-

tening to award-winning poets. Some 

smaller conferences like the Napa 

Valley Writers’ Conference offer low-

cost or no-cost homestays that can 

engender long friendships between 

local hosts and their visiting writers.

For some people, vacation means 

sitting on a beach or exploring a new 

city. And some writing conferences 

can feel like a vacation. Karen Lynch 

adored the lovely Sanibel Island con-

ference off the coast of Fort Myers, 

Florida. “Sanibel is one of the most 

beautiful beaches in the world, 

famous for millions of seashells on 

the beaches.” Some writing confer-

ences are held in gorgeous mountain 

settings, others in vibrant cities or 

lush wineries. A conference can be 

the perfect blend of working, net-

working and exploring a fantastic 

new setting. Choosing to tack an 

extra day onto the front or end of a 

conference can offer a nice balance 

of business and pleasure.

10 
A WRITING CONFER-

ENCE CAN CHANGE 

YOUR IDENTITY (AND 

YOUR LIFE).

Attending a writing 

conference can be nothing short of 

life-changing. Leanna James Black-

well, now the director of the MFA 

program in creative nonfiction at 

BayPath University, recalls her first 

conference. “I will always remember 

the first writing conference I attended 

as an accepted writer. My daughter 

was only two years old, and I was 

worried I wouldn’t fit in, as the 

mother of a small child who hadn’t 

published anything major yet. It 

turned out to be one of the best expe-

riences of my writing life. I received 

an outpouring of validation and con-

firmation that I was on the right 

track. I met an agent who loved my 

work; my work was respected and 

taken seriously.  It was a huge boost 

for me and helped give me the confi-

dence to keep writing.”

Audrey Ferber had been a closet 

writer before her first conference. 

“Before I went to [the Community of 

Writers at Squaw Valley workshop], 

nobody even knew I was writing a 

novel. It was a secret, and I had 

nobody to talk to about it. I told peo-

ple I was in the jewelry business. At 

the conference, it was so intense and 

moving to be around other people 

who were writers. I realized that I 

wasn’t crazy – that there were other 

people who loved writing stories. 

When I left, for the first time, I said I 

was a writer, too. Now, writing is my 

whole world.”

Michelle Valladares, a professor at 

the City College of New York, tells 

her students, “At every conference, 

there is one good thing that will hap-

pen. At every conference I’ve been to, 

I’ve made at least one new friend or 

met one editor, writer or publisher 

that I admire.” 

Not every conference will be a 

dream come true: Dull lectures and 

disappointing food offerings can hap-

pen, too. But if you stay alert for your 

“one good thing,” you’re likely to 

come home with inspiring tips, new 

comrades-in-writing and a shot of 

validation, confidence and commu-

nity that will keep you going, and 

possibly change your life. 

Susan Ito writes and teaches at the San Fran-

cisco Writers’ Grotto.



THE NATIONAL PARKS 
Service’s Artist in 

Residence programs 
offer writers and 
other artists the 

opportunity to find 
inspiration in the 
great outdoors.

By Eliana Osborn
�
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RTISTS AND NATIONAL PARKS have 
always enjoyed a harmonious relation-
ship. Ansel Adams famously photo-
graphed many of the nation’s earliest 
national parks, and his images are often 
what come to mind when we picture 
these hallowed landscapes. Photogra-
phers aren’t the only artists to drink 
from the founts of inspiration in these 
protected spaces—painters, sculptors, 
dancers and, yes, writers, have all found 
a muse among the trees, streams and 
mountains of America’s national parks.

As of this year – the National Park 
Service’s centennial – more than 50 
parks feature Artist in Residence (AIR) 
programs. Not every park residency 
considers applications from writers, but 
many do, in addition to welcoming 
composers, poets, watercolorists, sculp-
tors and all manners of creative people.

Many NPS residencies require the 
artist to donate a work related to his or 
her time at the park; however, artists 
are given a year to complete the work, 
so they don’t have to rush to finish a 
project during the short time they’re on 
location. Most AIR programs provide 
lodging but no additional stipend; how-
ever, the intangible rewards might just 
make up for the minimal expenses 
you’ll incur.

The national parks have been called 
America’s best idea. They preserve and 
share the country’s natural resources 
for all to enjoy. We’ve highlighted five 
national parks with AIR programs for 
writers. Whether you prefer the peaks 
of the Rockies or the shores of Maine, 
there’s a national park AIR out there for 
you, and you can find the full listing of 
residencies on the National Park Ser-
vice website.



Acadia National Park
Location: Maine

AIR since: 1994

Length: Two to four weeks

Residency information: There were 140 applicants for 10 spaces in 2016, up from 

107 applications for 15 spots in 2015, according to Kate Petrie, AIR coordinator for 

Acadia National Park.

Plan to participate in one public program per week of your stay. Contact Petrie at 

kpetrie@schoodicinstitute.org with questions or for application information.

Suggested reading: Calico Bush by Rachel Field, a writer and naturalist who won 

the Newbery Award for Hitty, Her First Hundred Years. 

Recent resident: Hannah Star Rogers (2015), author of the upcoming poetry col-

lection American Letters:

“I chose to visit Maine at an unusual time – early spring. The landscape was 

silent, which made the sea all the more prominent: in sound and movement. The 

absence of the hustle and bustle of summer visitors or the birds preparing for winter 

heightened my sense of the forces around us. I spent as much time walking the shore-

lines as possible and making notes and [taking] photographs for future poems. I was 

particularly interested in the sea urchins in virtually every tidal pool, which reminded 

me of childhood beach collecting and starfish in the Gulf – I grew up in Alabama. The 

sea helping the snow to melt and ice to freeze, unfreeze, and refreeze over the rocks 

and tidal pools through the day as the light and heat changed fascinated me. I col-

lected sea glass and considered what light and the sea can do to what people create. 

“I composed a few poems while at Acadia, and I was interviewed by local 

high school students who are making a film for the park’s anniversary. [That was] 

a fun experience that also taught me more about the way local people perceive 

and love their park.

“Compared to other residencies, NPS AIRs offer more opportunities for reflec-

tion and are open to the stage your writing is in, as well as the possibilities for cre-

ating future work. When you consider a residency, remember that it will be up to 

you to set the agenda since NPS residencies are very open and you simply submit a 

plan for your work and experiences in the application. It’s worth thinking through 

your ideas about what you’d like to experience in advance and making plans before 

you arrive – but do not forget to leave room for the unexpected possibilities that 

always arise in poetry and our dealings with nature.”

RESIDENCIES THROUGH THE NATIONAL PARKS ARTS FOUNDATION

Gettysburg National Military Park, PennsylvaniaHawaii Volcanoes National Park, Hawaii
Haleakala National Park, Hawaii (Coming in 2017) Chaco Culture National Historic Park, New MexicoFort Union National Monument, New Mexico (Fall 2016)Aztec Ruins National Mounument, New MexicoPecos National Historic Park, New Mexico

First State National Historical Park, Delaware Dry Tortugas National Park, Florida
Death Valley National Park, California
Big Bend National Park, Texas

Rocky Mountain National Park 
Location: Colorado

AIR since: 1984 

Length: Two weeks

Residency information: One resident at a time, June through 

September. Housing is provided, but there is no additional stipend.

Applications are accepted from Oct. 1 to Nov. 15. The artist is 

responsible for two 45-minute public presentations, and the pro-

posed residency project must be something new, not something 

already in progress. Apply by mail only ($35 application fee). The 

Rocky Mountain program is one of the oldest continuous AIR pro-

grams in the NPS.

Suggested reading: William Allen White, journalist, who 

spent 31 summers at his cabin in the park, which residents still 

use today.

Recent Resident: Ellen Orleans (2015), author of Red Flannel 

Shirt, a series of linked stories:

“I sat by creeks and at picnic tables and wrote, wrote, wrote. I 

also participated in park activities like ranger hikes, history presenta-

tions and campfire talks. I gave two public readings and a workshop.

“At most other residences, I brought novels underway to work 

on. These novels were not related to my physical surroundings or 

to the residency’s history. At Rocky, my focus was on experiencing 

a sense of place, accompanied by research, notetaking and draft-

ing of descriptions and dialogue for my stories. During my resi-

dency at Rocky, I interacted with dozens of people each day. At 

other writing residencies, I spent most of my day on my own, 

reading, writing and walking.

“Judges often have dozens or hundreds of applications to 

review for a handful of available spots. Don’t give them an easy 

reason to reject your application by ignoring a question or forgetting 

requested information. Become familiar with the national park to 

which you plan to apply. If you haven’t been there, visit, if possible. 

Learn the history of the park, the names of places within the park 

and the local nomenclature. For instance, are smaller waterways 

called streams, creeks or brooks? Are large cats referred to as a 

mountain lions, pumas, cougars or something else?

“Unlike traditional writing residencies – like Ragdale, Millay, 

Ucross and Yaddo – where writers and artists gather to write on a 

range of topics, as far as I can tell, national parks want writers to 

write about subjects related to their park. You need to propose a 

project clearly related to the park. Make your proposal specific, 

either by subject, location or time period. Narrow your topic and 

go for depth instead. For instance – the effects of a recent fire, 

the role of pollinators, early Latinos homesteaders,  abandoned 

mines or the connections between a plant and animal species 

specific to the park. If you write fiction or memoir, weave a natu-

ralist topic into the storyline. 

“If you are turned down one year, apply again – often the win-

ners of the residency are [determined by] just a few points. Also, 

each year, new judges review the applications.”



 

Glacier National Park
Location: Montana

AIR since: 2006

Length: Four weeks

Residency information: Four residency peri-

ods are available from late May through Octo-

ber. No cell phone or Internet service and no 

family accommodations. Glacier’s residency is 

one of the few that does not require a dona-

tion of a piece of work by AIR. Apply between 

November and January each year ($20 appli-

cation fee).

Sperry Chalet, a private hotel in the park, 

also has its own independent artist-in-resi-

dence program that accepts writers. 

Suggested reading: An Autobiographical 

Novel by Kenneth Rexroth about time spent in 

northern Montana. Rexroth has been called 

the “greatest poet of the natural world.”

Recent Resident: David Hsuing (2009), pro-

fessor of history at Juniata College:

“I applied to the program at the invitation 

of Matt Graves, the ranger in charge of inter-

pretation.  He and I worked together in the 

NPS way back in the 1980s and had stayed in 

touch.  Matt wanted to have educational 

materials developed for middle-school stu-

dents who came to the park on school trips.  

They always learned about glaciers and 

bears, but rarely learned about the history of 

the location.

“I was a Historian in Residence rather 

than an artist, and I wrote approximately 10 

short biographies of people connected to the 

park – rangers, artists, etc.  I spent a lot of 

time in the park’s library, looking at oral his-

tory interviews and reading books and articles 

about the park, the time period, the place and 

so forth.  I sometimes worked in the cabin 

near the lodge right on the shore of Lake 

McDonald that the park provided.”

Eliana Osborn is a full-time writer in Arizona, 

focusing on higher education and family issues.

Denali National Park
Location: Alaska

AIR since: 2001

Length: 10 days

Residency information: Summer and winter 

residencies are available, with opportunities 

to shadow park rangers. A public outreach 

activity follows the 10-day residency.

Denali welcomes three or four residents 

(one of whom is usually a writer) each term 

and covers no travel or expenses. Applica-

tions accepted between May and September.

