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anythingwrite

everythingpublish

everywheremarket

Writing, publishing, and marketing a book is so simple 
with the full-service support of Outskirts Press.

Writing services to help you start, finish, or edit a book.
Publishing packages to help you publish and distribute.
Marketing support to help you promote your book no
matter where or how you published it.

Visit the all-new Outskirts Press. It’s that simple! 



Established masters and innovating mavericks will be spilling trade secrets, tips for 
creative fireworks and tricks for getting exactly what you want— published.

The World-Famous Pitch Slam
Now with more agents, more elbow room and more opportunities to pitch your work!

Sessions
Choose from dozens of illuminating sessions with more than 30 speakers! 
Sessions include:

Pitch Perfect with Guide to Literary 
Agents Editor Chuck Sambuchino
Back by popular demand! 
Learn to hone your pitch to a razor’s 
edge and get the confidence you need 
to make a great impression every time 
you pitch.

Conflict & Suspense: How to Keep 
Readers Turning Pages in Any Genre
Author James Scott Bell shares proven tech-
niques that will take your work from ho-hum to 
page-turner. Learn how to craft scenes, create 
characters, develop storylines, build tension 
and maintain suspense throughout your story.

www.writersdigestconference.com

Sheraton New York Hotel & Towers January 20-22, 2012

Make the next step as easy as possible.
Established masters and innovative mavericks will be sharing trade secrets, tips for 

creative thinking, and strategies for getting exactly what you want— to be published.



2  I  WRITER’S DIGEST  I  January 2012

THE Novelist’s 
Survival Kit 20

FEATURES

37

21
How Not to 

Write Your Novel
You can doom your debut from the start with these 

7 (tongue-in-cheek) strategies for fl ailing, and
 failing—or, you can do just the opposite.

BY JAMES SCOTT BELL

25
6 Secrets to Creating 

and Sustaining Suspense 
No matter what you write, keep your readers 

captivated with these no-fail techniques.
BY STEVEN JAMES

29
Put Your Novel on the Map

Regardless of your experience or how far along you are in 
your book, creating a story map can be a vital technique 

to guide you to your goal.
BY NANCY ELLEN DODD

32
Namedropping
What’s in a character’s name? Everything. Here’s how to 
master the neglected art of moniker-making.
BY ELIZABETH SIMS

37
Tried & True: 
Timeless Novel Advice
Digging around the Writer’s Digest archives proves it: 
While fad advice in the writing world comes and goes, 
some wisdom is so novel that it’s withstood the test
of time. Culled from 91 years of WD articles, interviews 
and essays, here are 23 of our favorite nuggets of enduring 
advice and inspiration. 
COMPILED BY KRISTEN GRACE
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 Get More Gabaldon
For fascinating details on how Outlander series author Diana 
Gabaldon writes scenes and constructs her stories, check out 
the exclusive outtakes from this month’s cover story. 

 Put Your Novel on the Map
Aft er you read Nancy Ellen Dodd’s piece on all the key 
essentials of a novel, print off  her blank story map work-
sheet to chart your own course through your book.

 Dominate the Name Game
Jor-El. Jondalar. Modir-Rettr. What makes for a solid sci-fi  
character’s name? Get genre-specifi c tips and tricks from 
novelist Elizabeth Sims.

 Find Your Moment of Zen
To celebrate nine decades of WD, we rounded up 90 striking 
quotes from our archives. Log on for more timeless novel 
inspiration from literary legends past and present.  

PLUS:  The Best of WD Magazine Continues on the WD Blogs
Q&Q, TIMES TWO

Can’t get enough of Brian A. Klems’ 

Questions & Quandaries column? 

Browse years of reader questions on his 

Q&Q blog. He has yet to be stumped.

ALL THINGS AGENTS

If you like our Breaking In column, stop 

by the Guide to Literary Agents Blog, 

written by its author—an agent insider 

with the scoop on how to really break in.  

A UNIVERSE OF POETRY

Poetic Asides isn’t just a page in every 

issue of WD—discover the popular blog 

that inspired the column. Expect Q&As, 

prompts and camaraderie.

 Get Social, and Get Answers
Every day, our editors interact and answer readers’ questions 
on three social media platforms: Facebook (facebook.com/
writersdigest), Twitter (@WritersDigest), and our very own 
free network at community.writersdigest.com. 

Right Now at 
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Find all of these online exclusives to boost your craft and career 
at WritersDigest.com/January-12.
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There Are No Laws
A friend and I got into one of those long, 
zealous writing debates the other night, the 
bantering and animated kind that causes 
your nonwriter friends to abandon the table 
in search of fresh drinks (and perhaps fresh 
companionship).

Th e sun was sagging over the Ohio hills, 
and on and on we went—you should write 
chronologically, you shouldn’t write chrono-
logically; you should use fi rst person, you 

shouldn’t use fi rst person; you should write in this genre, but not that one; you should 
write with a cat and a cup of tea, you should write with a dog and a pint of Guinness.

Our glasses nearly empty, I thought of something I’d selected for this very issue 
earlier that day—a quote from Doris Lessing, one I’d slipped into the feature pack-
age, a tad tongue in cheek:

“Th ere are no laws for the novel. Th ere never have been, nor can there ever be.”
We thought this over. And then, for once, we agreed: Th ere really is no concrete 

way to write. None. You listen, absorb and fi nd what uniquely works for you, and 
then you go with it. 

With that in mind, this year’s annual novel issue off ers a plethora of strategies—
some familiar, some a tad outside the box—that have worked for writers of all 
breeds, and that just might work for you, too, from outlining to utilizing powerful 
elements from other genres. We’ve also included a feature of quotable novel advice, 
culled from our nine decades of archives—those tips that have stood the test of 
time, and never seem to go out of style. And our WD Interview series spotlights 
Diana Gabaldon—a brilliant novelist who, in many ways, contrasts much of what 
is taught in writing classes about structure, outlining and the works. Yet she some-
how makes it all work, and continues to put out bestselling books people adore, 
practicing her craft  the only way she knows how. 

Back at that pub, my friend and I eventually snapped out of our writing trance, 
and got up to depart.

We went to fi nd our other companions. Th ey were nowhere to be seen.
In fact, nobody was. Th e place had all but shut down. Th e bartender was tossing 

us sidelong glances.
We laughed. Th at’s the thing about this strange thing writers do. No matter how 

you do it, cats and cups of tea or pups and pints, when you fi nd another writer who 
loves the craft  as much as you do, the whole world just disappears. 

And that’s the magic and beauty of writing. Especially novel writing.
Sometimes it seems like the only thing in the world.
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NANCY ELLEN DODD (“Put Your Novel
on the Map,” Page 29) teaches screenwriting
to undergraduate and graduate students at 
Pepperdine University, and serves as academic 
editor of Graziadio Business Review. She
has received numerous writing awards and
is the author of Th e Writer’s Compass: From
Story Map to Finished Draft  in 7 Stages. Find
her writing tips at nancyellendodd.com
and thewriterscompass.com.

STEVEN JAMES (“6 Secrets to Creating and 
Sustaining Suspense,” Page 25) has penned more 
than 30 books, including fi ve critically acclaimed 
Patrick Bowers thrillers. He’s an active member
of International Th riller Writers and Mystery 
Writers of America, and is a contributing editor  
for Writer’s Digest. James is currently working
on Opening Moves, the sixth book of his series,
to be released September 2012. For more, visit him 
at stevenjames.net.