Suggested reading: The Wilderness of 

Denali by Charles Sheldon, a naturalist who 

spent years at Denali (then known as Mt. 

McKinley) and lobbied to get the area pro-

tected as a national park.

Recent Resident: Angela Morales (2014), 

author of the forthcoming essay and story col-

lection Dispatches from a Darkened Room:

“I didn’t arrive with a set project in mind. 

Instead, I focused on taking field notes and 

thinking of myself more as a reporter – basi-

cally immersing myself in the landscape, trying 

to get a feel for the rhythm of the place and 

letting ideas emerge naturally. I spent lots of 

time sitting on the gravel bed watching grizzly 

bears, hiking through tundra [and] bike riding in 

the rain – all amazing experiences to bring 

home and great material to write about later.

“When you apply for a NPS AIR, express 

your knowledge of that particular park. Do 

some research about the history, the local cul-

ture and park politics. When you submit a 

writing sample, consider submitting some-

thing that has relevance to the environment, 

nature or wildlife in some form – even the 

slightest connection to show that you, as a 

writer, would benefit from an extended stay 

in the wilderness. If you have experience 

backpacking, camping, hiking, exploring, I 

think that’s worth mentioning, too, to show 

that you know what you’re getting into.”

Everglades National Park
Location: Florida

AIR since: 2001

Length: One month

Residency information: Everglades National Park 

has hosted more than 110 residents in the past 15 

years. The park has a solid community with lots of 

support for artists before, during and after their 

time on site.

AIRIE (Artists in Residence in Everglades) is the 

organizing partner for the national park, coordinat-

ing public events and residencies, including provid-

ing the lodging for artists in residence in Parachute 

Key. Learn more at airie.org. 

Suggested reading: The Everglades: River of 

Grass, by Marjory Stoneman Douglas. This nonfic-

tion work changed how the Everglades were per-

ceived and may have saved them from drainage and 

destruction.

Recent Resident: Andrew Gottlieb (2015), Reviews 

Editor for Terrain.org, who is at work on a novel and 

poetry manuscript:

“I wrote mostly poem drafts, simply because 

that’s what came to me as I worked in and visited 

that landscape. I had other projects I was hoping to 

advance, but part of having a residency in a national 

park like the Everglades is simply listening to the 

land around you and letting it impact your work. 

“I usually spent the morning writing and the 

afternoons exploring a new part of the park. In the 

evening, I’d write again. Working on writing, hiking 

into the park to see an alligator lazing in the sun, 

then going back to the writing. It’s a vibrant wilder-

ness experience. 

“Residencies in national parks are perfect for 

writers focusing on place, landscape or the environ-

ment. Read journals and magazines like Orion, Ter-

rain.org, Ecotone, saltfront or Poecology. Read 

writers who focus on the land. Two recent antholo-

gies, The Ecopoetry Anthology and Black Nature: 

Four Centuries of African American Nature Poetry, 

offer great insight into writing about the natural 

world. Join ALSE (Association for the Study of Liter-

ature and the Environment) and attend their confer-

ence. Then just spend time in the world. It will 

show in your work, and that work will help get you 

a residency at a park.” 
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    CELESTE NG 
     OFFERS ADVICE 
     ABOUT FIRST              
     BOOKS, BEING 
                 TRUE TO 
                CRAFT AND 
THE IMPORTANCE 
OF REACHING 
READERS. 



 

“CONNECTING WITH READERS 

on an emotional level is one of the greatest things a writer 

can hope for,” says novelist Celeste Ng (pronounced “ing”). 

In her first novel, Everything I Never Told You, which was 

published in 2014, she connected very quickly with readers 

and critics alike. The book received a multitude of positive 

reviews, and became Amazon’s best book of the year and a 

New York Times Review notable book.

Everything I Never Told You, often referred to as a liter-

ary thriller, is about a family in a quiet, small-town Ohio 

suburb in the 1970s. The story threads include a mixed 

race marriage, not unlike Ng’s own; the pressures that par-

ents unwittingly apply to their children and how this 

shapes them; and the racism of subtle “microaggressions” 

and outright discrimination.

Ng grew up in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania and Shaker 

Heights, Ohio, in a family of scientists. Since childhood, she 

has been both an avid reader and writer. 

“I can’t remember a time before I wanted to write,” says 

Ng, who now lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts. “But it 

was a long time before I started to believe that was a legiti-

mate possibility.” 

Ng graduated from Harvard University and then com-

pleted an MFA in writing at the University of Michigan. She 

began her writing career with short stories and won the 

prestigious Pushcart Prize in 2012 for her short story Girls, 

At Play.

“For a long time I was convinced that no one actually 

made it as a writer, that it had to be more of a hobby than a 

profession,” she says. “I had a lot of other careers in mind –

journalism, publishing, teaching – before I decided to fore-

ground the writing. Fortunately, it turned out well.”

Several of Ng’s teachers acted as beacons, lighting a path 

to a successful career. One professor cautioned her about 

embarking on a PhD track in English. Ng argued that she 

could land a tenure-track job and write on the side. The pro-

fessor encouraged her to put the writing first, to go for an 

MFA – and it was just the “shove” she needed. 

Now at work on her second novel, Ng says there were 

– and are – other cheerleaders, including fellow writers 

whose work inspires and motivates her.

Even as Ng entertained other career possibilities, she 

knew in her heart that writing was her destiny.

In the following interview, Ng talks both about the path 

to publishing and explains how to make a character come 

alive and how story lines become interdependent.
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How do you bring your characters to life? 

I get to know my characters like you’d get to know someone at a 

cocktail party. You sit down with them and listen – whether 

they talk about work or their families or sports or politics, 

whether they seem open-minded or opinionated, whether 

they’re logical and articulate or rambling – and you get a sense 

of what’s important to them, who they are as a person. So I sit 

down and write about a character, or write in the character’s 

own voice and see what emerges. It’s a lot easier to bring char-

acters to life on the page when you know them well.

Your book has been referred to as a “literary thriller.” How 

do you feel about this?

I think it’s a little misleading. Shouldn’t all books thrill you in 

some way? Shouldn’t all books be page-turners, if they’re doing 

their jobs? I never really thought of my book as a thriller; I 

always thought of it as a family story, with the “mystery” being 

only incidental. And “literary” is a problematic term for me, 

too. It ends up being a catch-all for anything that doesn’t fit 

neatly into another box. 

The best definition of “literary” I’ve heard of is from the 

writer Elisa Gabbert: You can talk about what it’s about without 

recounting the plot. In other words, there are larger themes 

running through the book that are as essential as any of the 

characters or plotlines; the book is aiming to talk about larger 

things than the story. Under that definition, I’d definitely con-

sider my work to be literary. People who come to it looking for 

a police procedural, though, are still going to be disappointed.

 There are multiple stories within your story. Did you want 

them to be distinct from one another? Was it a challenge to 

make them interdependent?

To me, the stories-within-the-story always seemed inter-

twined, so they came into my head as interdependent. I 

didn’t want them to be distinct from each other, as none of 

them makes total sense without the others. What I wanted 

was for the reader to see how all these parts connected and 

coalesced into the whole story I was trying to tell.

Your story begins with the death of Lydia, one of the main 

characters. You’ve said that it was your curiosity about 

how she came to this end that propelled your writing. Did 

you take this sense of curiosity with you throughout the 

writing of your book? Or was it a tool used only for lift-off?

That question – How did she end up here? – guided me 

throughout the book. In my writing I’m always interested in 

trying to understand people: how they got into the situa-

tions they’re in, but also how they became the people they 

are. So although I knew the basic plot fairly early on, the real 

answer to how Lydia ended up where she was came only 

when the whole book was done. 

At what point in your writing career did you think publish-

ing a book was realistic, as opposed to just a dream?

I wasn’t actually sure the book was going to be published 

until my agent sent it out and started getting interested 

phone calls from editors. And I’m not 100 percent con-

vinced this isn’t all a dream.

After a manuscript is complete, what is the critical first 

step in the publishing process?

Once you’ve taken the manuscript as far as you can, the most 

important thing is finding the right people to work with you 

on the book. That might include an agent, an editor, a copy-

editor, a publicist – all of those people have to have a similar 

vision for the book as you do. All of them are, hopefully, 

going to be working with you to get the book where it needs 

to go, so they really have to 

love the book as much as you 

do. Nobody puts out a book 

entirely on their own.

 

How much education about 

publishing does a debut nov-

elist need in order to get 

started? What are the basics?

It’s important to understand 

the overall publishing pro-

cess: how to query an agent; 

how submission works, 

whether you’re working with 

an agent or submitting to 

contests; what happens to a 

book – or should happen to a book – after it’s accepted by 

a publisher. And it’s important to know what each of the 

major figures – agent, editor, publicist, and so on—can and 

should do for you. There are many great books out there 

explaining the whole process. I definitely recommend 

reading one before you start. But the most important thing 

overall is the writing itself: If your book isn’t good, the rest 

of this stuff doesn’t matter.

Did you have any criteria in mind for agents, editors and 

publishing houses?

My only real criterion was that my agent and editor and 

publisher see the book in the same light that I did: that race 

and culture was part of it, but that it wasn’t just a book about 

race and culture, that it was a book people of many different 

backgrounds could relate to. 

How did your first publishing experience stack up to your 

vision of what it would be like?

Basically, if you took my wildest fantasies about what pub-

lishing a book would be like, the reality has been even bet-

ter. I’m so lucky to have gotten to work with an agent, 

editors and publisher who are so wholeheartedly behind the 

book and me, and that the book has found so many readers 

who’ve connected with it.

“I get to know 
my characters 
like you’d get to 
know someone 
at a cocktail 
party. You sit 
down with them 
and listen.”



 

First time out
Sifting through books or scanning the 

internet for information can leave a new 

writer overwhelmed about the talent and 

expertise needed for publication.

The more information, the more the 

publishing lexicon increases. Literary 

agents, editors, publicists. Publishing 

houses and imprints. Manuscripts, galleys 

and edits. Advanced reader copies, 

contracts, copyrights and dust jacket 

quotes. Marketing, book tours and royalties.

How much education does a writer 

need to know before getting that first 

book published and on the shelves?

Literary agent Jennifer Udden has been 

helping writers publish their work for the 

past six years. She works for Larry 

Goldblatt, LLC in New York City, where 

she also teaches a publishing course at 

Gotham Writers Workshop, the bricks-

and-mortar establishment that offers both 

in-house and online writing classes. She 

advises writers to solicit feedback from 

“beta readers” and “critique partners” 

before researching and querying agents. 

Ng echoes this sentiment. “It’s 

important to understand the overall 

publishing process, to know what each of 

the major figures – agent, editor, 

publicist, and so on – can and should do 

for you,” she says.  

Udden also offers up some practical, 

cautionary advice when you’re 

researching the internet, noting the 

differences between traditional 

publishing versus the DIY, self-publishing 

route.

“The one lesson to keep in mind is: 

Money flows to the authors in traditional 

publishing,” says Udden. “Any press that 

asks you to shell out money for getting 

your book on shelves,” she warns, “…

that’s probably not a deal that’s going to 

be the best for your book in the long term.”

Udden instructs students at Gotham to 

ask questions when researching agents, 

editors and publishing houses. “What has 

the agent sold? Is he or she at a reputable 

company? If the agents haven’t had sales, 

do they have support and mentoring?” 

Since most publishing houses don’t take 

unsolicited material, getting the right 

agent is crucial.

Udden offered the following 

instructions for the first-time published:

DO keep an open mind.

DO commit to your writing and your 

career and continue refining your 

craft. If the first thing you query 

doesn’t land, take a look at the 

feedback you’ve received and apply it 

to something new. 

DO stay positive. 

DON’T pay an agent a “reading fee” 

or any kind of up-front fee. 

DON’T sign a contract unagented and 

without making sure you’re getting 

industry standard terms, at the least. 

Understand what you’re signing! 

What has been your greatest publishing lesson? Is there any-

thing you would do over? Skip?

Learning to say no is a new, important lesson for me. Any-

thing writers can do to help their own books get out into the 

world can be useful. With that said, though, it’s all too easy to 

burn out either by doing too many events and promotions, or 

by spending too much time and energy fretting over how 

many events you do or don’t do. At a certain point, you have 

to accept that you can’t do everything and that you’re not 

going to have every opportunity, and remember what really 

matters: the work you do. 

What were your greatest resources for learning about pub-

lishing when you first set out to publish Everything I Never 

Told You?

My agent and editor did a great job of walking me through 

the entire process. Any time I have a question about some-

thing, I ask them. And I also did a program at Grub Street 

called The Launch Lab that was a great primer on the publish-

ing process and what authors can do to help launch a book. 

Which writers have influenced you?

Too many for an exhaustive list. I try to follow that quote: “Be 

a person on whom nothing is wasted.” So I try to learn some-

thing from everything I read, whether I like it or not. That 

said, some of the writers I idolize are Ann Patchett, Arundhati 

Roy, Elizabeth Strout, Toni Morrison. I end up returning to 

their work again and again.

The New York Times Book Review said your story has 

never been seen before in America. In what way? And did 

you set out to do this or did it just evolve organically?

At a reading the other night, someone said, “Thank you for 

writing about mixed people like me.” It’s unfortunately rather 

easy to overlook the lack of diversity in literature, but not if 

you’ve been waiting all your life to see a book with characters 

who look like you. And it’s that much more striking when you 

do find a book that reflects your experience. How many 

books can you name, off the top of your head, that focus on 

multiracial characters, or that examine what it might be like 

to be in a mixed-race family? For that matter, how many 

books can you name that have Asian American main charac-

ters – not just sidekicks or minor characters, but at the center 

of the story?

I didn’t set out to remedy that void, per se, but I did want 

to write a story that explored some of what it was like to feel 

in between two different cultures, to have to negotiate that 

gap. That’s been a part of my experience, and something I 

wanted to talk about, and evidently has been something 

that’s touched a chord with many readers as well.

Julie Krug lives in Washington state and is a regular contributor to The Writer.
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AN EXCERPT from Everything I Never Told You  by Celeste Ng

LYDIA IS DEAD. But they don’t know this yet. 1977, May 

3, six thirty in the morning, no one knows anything but 

this innocuous fact: Lydia is late for breakfast. As always, 

next to her cereal bowl, her mother has placed a sharp-

ened pencil and Lydia’s physics homework, six problems 

flagged with small ticks. Driving to work, Lydia’s father 

nudges the dial toward WXKP, Northwest Ohio’s Best 

News Source, vexed by the crackles of static. On the stairs, 

Lydia’s brother yawns, still twined in the tail end of his 

dream. And in her chair in the corner of the kitchen, Lyd-

ia’s sister hunches moon-eyed over her cornflakes, sucking them to 

pieces one by one, waiting for Lydia to appear. It’s she who says, at 

last, “Lydia’s taking a long time today.”

Upstairs, Marilyn opens her daughter’s door and sees the bed 

unslept in: neat hospital corners still pleated beneath the comforter, 

pillow still fluffed and convex. Nothing seems out of place. Mustard-

colored corduroys tangled on the floor, a single rainbow-striped 

sock. A row of science fair ribbons on the wall, a postcard of Ein-

stein. Lydia’s duffel bag crumpled on the floor of the closet. Lydia’s 

green bookbag slouched against her desk. Lydia’s bottle of Baby Soft 

atop the dresser, a sweet, powdery, loved-baby scent still in the air. 

But no Lydia.

Marilyn closes her eyes. Maybe, when she opens them, Lydia will 

be there, covers pulled over her head as usual, wisps of hair trailing 

from beneath. A grumpy lump bundled under the bedspread that 

she’d somehow missed before. I was in the bathroom, Mom. I went 

downstairs for some water. I was lying right here all the time. Of 

course, when she looks, nothing has changed. The closed curtains 

glow like a blank television screen.

Downstairs, she stops in the doorway of the kitchen, a hand on 

each side of the frame. Her silence says everything. “I’ll check out-

side,” she says at last. “Maybe for some reason—” She keeps her gaze 

trained on the floor as she heads for the front door, as if Lydia’s foot-

prints might be crushed into the hall runner.

Nath says to Hannah, “She was in her room last night. I heard 

her radio playing. At eleven thirty.” He stops, remembering that he 

had not said goodnight.

“Can you be kidnapped if you’re sixteen?” Hannah asks. Nath 

prods at his bowl with a spoon. Cornflakes wilt and sink into 

clouded milk.

Their mother steps back into the kitchen, and for one glorious 

fraction of a second Nath sighs with relief: there she is, Lydia, safe 

and sound. It happens sometimes—their faces are so alike you’d see 

one in the corner of your eye and mistake her for the other: the 

same elfish chin and high cheekbones and left-cheek dimple, the 

same thin-shouldered build. Only the hair color is different, Lydia’s 

ink-black instead of their mother’s honey-blond. He and Hannah 

take after their father—once a woman stopped the two of them in 

the grocery store and asked, “Chinese?” and when they said yes, not 

wanting to get into halves and wholes, she’d nodded sagely. “I knew 

it,” she said. “By the eyes.” She’d tugged the corner of each eye out-

ward with a fingertip. But Lydia, defying genetics, some-

how has her mother’s blue eyes, and they know this is 

one more reason she is their mother’s favorite. And their 

father’s, too.

Then Lydia raises one hand to her brow and becomes 

his mother again.

“The car’s still here,” she says, but Nath had known it 

would be. Lydia can’t drive; she doesn’t even have a learn-

er’s permit yet. Last week she’d surprised them all by fail-

ing the exam, and their father wouldn’t even let her sit in 

the driver’s seat without it. Nath stirs his cereal, which has turned to 

sludge at the bottom of his bowl. The clock in the front hall ticks, 

then strikes seven thirty. No one moves.

“Are we still going to school today?” Hannah asks.

Marilyn hesitates. Then she goes to her purse and takes out her 

keychain with a show of efficiency. “You’ve both missed the bus. 

Nath, take my car and drop Hannah off on your way.” Then: “Don’t 

worry. We’ll find out what’s going on.” She doesn’t look at either of 

them. Neither looks at her.

When the children have gone, she takes a mug from the cup-

board, trying to keep her hands still. Long ago, when Lydia was a 

baby, Marilyn had once left her in the living room, playing on a 

quilt, and went into the kitchen for a cup of tea. She had been only 

eleven months old. Marilyn took the kettle off the stove and turned 

to find Lydia standing in the doorway. She had started and set her 

hand down on the hot burner. A red, spiral welt rose on her palm, 

and she touched it to her lips and looked at her daughter through 

watering eyes. Standing there, Lydia was strangely alert, as if she 

were taking in the kitchen for the first time. Marilyn didn’t think 

about missing those first steps, or how grown up her daughter had 

become. The thought that flashed through her mind wasn’t How did 

I miss it? but What else have you been hiding? Nath had pulled up 

and wobbled and tipped over and toddled right in front of her, but 

she didn’t remember Lydia even beginning to stand. Yet she seemed 

so steady on her bare feet, tiny fingers just peeking from the ruffled 

sleeve of her romper. Marilyn often had her back turned, opening 

the refrigerator or turning over the laundry. Lydia could have begun 

walking weeks ago, while she was bent over a pot, and she would not 

have known.

She had scooped Lydia up and smoothed her hair and told her 

how clever she was, how proud her father would be when he came 

home. But she’d felt as if she’d found a locked door in a familiar 

room: Lydia, still small enough to cradle, had secrets. Marilyn might 

feed her and bathe her and coax her legs into pajama pants, but 

already parts of her life were curtained off. She kissed Lydia’s cheek 

and pulled her close, trying to warm herself against her daughter’s 

small body.

Now Marilyn sips tea and remembers that surprise.

Excerpt reprinted by arrangement with permission from 

Celeste Ng © 2014, Penguin Press. 
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FREELANCE SUCCESS
BY MEGAN KAPLON

Must-know tips for rookie sports writers.

Get in the game

I
n 1981, Pulitzer Prize-winning 

journalist David Halberstam 

edited The Best American Sports 

Writing collection. In his intro-

duction, Halberstam, who had covered 

the Vietnam War and the Civil Rights 

Movements and was one of the most 

profound sports writers of his time, 

wrote, “There was an undeclared and 

gnawing sense that the sportswriters 

had more fun, and also that they were 

allowed to earn a living and remain – 

as most people in the city room, for all 

their fame could not – little boys.”

I have spent the last few years as the 

editor of Volleyball magazine, and I 

identify very closely with Halberstam’s 

words. Every day, I can immerse 

myself in the drama and personalities 

of sports and live vicariously through 

world-class athletes, contemplating 

why sports captivate so many of us.

Want to join this club of writers 

who earn a living and get to remain lit-

tle boys (and girls)? Here are my tips 

for rookie sports writers.

1 Know the game. 

Perhaps you have the good fortune of 

bringing 20 years of baseball-playing 

experience with you to an interview with 

Big Papi. That’s great, but you might also 

get assigned to cover the College Squash 

Association National Team Champion-

ship without ever coming within 100 feet 

of a squash court. Don’t panic. Plenty of 

writers cover sports they’ve never played 

and weren’t huge fans of. 

Do your research. Lock down the 

basics, and watch a few videos online 

to get a feel for the rhythm of the 

game. Then dig into the background of 

the specific athletes and teams you’ll 

be covering. 

2 Befriend the media relations staff. 

The sports information director, 

public relations rep or press officer in 

charge of wrangling the photographers 

and reporters for the team (or venue or 

event, depending on the situation) acts 

as the gatekeeper to the best seats, 

exclusive interviews and royalty-free 

photos. Contact him or her before the 

event to introduce yourself and make 

any special requests. If you know in 

advance that you’ll need a one-on-one 

interview with a player or coach – if it’s 

a player’s last game before retirement 

or a coach is anticipated to collect her 

1,000th victory, for example – now is 

the time to set that up. 

Every day, I can 
immerse myself in 

the drama and 
personalities of sports.

Kaplon (left) utilizes pauses in 

gameplay to take notes on the 

action she’s witnessed thus far.



 

A good working relationship with 

this person will also come in handy if 

an athlete unexpectedly puts up career-

high numbers and you need to ask for 

an exclusive interview amid the chaos 

of the post-match press conferences. 

3 Navigate the post-match press con-

ference like a pro. 

Be confident at press conferences. Sit 

near the front and at the end of an aisle 

where it’s easier for the microphone 

runner to get to you. Expect the losing 

team’s athletes and coaches to be upset 

and short with their answers, espe-

cially in a championship or other high-

stakes event. Know that you’ll have to 

really work for it if you want to get a 

good quote from this group (but 

acknowledge that sometimes the best 

storylines grow out of the team or 

individual who didn’t finish on top). 