DIANE KELLY (“Sneaking in the Back Door,” 
Page 8) is a certifi ed public accountant and attor-
ney. She worked at an accounting fi rm under a 
partner convicted of tax fraud, and also served 
as an assistant state attorney general under an 
attorney general convicted of charges related to 
tobacco company lawsuits. Th ese experiences with 
white-collar crime made great fodder for a novel, 
which resulted in her Death and Taxes humorous
mystery series. Visit her at dianekelly.com.

PAULA CARTER (“Cars for Words,” Page 12)
is a freelance writer living in Chicago. Her work 
has appeared in Chicago magazine, Ohio Magazine, 
LongWeekends Magazine, Midwest Living and
Harvard Gazette, among others. She holds
a Master of Fine Arts in creative writing from 
Indiana University and is currently working on a 
collection of short-short nonfi ction essays. When 
she’s not at her computer, you can fi nd her at the 
local swimming pool. 
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WORKSHOP BLISS
Th ank you, thank you,
thank you for the “Sub-
mission Workshop” in 
the October 2011 issue. 
I’ve had my copy for two 
days and I’ve read that 
feature three times. It 
was just the magnify-
ing glass I needed to 
examine my own fi rst 
page. Th anks to Kristin 
Nelson’s critiques, my 
novel-in-progress now 
has a much-improved 
opening scene.

Ilene Goldman
Lake in the Hills, Ill.

60,000 
FOLLOWERS?!
I enjoyed reading your 
October 2011 issue, 
savoring every word 
as usual. But one thing 
stood out to me. On 
Page 43 (“Nonfi ction 
Book Proposals in the 
Digital Age,” by Jane 
Friedman), this exam-
ple was given about an 
eff ective statement about 
the impact of online 

activity: I have 60,000 
followers. Is that num-
ber accurate? Doesn’t 
that limit or make things 
more diffi  cult for people 
with a normal amount 
of followers on a blog 
site, Twitter or Facebook? 
How can someone have 
that many followers? …
Th e content of the manu-
script should stand on its 
own merits. Who says 
you need to be Mr. or 
Miss Most Popular in the 
online social media uni-
verse? What is it that an 
aspiring writer wants to 
be judged for? It seems 
superfi cial to me to need 
60,000 followers. 

Heddy Johannesen
Halifax, Nova Scotia

EDITOR’S NOTE:

Friedman says, “Th e 
number is correct and, in 
fact, attainable. (I have 
more than 125,000 fol-
lowers, in addition to 
holding a full-time job!) 
You’re not being judged 
by numbers alone, but 
by your platform—and 
without one, a big pub-
lisher will have no interest 
in you, regardless of how 
good your content is.”

ODD MAN OUT
I couldn’t help but notice 
that of the 25 agents 
listed in “Start Your 
Agent Search Here” in 

the October 2011 issue, 
23 were women. Don’t 
get me wrong; I have 
nothing against female 
agents. In fact, I sent a 
query e-mail to one in 
the article. But I have to 
wonder: Was it not possi-
ble to fi nd more than two 
male literary reps “eager 
to fi nd talented new writ-
ers,” as you put it? Or 
are there just that many 
more women agents than 
there are men? I also 
noticed that of the 23 
female agents, 10 were 
looking for “women’s 
fi ction,” among other 
things. No one was look-
ing for “men’s fi ction.” Is 
there even such a genre?

Kenn Grimes
Boyne City, Mich.

FRESH ENERGY
Your October 2011 
issue was right on tar-
get. “Start Your Agent 
Search Here” and “What 
an Agent Can Really Do 
for You” have been high-
lighted and tagged for 
future reference. I had 
just begun the revision 
process of my manu-
script and was beginning 
to doubt myself. Your 
issue revived my energy 
and drive for publication. 
A big high fi ve to Writer’s 
Digest for a great issue. 

Lila Johnson
Lenexa, Kan.

WRITE TO US: E-mail writersdigest@fwmedia.com with “Reader Mail” in the subject 
line. Please include a daytime phone number (for verification purposes only) and your city 

and state. Submitted letters are considered for publication and may be edited for clarity or space.

Keynote Speaker Friday Evening; 
Dr. Robert Taylor, FIT

Two full days of Workshops
and Seminars

One-on-One Mentoring for Fiction, 
Non-Fiction & Self-Publishing

Agent & Publisher Appointments
Book Signings and much more.

The conference is open to the public.

Conference 2012
From Pen to Pixel

January 27-28, 2012
International Palms Resort 

& Conference Center
1300 North Atlantic Avenue
Cocoa Beach, Florida 32931

(321) 392-1630

Friday, January 27 – Saturday, January 28
$195.00 includes meals

For more information contact Joyce Henderson at 
jehwriter@cfl .rr.com or 

www.scwg.org

READERMAIL



P
H

O
T

O
 ©

 I
S

T
O

C
K

P
H

O
T

O
.C

O
M

/O
N

U
R

D
O

N
G

E
L

Sneaking in the Back Door
A fi rst-time author offers 4 strategies to connect with editors and sell your 
manuscript—without an agent. 

BY DIANE KELLY

W
hen people hear my 
story, some say break-
ing into a prestigious 
New York publisher 

without a literary agent was a coup. 
Others say it was pure stupidity.  

I’m going with coup. 
Sure, most fi rst-time novelists who 

sell to large houses are represented 
by an agent. But I worked with two 
agents, and although both helped me 
improve my manuscript, we parted 
ways when they still didn’t think the 
manuscript was ready or marketable. 

I knew selling to a large, reputable 
publisher alone would be diffi  cult. 
But I’ve never been one to back down 
from a challenge. I needed to fi nd 
ways to get my work in front of editors 
without languishing in the slush pile 
or having my cold query rejected per 
an “agented authors only” policy.  

In time, I came up with four ways to 
do just that.

TACTIC #1: Enter writing 
contests featuring editors 
as judges.
I’d learned enough about writing and 

the publishing industry to make a 
hard, honest assessment of my work. 
I had eight manuscripts in my inven-
tory, and although they were in
diff erent genres, all contained a
signifi cant romantic subplot. 

I hit the romance contest circuit 
hard, entering the books in multiple 
contests sponsored by chapters of 
Romance Writers of America. I care-
fully chose the contests to get my 
work in front of editors from diff er-
ent publishers. Th roughout the pro-

cess, I continued to revise my work 
based on judges’ feedback. 

Over the course of a year, my 
manuscripts won or placed in nearly 
two dozen contests. Th at led to direct 
requests for complete manuscripts 
from three editors who had judged 
my work. One of these editors made 
an off er on two of my manuscripts.

Many major writing organizations 
sponsor contests on both a national 
and chapter level. If your entry scores 
high enough to advance to the fi nal 
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round, the editor who judges your 
work may request to see the full man-
uscript. If you don’t receive a request, 
the contest fi nals will still give you
credentials and credibility, making 
other editors take note. And no mat-
ter what happens, the feedback you’ll 
receive will be well worth the entry fee. 

TACTIC #2: Go to conferences 
offering pitch sessions or 
workshops with editors.
I attended a variety of local, regional 
and national writing conferences 
off ering pitch sessions and workshops 
with editors seeking manuscripts in 
my genres. It paid off . I received sev-
eral requests for full manuscripts and 
eventually sold one of my completed 
manuscripts in a three-book deal as a 
result of a face-to-face pitch. 

Be sure to perfect your pitch 
before the session. Know how much 
time you will have and practice to 
stay within that limit. Be brief, hit-
ting only the high points about your 
work and experience. Be sure to 
leave a little time for questions.       

If you can’t get a formal pitch
session, you can approach your target 
editors before or aft er a workshop 
or lunch, or during meet and greets. 
Editors expect these informal pitches 
and are receptive as long as the pitches 
aren’t lengthy and don’t take place 
in inappropriate settings. Streamline 
your pitch even more—just a few brief 
sentences. Be professional at all times. 
Don’t invade an editor’s personal 
space and don’t linger too long. 

Larger writing conferences
will feature a greater number of
editors from a broad spectrum of 
publishers, but don’t discount the 
smaller conferences. While they may 

attract fewer editors, they also attract 
fewer attendees, which means less 
competition for face time.

TACTIC #3: Volunteer at 
editor-attended conferences.
Have a little spare time on your 
hands? Volunteer. Doing so at a 
writing conference may present the 
opportunity to speak directly with 
multiple editors. Although I volun-
teered as the editor/agent appoint-
ment chairperson for a local confer-
ence to give back to the organization, 
the position gave me the chance
to casually discuss my work with 
editors as I helped them get situated 
for their pitch appointments. 

Again, be careful here. You don’t 
want to be seen as abusing your posi-
tion, and you don’t want to come off  
as overbearing or manipulative. But 
oft en an editor will ask about your 
work, giving you a chance to discuss 
your projects and gauge her interest. 

In addition, volunteers are some-
times off ered the perk of extra pitch 
sessions if an editor’s schedule doesn’t 
fi ll up or if someone cancels. What’s 
more, volunteering can sometimes 
land you an invitation to private
dinners or cocktail parties with
editors. Th ese casual settings can 
provide rich opportunities to discuss 
your work in a relaxed environment.

TACTIC #4: Build a platform 
to target editors directly.
Th is is the most traditional tactic of 
the backdoor approach. But it’s still 
a viable one. While a platform—any 
network and means you have to pro-
mote yourself—is vital for writers 
attempting to sell most nonfi ction, 
it’s valuable for a fi ction writer too. 

Th e ideal platform promotes your 
career, and also off ers something 
of value to writers and readers. One 
way to do that: Share your expertise. 
Everyone is, or can become, an expert 
in a subject. Find a topic that relates 
to your work, as your platform will 
provide a natural tie-in to your
projects. Th en develop multiple ways 
to present the information so you 
can reach a variety of audiences.
I’m a tax adviser, so I developed live 
and online tax workshops for writers, 
off ered a quarterly newsletter with 
tax tips, and published tax tips on 
my website. When I landed a deal—
a romantic mystery series starring an 
IRS agent—I had a built-in audience.

A platform can complement any
of the other three backdoor tactics, 
showing editors that you’ve taken 
steps to make yourself known and to 
develop a fan base. And it gives you
an advantage if you want to query
publishers directly. With your platform 
in place, do some Google sleuthing, 
and fi nd the publishing houses that 
don’t require all submissions to be 
agented (Farrar, Straus and Giroux; 
Harlequin; Penguin’s DAW imprint; 
Tor/Forge; etc.). Th en, submit away. 

No matter how you rope your 
deal, don’t forget to have a contract 
pro look over the paperwork. Agents 
aren’t just gatekeepers—they’re savvy 
businesspeople who know the ins and 
outs of getting you the best deal, and 
handling any issues that may arise.

Sneaking in the back door isn’t 
always easy, and it isn’t always quick. 
But with a lot of hustling and a little 
luck, anyone can stage a literary coup. 

Diane Kelly is the author of the Death and 
Taxes romantic mystery series.

JOIN THE CONVERSATION: What do you think: What are the upsides and downsides of going the unagented route? Should you do 
it? Log on to the discussion forum at community.writersdigest.com/forum to read other writers’ thoughts and share your own.
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P
erhaps the most potent 
idea to come out of Julia 
Cameron’s landmark 1992 
book, Th e Artist’s Way, is 

the notion of the Shadow Artist, an 
archetypal fi gure who tries to com-
pensate for his own blocked creativ-
ity by latching onto an actual artist 
and lavishing praise on her. 

Oh, I know. You’re thinking, 
What’s so bad about being lavished 
with praise? But you might feel diff er-
ently on that eventual morning when 
Shnookums rolls over in bed and says, 

“Honey, it’s great that you’re an artist 
and all, but when are you going to get 
a real job?” Because adoration, left  
in the sun for too long, has a way of 
turning to bitter, coagulating resent-

ment—and you have the nerve to be 
living your partner’s dream! 

Congratulations—you have just 
been targeted for a lengthy campaign 
of passive-aggressive sabotage from 
a Shadow Writer.

Th e obvious thing for a writer to do 
is to avoid these people like the lactose 
intolerant avoid ice cream. But it ain’t 
easy, because many of them resemble 
normal, even likable human beings. 
With that in mind, fi nd out now:

Is Your Partner a Shadow Writer?

1. When my Hot Potatah goes to 
a karaoke bar, he likes to …
 A. Have a drink and listen to the 

singers belt out a few songs. 
 B. Have a couple of drinks and try 

HUMOR

Is Your Partner
a Shadow Writer?!
Take this quiz to determine if your beloved is joyful 
or jealous of your way with words. 

BY MICHAEL J. VAUGHN

out one of his favorite songs. 
 C. Have several drinks and try to get 

everyone else to sing one of his 
favorite songs. 

2. My Pug-Nose Dream has some 
killer ideas that she’d like to try 
out as soon as she …
 A. Gets some vacation time. 
 B. Takes a writing class. 
 C. Gets Stephen King to drop that 

nasty restraining order. 

3. If my Reason for Being and 
I were playing Scrabble, and I 
spelled out “effervescence” over 
two triple-word scores for a total 
of 192 points, she would …
 A. Congratulate me on my 

linguistic skill. 
 B. Jokingly stab herself with an 

invisible knife. 
 C. Douse the board with gasoline, light 

it on fi re, put on a pair of oven mitts, 
and toss it over the balcony into the 
busy intersection below. 

4. If I decided to leave writing 
for a different career, my Pookie 
would …
 A. Help me to carefully consider my 

options before making a decision. 
 B. Tell me that whatever I decided 

was fi ne by her. 
 C. Act elated, then dump me for a poet. 

5. My Main Man’s favorite device 
for developing ideas is …
 A. Clustering. 
 B. Speedwriting. 
 C. Searching “writer” on Match.com. 

6. On the night of my book 
release party, my Huggy Bear is 
likely to ask …
 A. Isn’t this exciting?
 B. Are you nervous?
 C. Why is it always about you? P
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7. When pressed, my Darling 
Dude would admit that he puts 
off writing because …
 A. His parents wanted him to be 

a doctor. 
 B. He has a fear of rejection. 
 C. Why bother writing when some 

big asteroid’s going to hit the Earth 
anyway, the only survivors will be 
cockroaches, and have you ever 
seen a cockroach trying to use a 
typewriter? It’s pathetic. 