Also keep in mind that every writer in 

the room hears the same answers dur-

ing the press conferences, so use your 

exclusive one-on-ones to flesh out your 

unique angle and get some good 

quotes that no one else will have. 

4Find your angle.

Although sports writing almost 

always includes scores and stats, those 

elements alone do not make a compel-

ling story. Before the game, ask the 

media relations rep if there is a live 

stats service. If so, you can rely on the 

stats tracker to give you the play-by-

play and final box score for later refer-

ence and use your time during the 

game to take notes on the action. Your 

angle will materialize in the genuinely 

enthusiastic cheering from the injured 

star player on the bench, or the roller-

coaster of emotions written on the 

coach’s face as his team pulls off a 

come-from-behind victory, not from 

the numbers and percentages on the 

final stats sheet. 

5Speak the language of action.

Write about sports with an active 

voice. Avoid clichés. Use colorful verbs – 

floated, sliced, tiptoed, sashayed, 

launched, stroked – to illustrate the 

movements of the athletes; however, be 

aware of language that tries too hard. Pay 

attention to the game, especially when 

you’ve just started covering a particular 

sport. Really watch what the athletes do 

and consider how you could best 

describe their movements. Reading lots 

of top-notch sports writing will help you 

build your sporting vocabulary and 

familiarize you with a wide variety of 

sports and the people who play them. 

Megan Kaplon is the editor of Volleyball mag-

azine and a former collegiate volleyball player 

and coach.  
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CLASS ACTION
BY JEFF TAMARKIN

W
hat is the most 

valuable 

resource for 

teaching writ-

ing? There is, of course, no 

single go-to work, but 

invariably, every instructor 

has a favorite. We asked four 

writing teachers to tell us 

theirs – and why they return 

to it year after year.

Name: Gayle Brandeis

Teaches at: Sierra Nevada 

College

Course: Creative Non-Fic-

tion Workshop

Recommended text: Bluets 

by Maggie Nelson

What writers can learn 

from it: Bluets is a lyric 

meditation on the color 

blue; it’s a slim volume, 

but it holds so much – 

memoir, philosophy, art, 

science. Written in short, 

numbered fragments, the 

book breaks open precon-

ceived ideas of form: It 

shows students they are 

not confined to the tradi-

tional Aristotelian narra-

tive arc; it shows them 

they can create their own 

structures to hold the 

shape of their memory, 

the movement of their 

mind, the intensity of 

their curiosity and enthu-

siasm and heartbreak. I 

love how Nelson is in con-

versation with other texts 

throughout the book, 

braiding intellectual rigor 

with emotional honesty, 

empowering students to 

reach both deeply into and 

beyond themselves in 

their work. I ask students 

to choose a color that res-

onates with them, then 

have them write a lyric, 

fragmentary essay about 

that color using Bluets as a 

model; the work that 

results is revelatory.

Name: Diana Cage

Teaches at: Pratt Institute

Course: Introduction to Liter-

ary and Critical Studies

Recommended text: Citizen 

by Claudia Rankine

What writers can learn from 

it: I usually work with novels 

and memoirs, and it’s so 

interesting to be working with 

poetry this year – especially a 

book that is so beautifully yet 

clearly addresses this zeitgeist 

moment. Rankine effortlessly 

includes the reader through 

her use of second person. It is 

a teaching book but not 

didactic. She illuminates a 

pervasive white supremacist 

ideology that is often invisible 

to those who are not con-

stantly subjected to it. As 

poetry, it’s quite unconven-

tional. Students who gener-

ally are not drawn to poetry 

suddenly see that experimen-

tal language and narrative can 

be useful to describe concrete 

ideas in ways that evoke an 

emotional response. Rankine 

is also making identity visible 

and inclusive – it’s a useful 

model for discussing identity 

in writing. This is where I see 

the book as useful to writ-

ers; it models perfectly a 

way into discussing identity 

that allows the reader to be 

part of a writer’s experience 

rather than think, “Oh, this 

isn’t meant for me.” Stu-

dents have used Rankine as 

a model to tell their own 

experiences, to elevate their 

dailyness into literature 

while not compromising 

their beliefs in pursuit of 

accessibility.

Name: Christina Kapp         

Teaches at: Writers Circle 

Workshops, New Jersey

Course: Poetry Writing

Recommended text: “The Last 

Time I Saw Amelia Earhart” 

by Gabrielle Calvocoressi

What writers can learn from 

it: “The Last Time I Saw 

Amelia Earhart” is a poem in 

a 10-part series centering 

around Amelia Earhart’s dis-

appearance. Each part of the 

poem has a different speaker, 

and the tension between 

shared experience and 

unique vision drives the 

individual voices and the 

poem as a whole, creating a 

wonderful example of the 

power of detail and the 

uniqueness of each relation-

ship. As an exercise, I ask 

poets to identify an event or 

moment in time and step 

outside their own point of 

view to describe the experi-

ence in different voices, 

stretching themselves to try 

perspectives that may feel 

unfamiliar or uncomfort-

able. There is an inherent 

Required reading 



 

risk in creating a new voice, 

and encouraging poets to 

identify experiences that 

are both common to many 

and also deeply personal to 

each speaker can be a chal-

lenging and empowering 

experience.

Name: Stephen McCauley

Teaches at: Brandeis Uni-

versity

Course: Directed Writing: 

Fiction

Recommended text: A 

short story by Michael 

Chabon

What writers can learn 

from it: No matter what 

level workshop I’m teach-

ing, I like to begin the 

course with an early story 

by Michael Chabon. I often 

use “The Little Knife” or 

“House Hunting.” Chabon 

writes in lively, precise 

prose that’s vivid and mel-

lifluous but unpretentious. 

He doesn’t have a style that 

students feel inclined to 

imitate, a problem with 

someone like David Foster 

Wallace. Chabon’s stories 

are easy to enter. You read a 

few sentences, and you’re 

immersed in the world of 

his characters. A conflict or 

situation is already in play. 

You’re heading somewhere. 

He’s outstanding on con-

crete details that define his 

characters and doesn’t stint 

on sensory cues, including 

textures and smells. The 

stories I choose deliver an 

emotional punch without 

being highly dramatic. My 

undergraduates often 

come into class thinking 

they need to start with 

violence or catastrophe. I 

like to get rolling with a 

story that’s set in a recog-

nizable world, one not too 

far from their reality. 

Jeff Tamarkin is a freelance 

writer/editor. He lives in Hoboken, 

NJ, with his wife, novelist  

Caroline Leavitt.
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CONFERENCE INSIDER

M
y name is Ryan Van Cleave 

. . . and I attend writing 

conferences. [Hi, Ryan!] 

I’m even writing this 

article while en route to the Association 

of Writers and Writing Programs (AWP) 

Conference – the largest literary confer-

ence in North America – in Los Angeles. 

I admit it: Whether it’s as 

a presenter, an attendee, 

an organizer, a modera-

tor or a behind-the-

scenes player, I love 

writing conferences. I 

generally manage to 

attend six per year. 

I sometimes get asked 

why I still attend confer-

ences – I teach, I’ve writ-

ten 20-plus books and 

I’m now spearheading a 

BFA program. How do I 

find the time? What’s still 

in it for me? Aren’t con-

ferences just for newbies?

My answer? Everyone 

should regularly attend writing confer-

ences. Doctors, lawyers and teachers are 

required to officially continue their edu-

cation throughout their careers, and a 

writing career is no less demanding than 

those professions. But if that doesn’t per-

suade you, here are a few more self-serv-

ing reasons why writing conferences 

should be part of your life.

Craft Discussions

Conference directors get it. Their 

attendees are writers, and what writers 

crave is nuts-and-bolts, actionable 

advice that they can use to improve 

their own writing. So craft talks 

aplenty are offered by accomplished 

authors, mentors and editors.

No, the authors don’t dish much-cov-

eted writing secrets. There’s no instant 

best-seller outcome guarantee for attend-

ing. But they’ll give heartfelt, hard-won 

knowledge on how they put a profes-

sional-level sentence together, one after 

another, day in and day out.

Whether you’re a never-been-pub-

lished rookie or you’ve been around 

the literary block a few times, it’s 

always worth hearing how a pro makes 

the magic happen. If you’re not in a 

graduate school creative writing pro-

gram, this is likely the best thing you 

can do in terms of kicking your writing 

into a higher gear.

Author Readings

Who doesn’t want to hear Neil Gaiman 

read from The Graveyard Book (even if 

you’ve heard him six times before)? That 

quirky British voice is mesmerizing. 

Writing conferences provide access to 

author readings. For those of us who live 

outside of major urban areas (me!) 

where readings are as frequent as crab-

grass on my Florida lawn, this is a huge 

perk. I can attend a Billy Collins event in 

Florida in April for $30, but my admis-

sion to the entire AWP Conference and 

Bookfair was only $140. That’s a Costco-

level bargain in my book.

Here’s an insider tip: 

Some of the best readers 

aren’t the Big Name folks. 

The next conference you 

attend, go to two readings by 

unknown (to you) authors. 

See if they can win you over. 

My guess? At least one will.

Book Fairs

The book fair at the AWP 

Conference has over 800 lit-

erary presses, journals and 

organizations from around 

the world. I’ll roam the aisles 

more than a few times dur-

ing the three-day event, 

speaking with people behind 

the tables to learn more about what writ-

ing, editing and publishing opportunities 

exist therein. After a conference like this, 

I’ll have the 411 on literally dozens of 

viable new presses and magazines that 

might be a fit for my own work or that of 

my students. I’ll also have a more 

informed, realistic sense of the contem-

porary literary landscape.

Chance Encounters

At the Society of Children’s Book Writ-

ers and Illustrators (SCBWI) regional 

conference in Miami this past January, I 

found myself sitting next to a major lit-

erary agent I’ve longed to work with for 

years. I managed to avoid the bonehead 

BY RYAN VAN CLEAVE
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move of blabbing endlessly about me 

and my work—instead, I kept the 

focus on her. “What’s your favorite 

part of coming to writing conferences 

like this?” and “What’s the most excit-

ing project you’re working on right 

now?” and “What advice would you 

give to an incoming college freshman 

who’s a creative writing major?”

You simply never know who you 

might find there. A collaborator. A men-

tor. A talented feedback partner. A friend. 

A new literary agent. A person who 

might say nice things to someone else 

who can play a big part in your future. 

(Confession: I’ve found no fewer than five 

clients for my writing coach services this 

way. Or rather, they found me during idle 

chitchat between panels and workshops.)

Community

In my mind, this is a crucial reason why 

everyone should attend writer confer-

ences: Community matters. If you’re not 

in a creative writing program, you proba-

bly don’t get to engage much with other 

writers beyond a book club or local writ-

ing critique session. Those help, but it’s 

not the same. Network widely. Find out 

what people are reading. Share in-the-

trenches stories. Revel in the camaraderie. 

Go out for smoothies with someone new. 

Swap business cards with people. Talk 

writing. Talk books. Talk Neil Gaiman.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs places 

belonging just after physiological needs 

(food, water, sex) and safety (security of 

health and property). Make the effort to 

embrace the widespread, book-loving, cre-

ative community of writers . . . of which 

you are a part. It’ll keep you going on those 

days when the words aren’t flowing.