8. I knew my Squirrelly Girl was 
interested in literature when she …
 A. Asked me what I thought of

magical realism. 
 B. Mentioned a poetry reading

she had attended. 
 C. Showed up for our fi rst date in

a negligee made entirely from
typewriter ribbons. 

9. If a friend of ours signed a huge 
publishing contract, my Glamour 
Goddess would …
 A. Send him a handwritten note

of congratulations. 
 B. Th row a big party with our friends. 
 C. Disappear into the night, and leave 

me for him without so much as a 
typewriter ribbon as a memento. 

SCORING: If you answered C on two 
questions, you and your sweetie might 
need to have a talk. If you answered 
C on three to four, you might want to 
seek counseling. If fi ve to six, please 
send us your sweetie’s name and photo 
so we can put him on our Shadow 
Writer Watch List. If seven or more,
we hear Mexico is really nice this 
time of year. (If you answered C on 
Question 7, read something by 
William S. Burroughs.)

Michael J. Vaughn is the author of 11 
novels, including the baseball novel Billy 
Saddle. He lives in San Jose.

 NETWORK

Find more great tips, networking and advice beyond 
the magazine by following WD editors on Twitter:  
@writersdigest  @jessicastrawser  @brianklems
@robertleebrewer  @chucksambuchino 

And become a fan of our Facebook page: 
facebook.com/writersdigest

ENTER PNWA’s LITERARY CONTEST

12 Categories
$12,000 in total prize money

“Surprised, pleased, and proud; I was called forward 

Visit www.pnwa.org for contest details.
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Paula Carter is a freelance writer living 
in Chicago.  

CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS: Submit your own essay refl ection on the writing life by e-mailing it to wdsubmissions@fwmedia.com 
with “5-Minute Memoir” in the subject line. 

I met Berry about a year ago, when my life was in something of a 
shambles. I was struggling to start a freelance writing career and 
had just moved back in with my parents. As an excuse to get out 
of the house, I swam laps at the local community center in the 

aft ernoons.  Berry did, too. 
Berry swam with the help of a kickboard, slowly traversing the length of the 

pool. He swam up to me and introduced himself, announcing that he was 80 
years old and had lived his whole life in our town. Th en he asked about me. 

When he learned that I was a writer looking for work, he became excited 
and shared that he, too, was a writer. Th at he had written for Reminisce maga-
zine and had, in fact, won a car for his article.

“A car?” I asked. I must be querying the wrong magazines, I thought.
“Yep, it was a story about the summer I spent pulling gooseberry bushes in 

Idaho. ‘Gooseberry Patrol,’ that’s what they titled it.”
I swam a lap, all the while pondering his incredible success, and found 

Berry waiting for me at the start of my lane. 
“It was a ’66 Chevy, the car,” he said. “I’ll bring you a copy of that magazine 

if you don’t mind. I’m not bothering you, am I?”
I said no and then headed for another lap. But talking to Berry defi nitely 

wasn’t helping my freelance career woes. 
When I swam back, there was Berry, still waiting. “Best thing I ever did. 

Otherwise I just worked for Harvester Works. But, I wrote a column for Stars 
and Stripes, you know. I was a vet, and they asked me to do it. Andy Rooney 
sent me a signed copy of his book because of that column.”

I decided I was underestimating Berry—maybe he was a genius, a born writer.
Th e next time I went to the community center to swim, waiting for me at 

the front desk was a copy of Reminisce with my name carefully printed on it.  
I paged through it—the articles were all by readers, stories of what they wore 
to college in 1956 and where they went on their honeymoons. It was a sweet 

magazine. Berry’s article was in 
it—along with a photo of him and a 
group of guys who worked for the U.S. 
Forest Service, pulling out gooseberry 
bushes to prevent them from poison-
ing the pine trees. Berry must have 
been about 17. He was handsome in 
a startling way—beautiful, really. Th e 

story was somewhat hard to follow, 
with short choppy sentences, but I 
could see why he was proud of it.

As I fl ipped to the back of the
magazine, I came across the submis-
sion guidelines and payment infor-
mation. And that’s when I learned 
about the car.  Th e rules stated that 
not all writers would receive a car—
a 12-inch plastic Chevy coin bank—
as compensation. Only the truly
best writers would merit one. And 
Berry had.

I entered the pool area, and there 
was Berry, breaststroking in the mid-
dle of his lane. I got in the water and 
swam over to him and told him I had 
found the magazine. I thanked him.

“I’ve been thinking about you,” he 
said. “If you’re going to be a writer, I 
just want you to know, you’re setting 
off  to have a great life. Writing is a 
great thing.”

As I swam I held on to those sim-
ple words and was buoyed.

Funny where you fi nd inspiration.

5-MINUTE MEMOIR
Tales From the Writing Life

Cars for Words
BY PAULA CARTER
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POETIC PROMPT

Write an escape poem. 
This poem can be about a physical escape, but also 
an emotional, psychological or spiritual escape.

CREATIVE CHALLENGE: HAY(NA)KU

Th e hay(na)ku is a spinoff  poetic form created by poet Eileen Tabios and 
named by poet Vince Gotera. Simply put, it’s a fun alternative to the haiku that 
off ers writers another simple and versatile structure to play with. (Its name is 
a takeoff  on “Hay Naku!”—a Filipino slang expression similar to “OMG” that 
can be used in either a positive or negative way.)

Here’s an example by Poetic Asides blog participant Cara Holman:

hawks
catching thermals
slow moving clouds

An ambitious poet can even attempt to string multiple hay(na)ku together, 
such as in this humorous example by Bruce Niedt:

“Six-word Spoilers”  
Rosebud’s
Kane’s sled—
who’d have thought?

Vader
tells Luke:

“I’m your father.”

Norman
slashes folks
dressed as mom.

Heston
fi nds ruined
Statue of Liberty.

Robert Lee Brewer is the editor of Poet’s Market and Writer’s Market, and a published poet. 
He shares his love of poetry at writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/poetic-asides.

SHARE YOUR POETIC VOICE: To see how you might get your own poem in the 
pages of Writer’s Digest, visit writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/poetic-asides.IL
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Just like a regular haiku, a hay(na)ku
is a three-line poem. It can be meditative, 
descriptive or funny.

Whereas the fi rst line of a traditional haiku 
features fi ve syllables, the syllables don’t mat-
ter in a hay(na)ku—but the number of words 
does. Th e fi rst sentence must be just one word. 

Versus seven syllables in a traditional haiku,
the second line must simply contain two words.

Versus fi ve syllables in a traditional haiku,
the third line must simply contain three words.

 

.

from, all with prices 
anyone can affordanyone can afford
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No matter what you write, a bit of poetic license can 
be a valuable asset to any writer’s arsenal.

BY ROBERT LEE BREWER
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 Wooden Mac Skins
Ever wanted to write like Th oreau 
without ever actually, you know, 
unplugging? KARVT has your back. 
Created by a Mac enthusiast, KARVT 
specializes in an array of real wooden 
skins for MacBooks, iPhones and 
iPads. Simply center the skin and slap 
it on, and you’ll be tapping into your 
own breed of transcendentalism
in no time. (karvt.com)

 Secret Book Art
It’s a literary mystery: An anonymous artist in Scotland 
has been visiting libraries and planting small works of 

brilliantly craft ed art made from books. We’d do anything to get our 
hands on one of these mindblowing homages to stories and storytelling. 
(Maybe it’s time to move WD to Scotland?) For more on the story—
including must-see photos!—visit http://bit.ly/nrB3qb.

In the Words of E.B. White: Quotations From 
America’s Most Companionable of Writers
All scribes should have at least one book by White 
on their shelves—Th e Elements of Style. Here’s 
another. Edited by White’s granddaughter Martha, 
the book is fi lled with wisdoms and quips (and 
even photos), off ering a fascinating look into the 
mind of the classic author.

Lit Kicks
With tattoos, some people wear their 
favorite books on their sleeves. But 
nobody ever said you can’t wear 
those books on your shoes, too. 
From Th e Scarlet Letter to Animal 
Farm to Th e Catcher in the Rye,
here’s a novel approach to writerly 
footwear. (zazzle.com/foreverrebuilt)

Ageless Art
Alice in Wonderland. Th e Ugly Duckling. Pinocchio. Th e magic of 
enduring kids’ classics? Even as adults, we can still enjoy them (and 
their storytelling lessons). Th e magic of artist Christian Jackson’s 
posters of those very classics? Much the same: With their clean,
powerful designs, we’d be fi ne hanging them in our nurseries—
or our dens. (http://bit.ly/fxq7Ox)

A smattering of 
our favorite literary 
miscellanea these days.

BY ZACHARY PETIT
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ASKTHEAGENT
BY KARA GEBHART UHL

Kara Gebhart Uhl (pleiadesbee.com) is a freelance writer and editor based in Fort Thomas, Ky.

There is
nothing more
refreshing 
for an editor 
than to meet a 
writer or read 

a query letter that takes him 
completely by surprise, that 
brings him into a world he 
didn’t know existed. …
Some of the most striking and 
successful books are clearly 
born of a writer’s obsession 
and complete disregard for 
what, supposedly, sells.

—Betsy Lerner, The Forest for the Trees

 DUNOW, CARLSON & LERNER LITERARY AGENCY
Betsy Lerner, an editor-turned-author-turned-agent and partner at Dunow,

Carlson & Lerner, “mostly works with nonfi ction writers in the areas of science, 

psychology, history, cultural studies, biography, current events, memoir and the 

hard to categorize.” (Think Malcolm Gladwell.) The author of Food and Loathing

and The Forest for the Trees: An Editor’s Advice to Writers, Lerner writes a

hilarious blog fi lled with publishing wisdom (and venting) at betsylerner.com. She 

also gives talks and workshops, and participates in online discussions about every-

thing publishing related; visit her website for an updated schedule. Submission 

guidelines are available at dclagency.com/submissions.html.

BEST QUERY: It was from Malcolm Gladwell. He wanted to write a coming-
of-age novel about a boy who wanted to write fantastic articles for Th e New 
Yorker and turn them into bestselling books that would be branded all over
the universe.

DREAM CLIENT: Malcolm Gladwell.

BIGGEST PET PEEVE: When writers say they’ve revised their manuscript, want 
you to reread it, and it’s barely been touched, like the spinach on a child’s plate.

WORST QUERY: Anything with twins separated at birth.

PERFECT DAY: No meetings. No lunch date.

DREAM PROJECT: Frances Bean’s memoir.

STRANGEST WRITING CONFERENCE ENCOUNTER: I was cornered in a ladies’ 
room by a woman whose book I rejected. She got very aggressive. I didn’t go
to another conference for three years. 

HARDEST LESSON FOR WRITERS TO LEARN: Th at getting published isn’t the 
answer to their prayers.

FAVORITE CONVERSATION WHEN AGREEING TO WORK WITH A NEW CLIENT:

I drool all over myself and give them the keys to my Porsche.

LAST AMAZING THING READ: Rich Dad, Poor Dad.

BEST PUBLISHING ADVICE READ OR RECEIVED: Don’t burn your bridges.

BIGGEST CAREER SURPRISE: Th at I’ve lasted.  WD

Betsy Lerner
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BREAKINGIN
Debut authors: How they did it, what they learned, and why you can do it, too. BY CHUCK SAMBUCHINO

Seré Prince Halverson
The Underside of Joy
(mainstream fi ction, 

Dutton, January 2012) 

“For three years, Ella 
has been the only 

mother the kids have known. But 
when Ella’s husband dies, his ex-
wife re-enters the picture—intent 
on reclaiming the children.”
WRITES FROM: Northern California. 
PRE-JOY: I’ve been a copywriter for 
20 years, but writing fi ction has 
been my passion for just as long. 
TIME FRAME: I started the book in 
2005. I wrote on and off . But in late 
2009, I joined a small telewriting 
group and took a one-month writ-
ing retreat, staying alone in a cabin 
near the Russian River. Th ese two 
things made all the diff erence. ENTER 

THE AGENT: My agent is Elisabeth 
Weed [of Weed Literary]. I found 
her the old-fashioned way—I wrote 
her a query letter. But before that, 
I researched. … Th ere’s so much 
information available to writers now. 
Th ere’s no reason to approach an 
agent blind. WHAT I LEARNED:

Yes, the publishing industry is a 
subjective, imperfect blend of art 
and commerce trying to fi nd its way 
through a kooky time. But everyone 
shares a passion for books and writ-
ing. I’m so impressed with everyone 
I’ve met and worked with. IF I COULD 

DO IT AGAIN: I guess if there were 

some way to fold back time, I’d tell 
my younger self, “Hey, don’t stress.
It’s all going to work out. Th e kids will 
graduate. And you, my dear, you will 
get published.” PLATFORM: I used to 
say I was virtually shy. I’d never even 
commented on a blog! But the year 
before I signed on with my agent, 
I joined Facebook and began an 
essay-style blog. I was surprised to 
discover that I actually enjoy both. 
WEBSITES: sereprincehalverson.com; 
whomovedmybuddha.blogspot.com. 
NEXT UP: A novel set in Saudi Arabia, 
about a young American artist. 

Roni Loren
Crash Into You
(erotic romance, Berkley 

Heat/Penguin, January 

2012) “A social worker 
goes undercover at 

a secretive BDSM [bondage and 
dominance/sadism and masochism] 
retreat to fi nd her missing sister.”
WRITES FROM: Dallas. PRE-CRASH:

Th is was my third completed manu-
script and my fi rst venture into 
erotic romance. I started off  writing 
YA, so I made quite a genre jump. 

Now I fi nd myself having to answer 
questions from my grandparents 
like, “So, pumpkin, what does BDSM 
stand for?” TIME FRAME: Six months 
to write it, then another month and 
a half of rewrites once I had an agent. 
ENTER THE AGENT: I found my way 
to Sara Megibow of Nelson Literary 
Agency through blogging. One 
of Sara’s clients, whom I had met 
online, contacted me aft er seeing 
an excerpt on my blog and off ered 
to give me a referral. I had Sara on 
the top of my wish list already, so I 
jumped at the opportunity. BIGGEST 

SURPRISE: Seeing how much control 
you still maintain as the author
was a pleasant surprise. I’d heard 
the horror stories, but I’ve really 
had a lot of say-so during the pro-
cess. WHAT I DID RIGHT: I took some 
chances. My story is written in a dual 
timeline where every other chapter 
takes place 10 years ago. Th at was a 
big risk—heck, it means the book is 
half backstory. … So the key for me 
was letting go, trusting my gut and
writing the story the way it wanted 
to be told. PLATFORM: I’ve built a
successful blog over the last two 
years and also am on Twitter, Tumblr, H
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 LEARN BY EXAMPLE
To read the query letter that landed 
Seré Prince Halverson her agent, visit 
writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/
guide-to-literary-agents and select 
the “Successful Queries” category.