Perhaps more importantly, attending a 

writer’s event is an affirmation that you 

take your writing seriously. It marks your 

transition from a hobbyist to a profes-

sional writer.  It’s a turning point in your 

story. Or for you old pros, it’s a recommit-

ment to your own personal and profes-

sional development.

So the next time you hit up a writing 

conference, keep your eyes open. I might 

just be the guy sitting next to you who’s 

wearing a “I’m plotting to kill you in my 

novel” T-shirt. If so, say “Howdy!” And if 

it’s not me, say “Howdy!” anyway and tell 

them I sent you. 

Ryan G. Van Cleave is a Florida-based writing 

teacher and author of 20 books, including most 

recently Memoir Writing for Dummies and The 

Weekend Book Proposal. 

Call 800-650-7888, ext.W7

Visit www.morrispublishing.com

• low up-front prices

• paperback & hardcover

• 20-day production

• 100 minimum order

Request a FREE Kit

5 Tips for a Pro-level 
Conference Experience

Have a clear conference plan. “I will 

get the names of fi ve appropriate new 

presses for my novel.” Or “I will fi nd four 

candidates to participate in my new on-

line critique group.” Going in with no plan 

generally leads to being overwhelmed 

and getting far less accomplished than 

you intended.

Be flexible. If you find yourself in a 

panel or reading that just isn’t doing it 

for you, quietly leave and attend another. 

Or take a break. Don’t keep suffering 

out of a commendable but ill-advised 

attempt to be polite. Adjust your confer-

ence plan as needed.

Keep notes. Digitally or on paper, jot 

down whatever you need to. Names. 

Dates. Book recommendations. Ideas 

for your own work. Don’t trust that 

you’ll remember the flood of informa-

tion. You won’t.

Being early is good. If you show up 

10 minutes early, you’re going to get your 

pick of seats. Plus you might recognize 

someone and have a pal to sit with. Or 

you’ll have prime time to chat and make a 

new friend while the noise level is low.

Carry leave-behinds. No more 

scribbled names and emails on the back 

of someone’s notebook! Have an appropri-

ate business card ready. Not “Joe Smith 

– Drywall and Stucco Specialist” but “Joe 

Smith – Freelance Editing” or “Joe Smith 

– Writer.” Get 100 made up for cheap at 

vistaprint.com or elsewhere. And if you’ve 

got a book out, consider postcards with 

your contact information and blurbs about 

the book. Have SOMETHING you can 

leave behind. 



BY MELISSA HART

LITERARY SPOTLIGHT

T
his is how emerging writer Kath-

ryn Miller begins her personal 

essay for The Rumpus, published 

on December 10, 2015.

I was shot when I was seven years old, 

in a school shooting, along with five 

other kids, in an affluent suburb of 

Chicago. The shooter was a thirty-

year-old woman I didn’t know. No 

one she shot knew her.

Since then, I’ve seen shooters 

everywhere.

Marisa Siegel, managing editor for 

the seven-year old literary website, 

says Miller’s piece “Without Boundar-

ies or Beginnings or Ends” took her 

breath away. 

“Gun violence in America is a political 

issue I’ve felt pretty strongly about for a 

very long time, although I’ve never had a 

personal connection to it,” she says. “Our 

country’s reluctance to do anything in 

the way of gun reform is horrifying to 

me, particularly now that I have a child. 

Kathryn’s essay took something I’ve 

thought about politically – theoretically 

– and made it very real, very personal, 

and I found that especially moving.”

Editors at The Rumpus publish 

breathtaking essays, reviews, inter-

views, poetry, advice columns and 

comics. “We look for interesting, unex-

plored, or under-recognized places 

where literature and culture intersect,” 

Siegel says. “And more than anything, 

we look for great writing.”

Tone and content

Rumpus editors want to foster candid 

conversations around the social and 

political issues affecting their readers. 

Sunday co-editors Martha Bayne and 

Zoe Zolbrod published a roundtable dis-

cussion about writing, editing and race 

on March 6, 2016, that Siegel describes 

as both exemplary and “awesome.”

Five writers – Filipina American, 

Jamaican American, Asian American, 

African American and white – reflect 

on their experiences in the publishing 

world, guided by questions such as one 

from editor and author Jennifer 

Niesslein: “Do you feel expected to fit 

into a certain racial narra-

tive? And, if applicable, has 

the pressure to fit into that 

The Rumpus

Online and on-point
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narrative changed over the course of 

your career?”

Rumpus pieces are uncompromising 

and thought-provoking. They can also 

be playful. Editors maintain a book 

club, and, separately, a poetry book 

club, in which authors stop by to chat 

about their books. The popular “Let-

ters for Kids” department sends sub-

scribers two letters a month written by 

authors to children between the ages of 

6 to 12. Often, the letters arrive hand-

written by the authors and illustrated 

with whimsical drawings.

Contributors

“We publish young writers who have 

never been published before alongside 

very well-known writers with laundry 

lists of career successes,” says Siegel. 

“That is definitely not what we are 

concerned with.”

Jess E. Jelsma is a relatively new 

voice in the literary world. Her essay 

“Frigid,” which was published on The 

Rumpus on March 18, 2016, reflects on 

gender-specific sexual expectations 

and how people in the medical field 

treat women who experience problems 

with sex. “The piece is strong – 

insightful, great writing and structured 

perfectly,” Siegel says. “And it calls 

attention to important issues without 

leaving the realm of personal essay.” 

Jelsma writes:

Across researchers and physicians, 

I discover, over and over again, 

that the root cause of vaginismus 

is up for debate. Is it a revulsion 

for the self? Religiously or cultur-

ally ingrained? Could it possibly 

be a misplaced phobia, some 

faulty wiring in the brain? Is it a 

lack of some basic understanding 

that prevents women from engag-

ing in an act that they should evo-

lutionarily embrace?

A series for The Rumpus curated by 

Arielle Greenberg, called “(K)ink: 

Writing While Deviant,” offers a plat-

form to new voices. In another depart-

ment, Rumpus interviews focus on 

debut novelists and famous authors 

alike. “Nearly every interview we run 

is an amazing glimpse into a writer’s or 

artist’s mind,” Seigel says. “Our inter-

views editor [Ben Pfeiffer] works hard 

to make sure we include a diverse 

lineup of interviewees.”

Advice

As managing editor, Siegel makes sure 

that The Rumpus represents a variety 

of voices and topics. 

“Sending in some-

thing that we’ve 

covered from every 

angle is less likely 

to get you an acceptance 

than sending us something 

that we haven’t ever covered,” 

she says.

She urges potential con-

tributors to read the site reg-

ularly and take note of pieces 

that fall outside the usual 

scope of publication. “If a 

piece is excellent,” she says, “if 

it moves an editor and she tells 

me she believes in in, I tell her 

to accept it, even if it doesn’t 

fit our usual criteria. We will 

always find a place for wonder-

ful writing.” 

Contributing editor Melissa Hart is 

the author of Wild Within: How Rescu-

ing Owls Inspired a Family and Aveng-

ing the Owl.

“We’re always looking for 
good content at The Rumpus, 
but we’re focused on 
publishing good writing.”

ONLINE 

Genres: Nonfiction, poetry, interviews, 

reviews. 

Reading Period: Year-round. 

Length: Varies. 

Submission format: Digital submission 

(Submittable) on website. 

Contact: Marisa Seigel, 

marisa@therumpus.net, therumpus.net.
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»CONFERENCES, RETREATS,

 FESTIVALS (JULY – DECEMBER)

ARIZONA

ALTA Conference Oakland, CA, Oct. 
6-9. The 39th ALTA Conference will have 
the theme “Translation & Crossings,” 
which will examine the linguistic transfer 
that occurs in translation between lan-
guage and culture. ALTA hopes to create a 
platform to openly discuss translation as a 
process, and will include sessions, read-
ings and keynote speakers. Contact: 
American Literary Translators Associa-
tion. Managing Director Erica Mena, 
erica@literarytranslators.org  
literarytranslators.org

CALIFORNIA

La Jolla Writer’s Conference San Diego, 
California, Nov. 11-13. Learn about the 
art, craft and business of writing with lec-
tures and workshops. Offers approxi-
mately 80 classes. Faculty includes 
authors, agents, publishers and publicists. 
Contact: La Jolla Writer’s Conference. 
Email from website.  
lajollawritersconference.com

Litquake San Francisco, California, Oct. 
7-15. The largest independent literary fes-
tival on the West Coast, this event 
includes panel discussions, cross-media 
events and hundreds of readings, plus the 
now-famous Lit Crawl through the Mis-
sion District. Contact: Litquake. 57 Post 
Street, Suite 604, San Francisco, CA 
94104. 415-440-4177. info@litquake.org 
litquake.org

Mendocino Coast Writers Conference 

Fort Bragg, California, Aug. 4-7. The 27th 
Annual Mendocino Coast Writers Con-
ference will feature the first annual Pub-
lishing Boot Camp hosted at the 
Mendocino College/Mendocino Coastal 
campus. Faculty for the conference will 
include authors Les Standiford, Jessica 
Piazza, Reyna Grande, James W. Hall, Jor-
dan Rosenfeld, Lori Ostlund and Laura 
Atkins. Contact: Mendocino Coast Writ-
ers Conference, P.O. Box 2087, Fort 
Bragg, CA 95437. 707-485-4031.  
info@mcwc.org mcwc.org

Monterey Writers Retreat Monterey, 
California, Oct. 21-25. Author-agent pro-
fessionals offer one-on-one sessions with 
writers including line editing and mentor-
ship of short stories or novel manuscripts. 
Contact: Algonkian Writer Conferences. 
2020 Pennsylvania Ave., NW, Suite 443, 

Washington, D.C. 20006. 1-800-250-8290. 
montereywritersretreat.com

Pacific Coast Children’s Writers Novel 

Workshop and Retreat Santa Cruz, Cali-
fornia, Sep. 23-25. Limited attendance 
makes for an intimate and focused setting 
in workshops, panels, classes and more. 
Enrollees read peer manuscripts in advance 
then compare their conclusions with those 
of editors and agents in a collegial, open-
clinic format. The conference also features a 
teen workshop. Contact: Nancy Sondel, 
founding director. Email from website.  
childrenswritersworkshop.com

Southern California Writers’ Confer-

ence – Los Angeles Newport Beach, Cali-
fornia, Sept. 23-25. Devoted to writers of 
all levels, the SCWC features dozens of 
interactive troubleshooting and read & 

Strength in numbers
Writing conferences, retreats and festivals are some of the best 

places to hone your craft and learn from some of the top names 
in the field, but they also offer the unique opportunity to meet 

fellow writers. In what can often be a solitary career, it’s 
important to network and get feedback on your writing. Here are 
the three perks you should take advantage of at any conference.

1 Make a friend. Finding a like-minded, or maybe not-so-like-

minded, writer to bring into your inner circle can be priceless. You 

can each help each other brainstorm, get through rough writing 

patches and read new work.

2 Learn a lot. Attend workshops that speak to you—and as many of 

them as possible. Getting advice from writers who have been in 

your shoes and learning the methods that work for them can make 

your entire conference experience worthwhile.

3 Write. The whole point of attending a conference is to discover 

more about your own writing style. Use the energy surrounding 

the event as inspiration and maintain that momentum once you 

get back home and are back to the lonely task of working solo.