Facebook and Goodreads. I love 
social networking. [Th e goal is] fi nd-
ing the right balance between social 
networking and writing. WEBSITES: 
roniloren.com; fi ctiongroupie.
blogspot.com. NEXT UP: Th e second 
book in the series, Melt Into You, 
releases July 2012.

 Caroline Starr Rose
May B.
(middle-grade historical, 

Schwartz & Wade, 

January 2012) “When a
terrible turn of events 

leaves May Betterly all alone,
she must try to fi nd food—and 
courage—to make it through the 
approaching winter.”
WRITES FROM: Albuquerque, N.M. 

PRE-MAY B.: I’d written three middle-
grade novels and seven picture books 
before selling May B. With no 
agent or leads, I (believe it or not) 
stopped teaching to try writing full 
time. TIME FRAME: I started writing 
in 2007. I wrapped up the fi rst draft  
in Fall 2008. Most of my writing I 
did in a 3-by-4 closet “offi  ce”—my 
tiny private corner of the house. 
ENTER THE AGENT: I found Michelle 
Humphrey [of ICM] through the 
Guide to Literary Agents Blog and 
fell in love with her upbeat attitude. 
WHAT I DID RIGHT: I was manically 
optimistic that the next editor or 
agent would want to work with
me; [I] kept submitting and kept 
writing. PLATFORM: I’m a part of two 
debut novelists’ groups: the Class of 
2k12 and the Apocalypsies. I’m also

a member of the Society of Children’s 
Book Writers and Illustrators. I blog 
about writing, reading and the
publication process at carolinebyline.
blogspot.com. WEBSITES: classof2k12.
com/wordpress; carolinestarrrose.
com; apocalypsies.blogspot.com. 
NEXT UP: I’m about to go on submis-
sion with a middle-grade about a 
girls’ club, and a picture book about 
the Louisiana wetlands.  WD

Chuck Sambuchino is the editor of Guide 
to Literary Agents. 

Love To Write
But Hate 

The Paperwork?
You need 

Writer’s Relief! 
Since 1994, writers of books, short 
prose, and poetry have been partnering 
with Writer’s Relief for submission 
management. We research, target, 
track, proofread, create cover/query 
letters, and more. Our targeting is 
strategic and personalized. Full Service 
clients by invitation only. See website for 
submission guidelines.

We manage your submissions; 
you focus on your craft.

Highly Recommended
References + Testimonials

Join the 30,000 writers who subscribe 
to our FREE e-publication:

Submit Write Now! 

Hot
publishing 

leads and tips!

Learn more:

www.WritersRelief.com 
(866) 405-3003
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Deadline: April 20, 2012

More than $17,000 in Prizes!
Each year, Writer’s Digest honors self-published authors with the Annual Self-Published Book Awards.  

We’re proud to be in our 20th year of spotlighting today’s self-published works. This could be your 
year. Whether you’re a professional writer, a part-time freelancer or a self-starting student, 

here’s your chance to enter the only competition exclusively for self-published books.

Win $3,000 cash and a trip to Writer’s Digest Conference in NYC! 
Gain national exposure for your work! 

Catch the attention of prospective editors and publishers!
DON’T WAIT—ENTER TODAY!

Selƒ-Published
BOOK AWARDS

Co-sponsored by BOOK MARKETING WORKS, LLC

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

The Prizes

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

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

HONORABLE MENTION 
WINNERS: 
Promotion at WritersDigest.com 
✒ $50 worth of Writer’s Digest 
Books

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

Join us in our 20th year of celebrating and promoting the self-published writer!



The Rules

1. The competition is open to all English language self- 
published books for which the authors have paid the full 
cost of publication, or the cost of printing has been paid 
for by a grant or as part of a prize.

2. You may register and pay online at writersdigest.com  
for faster service.

3. Entrants must submit a printed and bound book. Entries 
will be evaluated on content, writing quality and overall 
quality of production and appearance. No handwritten 
books are accepted.

4. All books published or revised and reprinted between 
2007 and 2012 are eligible. (Writer’s Digest may demand 
proof of eligibility of semifinalists.)

5. All books must be accompanied by an Entry Form. You 
may enter more than one book and/or more than one
category; however, you must submit all materials, includ-
ing book, entry form and fee for each category entered.

6. Check, money order or credit card payment for the 
required judging fee of $100 for the first entry, and $75 
for each additional entry, must accompany submissions. 
Entry fees are non-refundable.

7. All entries must be submitted no later than April 20, 2012. 
All winners will be notified by October 14, 2012.

8. Writer’s Digest reserves the right to withhold prizes in any 
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You can doom your 
debut from the start with 
these 7 (tongue-in-cheek) 
strategies for fl ailing, and 
failing—or, you can do 
just the opposite.

T
here are a lot of ways not to do something. 

Like the new boat owner a few years ago who was 
fi lling up his pleasure craft  with fuel for that fi rst 
time out. Only he mistook the tube meant to hold 
fi shing poles for the gas tank. Aft er completing his 
work he started up the engine.

Th e gas fumes ignited and blew the boat owner into the 
sky. He came down in the drink and was rescued, but the 
boat was a goner. 

You can be just as creative in fi nding ways not to write 
your novel. With a little thought and not much eff ort, you 
can easily devise methods to prevent yourself from actu-
ally fi nishing a book—or fi nishing a book that has a chance 
to sell. 

So if not fi nishing or not selling are your goals, I’m here 
to help you with the following seven tips:

No. 1  Wait for inspiration.
Go to your favorite writing spot with your laptop or pad. 
Perhaps your location of choice is a Starbucks. Sit down 
with a cup of coff ee and hold it with both hands. Sip it 
slowly. Do not put your fi ngers anywhere near the keyboard. 

FIRST AID

HOW NOT
TO WRITE
YOUR NOVEL

FOR WRITERS

BY JAMES SCOTT BELL

“Keep a small can of WD-40 on your desk—away 
from any open fl ames—to remind yourself that 
if you don’t write daily, you will get rusty.” 
GEORGE SINGLETON
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THE NOVELIST’S SURVIVAL KIT

Glance out a window if one is available. Wait for a skein of 
geese fl ying in V formation. If no window is available, sim-
ply observe the other patrons and make sure they can see 
your expression of other-worldly concentration.

You are waiting for inspiration. It must come from on 
high and fi ll you like fi re. 

Until then, do not write a word. If you’re tempted to 
start working without it, open up Spider Solitaire immedi-
ately. Tell yourself this will relax your mind so inspiration 
can pour in.

Of course, those who 
think it wise to fi nish their 
novels do things back-
wards. Th ey don’t wait for 
inspiration. Th ey go aft er 
it, as Jack London said he 
did, “with a club.” Th ey
follow the advice of Peter 
De Vries, who said, “I write when I’m inspired, and I see to 
it that I’m inspired at nine o’clock every morning.”