The following conferences, retreats and festivals are a small sampling 

of what the industry has to offer. You’ll find more market listings at 

writermag.com.

WriterMag.com

Subscribers to The Writer have online 

access to information on publishers, publi-

cations, conferences, contests and agents. 

Go to WriterMag.com and click on Writing 

Resources.

Information in this section is provided to 

The Writer by the individual markets and 

events; for more information, contact those 

entities directly.



 

Get up-to-date information on  
markets at writermag.com

critique workshops, and has facilitated 
some $4 million in first-time authors’ 
book and screen deals since 1986. Con-

tact: Southern California Writers’ Confer-
ence. Michael Steven Gregory, Executive 
Director. 9750 Miramar Road, Suite 180, 
San Diego, CA 92126. 619-303-8185. 
msg@WritersConference.com  
writersconference.com

Surprise Valley Writers Conference 
Cedarville, California, Sept. 15-18. Four 
days of workshops, lectures, readings and 
field trips and an open mic night and a 
campfire at the 10th annual Surprise Valley 
Writers Conference. Previous faculty 
includes: Joseph Stroud, Max Byrd and 
Susan Shillinglaw. Contact: The Modoc 
Forum, P.O. Box 126, Cedarville, CA 
96104. 530-279-2099. Email from website. 
modocforum.org

COLORADO

Colorado Gold Conference Westminster, 
Colorado, Sept. 9-11. Annual three-day 
conference hosted by the Rocky Mountain 
Fiction Writers features workshops, panels, 
pitch session and networking with authors, 
editors and agents. Keynotes include Rob-
ert J. Sawyer and Ann Hood. Contact: 
Rocky Mountain Fiction Writers. P.O. Box 
711, Montrose, CO 81402. 303-331-2608. 
Email from website. rmfw.org

Writing the Rockies Gunnison, Colo-
rado, July 20-24. Workshops, readings, 
panels, seminars and other events in 
poetry, genre fiction, screenwriting and 
publishing. This year’s conference 
includes an extended collection of offer-
ings in creative nonfiction, including key-
note speaker, Broughton Coburn, as well 
as world renowned keynote speakers in 
screenwriting, poetry, publishing and 
genre fiction, and three-day workshops 
on craft in all areas. Contact: Writing the 
Rockies, Western State Colorado Univer-
sity, 600 N. Adams St., Gunnison, CO 
81231. Dr. Mark Todd, Co-Coordinator. 
800-876-5309, ext 7. mtodd@western.edu 
western.edu 

CONNECTICUT

Ridgefield Writers Conference Ridge-
field, Connecticut, Sept. 23-24. Confer-
ence includes workshops in fiction, 
nonfiction, young adult, poetry and other 

topics, as well as panels with editors, pub-
lishers and agents. Former faculty 
includes Michael White, Chris Belden, 
Sonya Huber and Karen Osborn. The 
conference will be an instructive and 
immersive event with emphasis on craft. 
Contact: Word for Words, LLC, 12 
Abbott Ave., Ridgefield, CT 06877.  
203-894-1908. Adele Annesi,  
a.annesi@sbcglobal.net.  
ridgefieldwritersconference.blogspot.com

FLORIDA

Sanibel Island Writers Conference Sani-
bel Island, Florida, Nov. 3-6. Open to 
writers in all stages of their careers. Offers 
workshops in fiction, poetry, songwriting, 
children’s literature, journalism, screen-
writing and creative nonfiction; panels in 
publishing and editing; and readings, key-
note addresses and concerts. The keynote 
speaker will be Sue Monk Kidd. Contact: 
Sanibel Island Writers Conference, Reed 
Hall 242, Florida Gulf Coast University, 
10501 FGCU Blvd. S, Fort Myers, FL 
33965. Tom DeMarchi, Director. 239-590-
7421. tdemarch@fgcu.edu fgcu.edu/siwc

GEORGIA

AJC Decatur Book Festival Decatur, 
Georgia, Sept. 2-4. The largest indepen-
dent book festival in the United States, 
featuring over 1,000 authors. Taking place 
in the historic downtown Decatur square, 
AJC Decatur offers book signings, read-
ings, panels, a children’s area, music, 
poetry slams, workshops and more. Con-

tact: AJC Decatur Book Festival 
404.471.5769. Email through site. deca-
turbookfestival.com

Chattahoochee Valley Writers Confer-

ence Columbus, Georgia, Sept. 24. One-
day conference featuring presentations for 
poetry, fiction, nonfiction, scriptwriting, 
short stories, novels, essays/articles, edit-
ing, marketing and more. This will be the 
10th Annual Chattahoochee Valley Writ-
ers Conference, and Michael Bishop will 
be speaking. Contact: Chattahoochee 
Valley Writers, P.O. Box 2184, Columbus, 
GA 31902. 706-323-4014. chattwriter@
gmail.com chattwriters.org

KENTUCKY

Kentucky Book Fair Frankfort, Kentucky, 
Nov. 5. Will take place at the Frankfort 

Convention Center and feature more than 
200 authors of all genres. The informal 
atmosphere encourages discussion and 
conversation among all of those in atten-
dance. Contact: Brooke Raby at 859-257-
5932, or by email at brook.raby@uky.edu. 
Kentucky Book Fair, P.O. Box 715, Frank-
fort, KY. kybookfair@ky.gov kybookfair.
blogspot.com

Kentucky Women Writers Conference 
Lexington, Kentucky, Sept. 16-17. A 
women’s literary festival featuring work-
shops for writers, evening readings and 
events that are open to the community. 
Featured guests include Mary Karr, Dana 
Spiotta and Crystal Wilkinson. Contact: 
Kentucky Women Writers. 232 E. Max-
well St., Lexington, KY 40506. 859-257-
2874. kentuckywomenwriters@gmail.com 
womenwriters.as.uky.edu

LOUISIANA

Louisiana Book Festival Baton Rouge, 
Louisiana, Oct. 29. Free and open to the 
public. Features author readings and an 
exhibit hall of booksellers, publishing 
houses and scholarly programs. Contact: 
Louisiana Book Festival. Robert Wilson, 
Assistant Director, 701 N. Fourth St., Baton 
Rouge, LA 70802. 225-219-9503.  
lbf@state.lib.la.us louisianabookfestival.org

MAINE

Power of Words Conference Saco, 
Maine, Aug. 12-14. Offers workshops, 
performances, talking circles, celebrations 
and more, featuring writers, storytellers, 
performers, musicians, community lead-
ers, activists, educators and health profes-
sionals. Keynotes by Rhiannon, Seema 
Reza, Callid Keefe-Perry and Lyn Ford. 
Contact: Transformative Language Arts 
Network. Teri Grunthaner, Coordinator. 
P.O. Box 442633, Lawrence, KS 66044. 
coordinator@tlanetwork.org  
tlanetwork.org/conference

Stonecoast Writers’ Conference Port-
land, Maine, July 24-30. Students work 
closely with the distinguished faculty 
composed of award-winning writers. 
Workshops are available in poetry, short 
fiction, novel and nonfiction/memoir, or 
a mixed genre boot camp. Contact: Justin 
Tussing, Director, Stonecoast Writers’ 
Conference, c/o Dept. of English, Univer-
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sity of Southern Maine, P.O. Box 9300, 
Portland, ME 04104. 207-228-8393. usm.
maine.edu/summer/stonecoast-writers-
conference

MARYLAND

Baltimore Writers Conference Townson, 
Maryland, Nov 12. Features sessions on 
poetry, fiction, nonfiction, playwriting, 
screenwriting and the business of writing 
with authors, publishers and agents. Also 
offers quick critiques. Contact: BWC c/o 
English Dept., Liberal Arts Building, Tow-
son University, 8000 York Road, Towson, 
MD 21252. 410-704-3695. PRWR@towson.
edu baltimorewritersconference.org

Mid-Atlantic Fiction Writers Institute 

Hagerstown, Maryland, Aug. 12-13. For-
merly the Nora Roberts Writing Institute, 
this summer writing retreat offers work-
shops and breakout sessions taught by 
bestselling authors, college faculty and 
experienced public relations professionals. 
Keynote speaker Brad Parks. Contact: 

Mid-Atlantic Fiction Writers Institute at 
Hagerstown Community College, 11400 
Robinwood Drive, Hagerstown, MD 
21742. mafwi@hagerstowncc.edu nrwi.org

Summer Nightsun Writers Conference 

Frostburg, Maryland, July 28-31. A week-
end to study with published writers and to 
workshop, design and generate new mate-
rial and to receive feedback for finished 
works. The conference will feature work-
shops with Nance Van Winckel, Ethelbert 
Miller, Patricia Henley and Andy Duncan. 
Contact: Frostburg Center for Creative 
Writing, Department of English, Frost-
burg State University. Gerry LaFemina, 
Director, 101 Braddock Road, Frostburg, 
MD 21532. 301-687-4340 cwcenter@
frostburg.edu frostburg.edu/cwcenter/
workshops/nightsun-writers-conference

MASSACHUSETTS

New England Crime Bake Dedham, 
Massachusetts, Nov. 11-13. Hosted by 
the New England Chapters of Sisters in 
Crime and Mystery Writers of America. 
Features manuscript critiques, agent 
pitches, master classes and plenty of 
opportunities to meet with other mys-
tery writers and fans. Guest of honor 
William Kent Krueger. Contact: New 
England Crime Bake, P.O. Box 651, 

Goffstown, NH 03045. Email through 
website. crimebake.org

Viable Paradise Martha’s Vineyard, Mas-
sachusetts, Oct. 16-21. A one-week resi-
dential workshop in writing and selling 
commercial science fiction and fantasy. 
Features extensive time spent with award-
winning authors and professional editors 
in the field, both one-on-one and in 
group sessions. Contact: MVSFA, 351 
Pleasant St., Suite B157, Northampton, 
MA, 01060. vparadise@gmail.com  
viableparadise.net

MISSISSIPPI

Mississippi Writers Guild Annual Con-

ference Oxford, Mississippi, Aug. 5-6. 
Speakers, advice, critiques, fellowship, 
food, literary readings and more. Oppor-
tunity to read work on stage, mix and 
mingle and listen to keynote speaker. 
Workshop with well-known authors and 
professionals and enjoy book signings and 
writing critiques. Contact: Mississippi 
Writers Guild. G. Mark Lafrancis, Presi-
dent, 9 Janice Circle, Natchez, MS 39120. 
601-442-0980 carley.moore18@gmail.
com mississippiwritersguild.com

MONTANA

Humanities Montana Festival of the 

Book Missoula, Montana, Sept. 21-25. 
Features over 80 authors with readings, 
panels, exhibits, demonstrations, work-
shops and receptions. Free and open to 
the public. Contact: Humanities Montana 
Festival of the Book. 311 Brantly, Mis-
soula, MT 59812. 406-243-6022.  
info@humanitiesmontana.org  
humanitiesmontana.org

NEVADA

Vegas Valley Book Festival Las Vegas, 
Nevada, Oct. 15. A celebration of the 
written, spoken and illustrated word. 
Offers a wide range of programs built 
around sharing resources, developing 
audiences, advancing the craft of writing 
and sharing the joys of reading. Most 
events are free and open to the public. 
Contact: Vegas Valley Book Festival, 
City of Las Vegas, Office of Cultural 
Affairs/4th Floor, 495 S. Main St., Las 
Vegas, NV 89101. Email from website. 
vegasvalleybookfestival.org

NEW HAMPSHIRE

Live Free and Write Sunapee, New Hamp-

shire, Aug. 14-19. The Lakes Region offers a 

five-day retreat featuring plentiful writing 

time, encouraging workshops, homemade 

meals and opportunities to relax. Contact: 

Murphy Writing of Stockton University. Peter 

Murphy, 35 S Dr. Martin Luther King Blvd, 

Atlantic City, NJ 08401. 609-626-3594 or toll-

free 888-887-2105. info@murphywriting.com 

murphywriting.com

NEW MEXICO

Green River Writers Memoir Writing 
Workshop July 14-17, Las Vegas, New 
Mexico. Writing-intensive program using 
memoir as a starting point. For experi-
enced and beginning writers. Focus on the 
crafts of writing and storytelling and the 
evolving world of publishing. Faculty 
includes Gerald Hausman, Loretta Haus-
man and Alice Winston Carney. Contact: 
Green River Workshops, 345 36th Way, Sac-
ramento, CA 95816. Alice Carney, Direc-
tor. 916-947-0983. carney.aw@gmail.com 
greenriverwritersworkshop.com

NEW YORK

Brooklyn Book Festival Brooklyn, New 
York, Sept. 18. The largest free literary 
event in New York City, featuring national 
and international authors. Contact: Brook-
lyn Book Festival, 249 Smith St., PMB 
#106, Brooklyn, NY 11231. Liz Koch, 570-
362-6657. lkoch@brooklynbookfestival.org 
brooklynbookfestival.org

Slice Literary Writers’ Conference 
Brooklyn, New York, Sept. 10-11. Panels 
and workshops cover the craft and busi-
ness of writing with top editors, agents 
and authors. Offers one-on-one agent 
meetings and craft classes. Contact: Slice 
Magazine. editors@slicemagazine.org 
slicemagazine.org

Southampton Writers Conference 

Southampton, New York, July 6-17. Offers 
intensive workshop sessions led by distin-
guished authors as well as readings, lec-
tures panels and discussions. Offers focus 
in novels, short stories, poetry, creative 
nonfiction, memoir and children’s litera-
ture intensive. Contact: Southampton 
Arts, Stony Brook Southampton, 239 
Montauk Highway, Southampton, NY 
11968. 631-632-5007. southamptonarts@
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stonybrook.edu stonybrook.edu/ 
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NORTH CAROLINA

North Carolina Writers’ Network Fall 

Conference 2016 Asheville, North Carolina, 

Nov. 4-6. Hundreds of writers from around 

the country gather for a weekend full of activ-

ities, including banquets with readings, key-

notes, open mic sessions and one-on-one 

manuscript critiques with editors or agents. 

Contact: NCWN, PO Box 21591, Winston-

Salem, NC 27120. 336-293-8844.  

mail@ncwriters.org ncwriters.org

OREGON

Summer Fishtrap 2016. Joseph, Oregon, 
July 10-16. A week-long nonfiction work-
shop held at Wallowa Lake and Retreat 
Center. Featured speakers include Justin 
Hocking, Laura Pritchett and Robert 
Michael Pyle. Aspiring and established 
writers welcome to spend a week in writing 
workshops, panel discussions and evening 
readings as well as participate in leisure 
activities such as hiking and fishing. Con-

tact: Fishtrap, Inc., P.O. Box 38, Enterprise, 
OR 97828. Page Lambert. 303-842-7360. 
page@pagelambert.com fishtrap.org

Willamette Writers Portland, Oregon, 
Aug. 12-14. Tracks for fiction, nonfiction, 
genres, screenwriting and young adult. 
Consultations with agents, editors and 
film producers available. Contact: Willa-
mette Writers, 2108 Buck St., West Linn, 
OR 97068. Stefan Feuerherdt, Conference 
Chair. 503-305-6729. Email through web-
site. willamettewriters.com

Women Writing the West Redmond, 
Oregon, Oct. 13-16. Explore writing and 
publishing’s new frontiers while celebrat-
ing the pioneering spirit of the West. 
Enjoy four days of inspiring, learning and 
networking while telling the stories of the 
women’s West. Theme for the 22nd annual 
conference is “Enduring Spirits Untold 
Stories.” Contact: Women Writing the 
West, 8547 E. Arapahoe Road, #J-541, 
Greenwood Village, CO 80112. jane@
jkbooks.com womenwritingthewest.org

Wordstock: Portland’s Book Festival 
Portland, Oregon, Nov.5.  Portland’s 
famed literary community thrives during 
this one-day event that includes author 

events, workshops, readings, concerts, a 
book fair and more. Also enjoy a beer tent 
and local food trucks. Contact: Literary 
Arts. 925 SW Washington St., Portland, 
OR 97205. 503-227-2583 la@literary-arts.
org literary-arts.org

PENNSYLVANIA

Highlights Foundation Workshops 
Honesdale, Pennsylvania, dates vary. 
Workshops geared toward authors inter-
ested in writing and illustrating for chil-
dren. Intermediate and advanced levels 
led by children’s publishing professionals 
including editors, writers, art directors, 
publishers and agents. See website for list 
of workshops. Contact: Highlights 
Foundation, 814 Court St., Honesdale, 
PA 18431. 877-288-3410. jo.lloyd@high-
lightsfoundation.org  
highlightsfoundation.org

HippoCamp Lancaster, Pennsylvania, 
Aug. 12-14. Hippocampus Magazine’s cre-
ative nonfiction writing conference fea-
tures notable speakers, including Mary 
Karr, Ashley C. Ford and Sarah Einstein. 
Also included are attendee-led breakout 
sessions in three tracks, interactive panels, 
readings, social activities and networking 
opportunities. Contact: HippoCamp. 
info@hippocampusmagazine.com confer-
ence.hippocampusmagazine.com

SOUTH DAKOTA

South Dakota Festival of Books Dead-
wood & Rapid City, South Dakota, Sept. 
22-25. Features well-known authors par-
ticipating in book signings, presentations, 
panel discussions and readings on topics 
that include fiction, nonfiction, poetry, 
children’s/young adult, history/tribal and 
writer’s support. Contact: South Dakota 
Humanities Council, 1215 Trail Ridge 
Road, Suite A, Brookings, SD 57006. 605-
688-6113. info@sdhumanities.org 
sdbookfestival.com

TENNESSEE

American Christian Fiction Writers 

Annual Conference Nashville, Tennessee, 
Aug. 25-28. Network with literary agents 
and Christian publishing houses. This con-
ference allows attendants the opportunity 
to interact with other writers and present 
their ideas to agents and editors. Contact: 
Robin Miller, Conference Director, ACFW, 

P.O. Box 101066, Palm Bay, FL 32910. cd@
acfw.com acfw.com/conference

Southern Festival of Books Nashville, 
Tennessee, Oct. 14-16. Free and open to 
the public. Features readings, panels, per-
formances and book signings with 
approximately 200 authors in a wide 
range of genres. Contact: Humanities 
Tennessee, 807 Main Street, Suite B, Nash-
ville, TN 37206. 615-770-0006.  
info@humanitiestennessee.org  
humanitiestennessee.org

TEXAS

NF 4 NF Nonfiction Conference for Chil-

dren’s Writers Rosenberg, Texas, Sept. 
22-25. A conference for children’s nonfic-
tion writers focused on the craft of creating 
publishable work. Small critique groups, 
assisted writing sessions and themed eve-
ning entertainment also included. Focus is 
on creating nonfiction such as biographies 
and science and history books to help meet 
reading requirements of school-age chil-
dren. Contact: NF 4 NF Nonfiction Con-
ference for Children’s Writers. Pat Miller, 
gpatmiller@gmail.com patmillerbooks.
com/conference.html

Texas Book Festival Austin, Texas, Nov. 
5-6. Free and open to the public, with more 
than 250 authors and 80 exhibitors. Includes 
sessions, book signings and an evening lit 
crawl. Contact: Texas Book Festival, 610 
Brazos, Suite 200, Austin, TX 78701. 512-
477-4055. bookfest@texasbookfestival.org 
texasbookfestival.org

UTAH

Page Lambert’s 19th Annual River Writ-

ing Journey for Women Moab, Utah, 
August 2016. A six-day rafting and writ-
ing retreat for women entering the cross-
roads of their lives – professionally, 
artistically, personally – the perfect time 
and place to inspire creative change. Fea-
turing special guest Cheryl Crazy Bull, 
President and CEO of the Denver-based 
American Indian College Fund. Contact: 

Page Lambert, 26037 Mountain View Rd., 
Golden, CO 80401. 303-842-7360. page@
pagelambert.com pagelambert.com/
river2015.html

VERMONT

Brattleboro Literary Festival Brattleboro, 
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Vermont, Oct. 13-16. A four-day celebra-
tion including readings, panel discussions 
and special events with emerging and 
established authors. All events are free 
and open to the public. Also offers work-
shops for a fee. Contact: Brattleboro Lit-
erary Festival, P.O. Box 1116, Brattleboro, 
VT, 05302. 802-579-7414. bookfest@ 
svcable.net brattleboroliteraryfestival.org

Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference Ripton, 
Vermont, Aug. 10-20. Over 200 writers 
attend annually, convening at the Bread 
Loaf Campus of Middlebury College. Ten 
participants in each of 19 workshops will 
learn skills in fiction, poetry and nonfic-
tion. Magazine editors, publicists, grant 
specialists and other professionals will 
also be in attendance to offer their feed-
back and expertise. Contact: Bread Loaf 
Writers’ Conference, 204 College Street, 
Middlebury College, Middlebury, VT 
05753. 802-443-5286 blwc@middlebury.
edu middlebury.edu/bread-loaf- 
conferences/bl_writers

VIRGINIA

Fall for the Book Fairfax, Virginia, Sept. 
25-Oct. 30. Celebrate literature at this 
week-long literary festival held at George 
Mason University and other locations in 
Northern Virginia, Washington D.C. and 
Maryland. All events are free and open to 
the public. Contact: Fall for the Book. 
Kara Oakleaf, Festival Manager. 703-993-
3986. festivalmanager@fallforthebook.org 
fallforthebook.org

Hampton Roads Writers 8th Annual 

Writers’ Conference Virginia Beach, Vir-
ginia, Sept. 15-17. One evening and 
two full days of workshops, bestselling 
keynote speakers, first  10 lines critique 
sessions, 50 workshops and agent pitches. 
Writing contests, social events and open 
mic sessions. Contact: Hampton Roads 
Writers. Sherrie, 757 630-6146. HRWrit-
ers@cox.net hamptonroadswriters.
org/2015conference.php 

14th Annual James River Writers Con-

ference Richmond, Virginia, Oct. 14-16. 
Offers meetings with agents, lectures, 
panel discussions, first page critiques, a 
“pitchapalooza” and more. Contact: 
James River Writers, 2319 E. Broad St., 
Richmond, VA 23223. 804-433-3790.  

fallconference@jamesriverwriters.org  
jamesriverwriters.org

WASHINGTON

LiTFUSE Tieton, Washington, Sept. 23-25. 
A week-long poets’ workshop that com-
bines writing, exploration, improvisation, 
meditation, camaraderie, natural beauty 
and readings to ignite your muse. Offers 
master classes and breakout sessions. Will 
feature poet Ilya Kaminsky. Open to poets 
of all ages and styles. Contact: LiTFUSE. 
Email from website. litfuse.us 

Poets on the Coast La Conner, Washing-
ton, Sept. 9-11. A weekend writing retreat 
for women with Kelli Russell Agodon and 
Susan Rich. Designed for writers of all lev-
els with sessions on creativity, generating 
work, publication, a master class workshop, 
one-on-one mentoring and morning yoga. 
Contact: Poets on the Coast, Kelli Agodon, 
P.O. Box 1524, Kingston, WA 98346. poet-
sonthecoast@yahoo.com poetsonthecoast.
weebly.com

Write on the Sound Writers’ Conference 
Edmonds, Washington, Sept 30-Oct. 1-2. 
With more than 30 workshops taught by 
noted authors, educators and trade profes-
sionals, attendees can build their best expe-
rience at this writing retreat now in its 31st 
year. Choose from a variety of topics 
including fiction, nonfiction, poetry, social 
networking and creativity. Contact: Write 
on the Sound Writers’ Conference, City of 
Edmonds Arts Commission, 700 Main St., 
Edmonds, WA 98020. 425-771-0228. 
wots@edmondswa.gov  
writeonthesound.com

PNWA Summer Writers Conference 

Seattle, Washington, July 28-31. The con-
ference features more than 50 seminars, 
forums and appointments with 20 agents 
and 10 editors. Participants can practice 
pitching. Also features master classes with 
bestselling authors, Robert Dugoni and 
Steven James. Contact: PNWA, PMB 2717 
- 1420 NW Gilman Blvd, Suite 2, Issaquah, 
WA 98027. 425-673-2665. pnwa@pnwa.
org pnwa.org

WASHINGTON, D.C.