Th ese poor souls think the secret to writing a novel is 
to write, and work through minor problems quickly, and 
major ones aft er the fi rst draft  is done. 

Th ey do things like this:
 Establish a writing quota. Th e quota is based not 

on how much time they spend thinking about writing, but 
on how many words they get down. Some do a daily quota, 
others do it by the week. But they fi gure out what they can 
comfortably get done and set a quota about 10 percent 
above that as a goal.

 Review the previous day’s writing and move on. 
By looking at what they wrote the day before, they get back 
into the fl ow of their story. Th ey fi x little things, spelling 
and style mostly, but then get on with the day’s work.

And one day they look up and see a fi nished manuscript. 
Th ey have lost sight of how not to write a novel.

No. 2  Look over your shoulder.
Th e great pitcher Satchel Paige said, “Don’t look back. 
Something may be gaining on you.” 

It’s good life advice, but in order to not write your novel, 
you must ignore it. 

To not write your novel, constantly worry about how 
bad your book might turn out to be. Pause every thousand 
words or so and think, Th is is about the worst piece of crud 
known to man. Where did I put the bourbon?

Th is is sometimes known as the “inner critic,” and he’s 
your best friend. 

If you think about those doubts long enough, you can 
even develop them into fears. Jack Bickham, a novelist who 
was even better known for his books on the craft , put it 
this way:

“All of us are scared: of looking dumb, of running out of 

ideas, of never selling our copy, of not getting noticed. 

We fi ction writers make a business of being scared, and 

not just of looking dumb. Some of these fears may never 

go away, and we may just have to learn to live with them.”

Of course, some writers learn not only to live with 
doubt and fear, but to defeat them. How do they do that? 
I shouldn’t tell you, because it’s counterproductive to not 
writing your novel. But mostly they simply pound away at 
the keyboard. 

Th ey concentrate on the words in front of them and kick 
that inner critic to the curb. 

Th ey train themselves to do this via writing exercises, 
such as:

 The Five-Minute Nonstop. Write for fi ve minutes, 
fi rst thing in the morning if possible, without stopping to 
think about what you’re writing. No correcting. Just write. 

 The Page-Long Sentence. Choose something to 

actually sell their books 

Misdirected scribes who 

take the craft seriously.

“Writing is an exploration. 
You start from nothing and 
learn as you go.”
E.L. DOCTOROW

“I think all writing is a disease. 
You can’t stop it.”
WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS

“There is only one plot—things 
are not what they seem.”
JIM THOMPSON
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describe (a room or a character) and write a page-long 
sentence about it, not pausing to edit and instead going on 
whatever tangents present themselves. 

 The List Maker. Whenever you’re stuck for an idea 
to pursue, make a list. Brainstorm ideas without assessing 
them. Turn off  your fi lter. Get lots of ideas, then pick the 
best one. 

Writers who have dulled the inner critic don’t worry 
about getting the words right. Th ey get the words written. 

Th ey really have not got this not writing a novel thing 
down at all. 

No. 3 Ignore the craft.
Th is piece of advice on how to not write a novel applies 
whether you fi nish your fi rst draft  or not. It’s the cry of the 
artistic rebel who will go to the grave denouncing rules and 
techniques and anything that gets within a hundred yards 
of structure.

Th is does create a very good feeling, like you’re the king 
of the world. You can completely ignore all of the story-
tellers who came before you (be sure to call them hacks or
sellouts). Th e fact that you’ll most likely not place your 
book anywhere shouldn’t hinder you from your intractable 
writing course.

Th e misdirected scribes who actually sell their books 
and build readerships take the craft  of writing seriously. 
Th ey study it without apology. Th ey have people give them 
feedback—editors, critique groups, trusted and objec-
tive friends—and they read countless novels and examine 
what’s going on. Th ey’ll do the following:

 Analyze successful stories. Th ey ask questions 
when reading and use their fi ndings to help strengthen 
their work. For example:
 • How does the writer make me want to turn the page?
 • Why am I drawn to the lead character?
 • When are the stakes raised?
 • How does the writer integrate minor characters?
 • What makes a scene work?
 • What’s the key to confl ict?
 • How does the writer handle dialogue?

Th ese studious writers will be spotted reading Writer’s 
Digest and books on writing. What they learn they apply 
and practice, and through the wonder of trial and error 
fi nd themselves growing as writers.

But this is an article on how not to write a novel, so fol-
low their example at your peril.  

No. 4  Keep a chip on your shoulder.
Here’s a surefi re way not only to create a novel not worth 
reading, but scuttle your career as well. Decide that arro-
gance and defi ance are your two weapons of choice to bull-
dog your way to publication.

When you have a manuscript rejected, treat it as a per-
sonal insult. Th ink of editors and agents as nasty creatures 
who love saying no, who sit at their computers laughing 
Bwahahahahaha as they fi re off  their favorite thing: the 
impersonal form letter.

You can carry all this to your social media sites and pub-
licly rebuke such shortsightedness. By name. 

Th ose who do break through and obtain a career have 
the crazy idea that they can recover—even learn—from 
rejection and use it as motivation to write better. 

They foolishly remember the admonition of writer Ron 
Goulart: “Never assume that a rejection of your stuff  is also 
a rejection of you as a person. Unless it’s accompanied by a 
punch in the nose.”

Yes, they recognize that rejection hurts. But they  believe 
it’s part of the process and always will be. Writers like this 
do the following:

 Wallow, then write. Th ey let the rejection hurt for 
half an hour or so, then get back to the keyboard.

 Learn from the critique. Th ey go through the letter 
and their manuscript and attempt to draw out any lesson 
the rejection brings. Th ey understand that people in the 
publishing industry actually want to fi nd new authors. 

Of course, these are terrible tips for not writing a novel!

No. 5  Write for the market only.
Now let’s talk about one of the biggest keys to a novel that 
really has no chance. Start by chasing the market. Study the 
bestseller lists and try to identify a trend and jump on it. 

Th ere’s a saying in publishing that the moment you spot 
a trend, it’s too late to join it. By the time you fi nish writing 
something you think will be popular because it’s popular 
now, that ship will have largely sailed.

Ignore that saying, or you may end up with something 
agents and editors look for: a fresh voice.

Such writers are market conscious. Th ey know that pub-
lishers are in this business to make money, a return on 
their investment in a new writer. 

But they still manage to bring something new to the 
table, namely their own heart and passion fi ltered through 
a craft  that enables readers to share their vision. 

“Anyone who is going to be
a writer knows enough at 15
to write several novels.” 
MAY SARTON

“When a novelist writes of man’s experience, what else is 
he to draw on but the life around him? … The novelist’s real 
task and real responsibility lie in the way he uses it.”  
EUDORA WELTY (WD, 1970)
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Yes, vision. Any genre needs it. As super agent Donald 
Maass says in Th e Fire in Fiction: “What the hell are you 
trying to say to me?” 

Writers with fresh voices:
 Explore all facets of a story. Th ey concentrate on 

feeling the story as well as writing it. 
 Read a wide variety of material. Th ese writers read 

outside their genre—even poetry!—not to fi nd out what’s 
hot, but to expand their stylistic range.

But just beware that if you do fi nd your voice, that means 
you’re not not writing your novel.