National Book Festival Washington, D.C., 
Sept. 24. Free and open to the public. The 
16th Anniversary of the National Book Fes-

tival will feature authors, poets and illustra-
tors in several pavilions. Featured authors 
include Shonda Rhimes, Joel Grey and 
Carl Hiaasen. Contact: National Book Fes-
tival, Library of Congress, 101 Indepen-
dence Avenue S.E., Washington, D.C. 
20540. 888-714-4696. bookfest@loc.gov 
loc.gov/bookfest

WISCONSIN

Wisconsin Book Festival Madison, Wis-
consin, Oct. 20-23. Features local literary 
talents alongside national voices with 
events incorporating literature, film, art 
and performance. Contact: Madison Pub-
lic Library, 201 W. Mifflin St., Madison, WI 
53703. bookfest@mplfoundation.org  
wisconsinbookfestival.org

Writers’ Police Academy Green Bay, 
Wisconsin, Aug. 11-14. Offers a hands-
on, interactive and educational experience 
for writers who want to enhance their 
understanding of law enforcement and 
forensics. Special guest Tami Hoag. Con-

tact: Writers’ Police Academy.  
event@writerspoliceacademy.com  
writerspoliceacademy.com

CANADA

International Festival of Authors 
Toronto, Canada, Oct. 20-30. The 37th edi-
tion of the International Festival of Authors 
will bring together the world’s best writers 
of contemporary literature for 11 days of 
readings, interviews, lectures, round-table 
discussions, public book signings and a 
number of special events. Contact: Inter-
national Festival of Authors, Harbourfront 
Centre, 235 Queens Quay W., Toronto, 
Ontario, Canada M5J 2G8. 416-973-4760.  
info@ifoa.org ifoa.org/festival

The Vancouver Writers Fest Granville 
Island, Vancouver, British Columbia, Can-
ada, Oct. 18-23. The 29th Vancouver Writ-
ers Festival will be a six-day event in the 
heart of Vancouver, offering a forum for 
authors to connect with readers in a 
vibrant exchange of ideas and conversa-
tion. Celebrates authors, poets, spoken 
word performers and graphic novelists. A 
helpful event for teachers as well. Contact: 
Vancouver Writers Fest, 202-1398 Cart-
wright Street, Vancouver BC, V6H 3R8. 
604-681-6330 info@writersfest.bc.ca 
writersfest.bc.ca
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HOW I WRITE
BY ALLISON FUTTERMAN

K
irstin Valdez Quade has gained 

much attention and praise for 

her short story collection, 

Night at the Fiestas. Although 

it may seem like she’s an overnight suc-

cess, Quade actually worked on the book 

for nearly a decade. After all that time, 

she’s found it exciting to “have it be an 

actual object in the world, something 

outside of me.”

Quade has taught at several universi-

ties and will be teaching at Princeton 

later this year. She enjoys engaging with 

students just as she also appreciates 

interacting with those who have read 

her work. “I’m always thrilled when a 

reader tells me my book has resonated 

with them.” 

Although she says she’s “supersti-

tious about talking about work in prog-

ress,” she did share that she’s working on 

a novel. Anyone who has enjoyed 

Quade’s compelling writing in Night at 

the Fiestas will certainly look forward to 

her future work.

 
Characters

What excites me most about writing fic-

tion is the opportunity to inhabit charac-

ters who are unlike me. I start a story 

because I’m curious about my characters 

and the situations they find themselves 

in. We get to know our characters the 

way we get to know the other people in 

our lives: by spending time with them, 

by seeing how they interact with others 

and how they function under pressure, 

by learning how they see themselves and 

how they want to be seen. If a character 

is difficult for me to get a handle on, then 

I know I need to spend more time with 

him or her on the page.

 

Importance of location

For a long time, I didn’t decide con-

sciously to write about New Mexico. The 

stories that came to me just 

happened to be set there.

When I read, if I don’t 

know where a story is set, I 

always feel unmoored. The 

same is true for my writing: 

Until I place my story in a 

specific place, I can’t get my 

footing in the world. The 

landscape and history of New Mexico is 

particularly compelling to me, and I’m 

still trying to understand what it means 

to me. Because of the long history of 

conquest and re-conquest, it’s still feels 

very much like a contested land, which 

makes it fertile terrain for fiction.

 
Why short story?

I love the short story: I love its flexibility, 

its distillation of language, the pressure it 

exerts on the moment. A story demands 

that the reader look closely. And yet, 

despite the intensity and constraints, a 

story can be surprisingly capa-

cious. Alice Munro has a metaphor I 

love: “A story is…like a house. You go 

inside and stay there for a 

while, wandering back and 

forth and settling where you 

like and discovering how the 

room and corridors relate to 

each other, how the world 

outside is altered by being 

viewed from these win-

dows.” That’s exactly how I feel 

when reading a Munro story.

 

Creating depth and poignancy

The stories by writers I admire most – 

Alice Munro among them – are incredi-

bly textured; it’s a cliché, but you get the 

sense that their characters live beyond 

the boundaries of the page. 

The process of writing for me is akin 

to archeology, revising again and again 

to uncover layer after layer of a charac-

ter’s experience. The closer you look at a 

character, the more there is to see: Com-

plications and contradictions are con-

stantly revealing themselves.

The drawback, of course, is that it 

takes me a very long time to finish a 

story! There’s always more I want to 

discover.

Method

When I first began these stories, I 

wasn’t thinking – except in the most 

distant and abstract way – about a 

book. I just wrote the stories that felt 

urgent and interesting to me. I was 

exploring my material and learn-

ing how to write a story.

After a while, it became clear to me 

that certain themes were linking the sto-

ries – family, the pressure exerted by the 

past on the present moment, identity 

and, of course, place.

Allison Futterman has been published in Char-

lotte magazine and writes frequently for The 

Charlotte Observer.

Kirstin Valdez Quade
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Join a tribe 
The evolution and importance of networking

By Ed Meek

I
n The Gift, Lewis Hyde calls creativity a gift “bestowed 

upon the self.” He adds, “men or women must work to per-

fect their gifts.” Implicit in this point of view is that one is 

either gifted or not. Hyde is wary of the marketplace in 

which while attempting to sell work, the artist will compromise 

his or her art. 

When I graduated with an MFA from the University of Mon-

tana in 1976, most of us who wrote shared this mindset: It was all 

about the art. No one mentioned networking. Marketing meant 

selling out. We had our role models: Kerouac, Ginsberg, Bly, 

Kesey, Thompson—successful writers who rebelled against the 

system. They sold books and filled auditoriums with fans.  

Those days, you got a job as a bartender or a painter or con-

struction worker, found a cheap apartment with friends and 

wrote in your free time. Every few months, you sent out a story 

or a few poems. If you got published, an agent would contact you 

and you’d get a book deal. Agents and publishers took chances on 

new writers. Once you had a book out, you could pick up a job 

teaching. Richard Hugo headed the program at Montana, and 

writers like Bill Kittredge, John Haines and Ed McClanahan 

(each with one book out) taught. 

When I was finishing up at the U, I sent out a few poems. Three 

were accepted by Michael Benedict at The Paris Review. Two were 

taken by John Henry at Ploughshares. Richard Hugo said he’d be 

happy to talk to his editor at Norton to help get my first book pub-

lished whenever it was ready. It looked like clear sailing.

What I didn’t know then is that writers, like everyone else, 

are tribal. Hugo was offering me the opportunity to join his 

tribe. I nodded but did not follow up. Getting published seemed 

pretty easy.

I kept in touch with a few of my MFA peers following gradua-

tion, but two of them stopped writing. Another returned to 

school for an Ed D. Smart, since it means qualifying for a host of 

jobs that an MFA won’t help with. Others stayed in the area and 

worked their intern connections or went on to work for the uni-

versity. I moved back to Boston.

Over the next few years, I’d 

send out poems and stories; a few were published 

in small magazines. I received some nice rejections from Poetry 

and The New Yorker. I taught for two years at an International 

School in Iran. Around that time, Hugo died. 

I returned to the U.S. and taught in high schools and colleges 

for the next 25 years. I did not, however, network. I thought that 

if I wrote good stuff, I would be successful. I’ve had three books 

of poetry published by small presses, none named Norton. A 

book of short stories I’ve been sending out for years was finally 

accepted by a new press. I’ve published over 100 poems in maga-

zines and journals, a dozen short stories and articles, but not on a 

regular basis.  

Today, people have a different attitude about self-promotion 

and marketing than they did 30 years ago. Writers can self-pub-

lish or write a blog or publish their own online magazine. 

Because of the advent of social media, people routinely engage in 

self-promotion and networking. More than ever before, with the 

proliferation of MFA programs and online magazines, how well 

one does as a writer is as dependent on who the writer knows as 

much as what the writer produces. There are thousands of tal-

ented writers out there.  

A friend of mine has his own press, produces a magazine, 

writes a poetry column in a local newspaper, hosts a show on 

community television, runs a reading series and teaches writing 

classes. A local press published his chapbook of prose poems 

without even reading it. My former student went to NYU and 

interned at the Huffington Post. After graduation, she stayed in 

New York and started an online magazine with a few friends. 

Now I see her byline everywhere.

For good or ill, writing poetry and fiction, like writing articles, 

is a business. Looked at from this angle, it isn’t surprising that 

Emily Dickenson was not successful  when she was alive. Being 

brilliant really didn’t matter much. Ralph Waldo Emerson and 

Mark Twain – those dudes knew how to promote themselves.

So, join a tribe. Learn the language. Pay homage to the chief. 

If he or she offers to help publish your book, do not hesitate; just 

say yes.

Ed Meek’s new book of poems is Spy Pond.

OFF THE CUFF
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