No. 6  Take as many shortcuts 
as possible.
With the boom in e-books and the ease with which any-
thing can be “published,” writers have a new way not to 
write a novel that might be worth reading. It’s by hold-
ing the thought fi rmly in mind that whatever they write is 
worth putting out as a self-released e-book, and they will 
do it no matter what!

Th is relieves a lot of the pressure of trying to grow as a 
writer. One can combine this with the chip-on-your-shoulder 
attitude for a terrifi c double whammy. 

Of course, other writers—those who are laying a strong 
foundation in the nontraditional realm of digital and inde-
pendent publishing—foolishly continue to fi nd surefi re 
ways to vet their work: 

James Scott Bell (jamesscottbell.com) is the bestselling author 
of several thrillers, including Deceived and Try Dying. He has 
served as the fi ction columnist for Writer’s Digest, has written 
three books for writers—Plot & Structure, Revision & Self-
Editing and The Art of War for Writers (all WD Books)—and has 
taught at numerous writing conferences in the United States, 
Canada and England.

that means you’re not 

If you do fi nd your voice, 

not writing your novel.

 They will use test readers. Th ey don’t trust them-
selves in all ways. Th ey know they need objective readers, 
so they cultivate people they trust to tell them specifi cally 
what’s not working. Th en they’ll fi gure out a way to fi x it.

 They will hire a good freelance editor. Th ey know 
that the big benefi t of a traditional publisher is professional 

editing, so it’s worth it to 
them to fi nd a reputable 
freelance editor to go over 
their work. Note the word 
reputable. Th ere are less-
than-savory services out 
there that will gladly take a 
writer’s money for very lit-

tle quality work. (And if you’re trying to not write a novel 
that’s publishable, you should probably use them!)

No. 7  Quit.
If all else succeeds and you’re still intent on not fi nishing 
your novel, you have a surefi re fallback: Stop writing.

Forget the examples of those who persevered and eventu-
ally found an agent or got published. Like Kathryn Stockett. 
She wrote and edited Th e Help over a fi ve-year period, 
then got three-and-a-half  years’ worth of rejections from 
agents—60 in all. It was agent 61 who took her on, and the 
rest you know well.

 Published authors will tell you it’s all about persever-
ance, the one characteristic all successful writers share. 
Th ey’ll tell you as long as you’ve got a computer and key-
board, or pen and paper, you can write. And as long as you 
write you have a chance to get published.

Author David Eddings said, “Keep working. Keep try-
ing. Keep believing. You still might not make it, but at least 
you gave it your best shot. If you don’t have calluses on 
your soul, this isn’t for you. Take up knitting instead.”

With several bestselling series under his belt, he defi -
nitely wasn’t very good at not writing novels.

… Wait. What’s that? You actually want to write a novel? 
Well, I’m not the writing sheriff . Th e choice is yours.  WD

“The most beautiful things are 
those that madness prompts 
and reason writes.” 
ANDRE GIDE

“Literature is strewn with the wreckage
of men who have minded beyond reason 
the opinions of others.” 
VIRGINIA WOOLF

“If it sounds like writing, 
I rewrite it.” 
ELMORE LEONARD
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6 SECRETS
No matter what
you write, keep your 
readers captivated 
with these no-fail 
techniques.

T
hriller? Mystery? Literary fi ction? It’s all the same: 
Building apprehension in the minds of your read-
ers is one of the most eff ective keys to engaging 
them early in your novel and keeping them fl ipping 
pages late into the night. 

Simply put, if you don’t hook your readers, they 
won’t get into the story. If you don’t drive the story forward 
by making readers worry about your main character, they 
won’t have a reason to keep reading.

Th ink: Worry equals suspense.
Th e best part is, the secrets for ratcheting up the suspense 

are easy to implement. Here are six of the most eff ective.

No. 1  Put characters that readers 
care about in jeopardy.
Four factors are necessary for suspense—reader empathy, 
reader concern, impending danger and escalating tension.

We create reader empathy by giving the character a 
desire, wound or internal struggle that readers can identify 
with. Th e more they empathize, the closer their connection 
with the story will be. Once they care about and identify 
with a character, readers will be invested when they see the 
character struggling to get what he most desires. 

We want readers to worry about whether or not the char-
acter will get what he wants. Only when readers know what 
the character wants will they know what’s at stake. And only 
when they know what’s at stake will they be engaged in the 
story. To get readers more invested in your novel, make clear: 

BY STEVEN JAMES 

TO CREATING AND 
SUSTAINING SUSPENSE 

“You do not have to explain every single drop 
of water contained in a rain barrel. You have to 
explain one drop—H

2
O. The reader will get it.”

GEORGE SINGLETON 



1) What your character desires (love, freedom, adventure, 
forgiveness, etc.); 2) what is keeping him from getting it; and 
3) what terrible consequences will result if he doesn’t get it. 

Suspense builds as danger approaches. Readers experience 
apprehension when a character they care about is in peril. Th is 
doesn’t have to be a life-and-death situation. Depending 
on your genre, the threat may involve the character’s physi-
cal, psychological, emotional, spiritual or relational well-
being. Whatever your genre, show that something terrible 
is about to happen—then postpone the resolution to sus-
tain the suspense. 

We need to escalate the tension in our stories until it 
reaches a satisfying climax. Raise the stakes by making the 
danger more imminent, intimate, personal and devastat-
ing. So, if the moon explodes in Act 1, the entire galaxy 
better be at risk by Act 3. If tension doesn’t escalate, the 
suspense you’ve been developing will evaporate. 

 It’s like infl ating a balloon—you can’t let the air out of 
your story; instead, you keep blowing more in, tightening 
the tension until it looks like the balloon is going to pop at 
any second.

Th en blow in more.
And more.
Until the reader can hardly stand it. 
Incidentally, this is one reason why adding sex scenes to 

your story is actually counterintuitive to building suspense. 
By releasing all the romantic or sexual tension you’ve been 
building, you let air out of the balloon. If you want to titil-
late, add sex; if you want to build suspense, postpone it.

No. 2  Include more promises and 
less action.
Suspense happens in the stillness of your story, in the gaps 
between the action sequences, in the moments between 
the promise of something dreadful and its arrival. 

When I was writing my novel Th e Bishop, I began with 
the goal of letting the entire story span only 52 hours. I 
thought that by packing everything into a tight time frame 
I would really make the story suspenseful.

As I worked on the book, however, I realized that there was 
so much that needed to happen to build to the climax that if 
I kept to my 52-hour time frame, events would need to occur 
one aft er another so quickly that there wouldn’t be space for 
suspense to happen among them. Finally, I added another 24 
hours to the story to create the opportunity for the promises 
and payoff s that would make the story suspenseful.

If readers complain that “nothing is happening” in a 
story, they don’t typically mean that no action is occurring, 
but rather that no promises are being made.

Contrary to what you may have heard, the problem 
of readers being bored isn’t solved by adding action but 
instead by adding apprehension. Suspense is anticipation; 
action is payoff . You don’t increase suspense by “making 
things happen,” but by promising that they will. Instead of 
asking, “What needs to happen?” ask, “What can I promise 
will go wrong?” 

 Stories are much more than reports of events. Stories 
are about transformations. We have to show readers where 
things are going—what situation, character or relationship 
is going to be transformed. 

Of course, depending on your genre, promises can be 
comedic, romantic, horrifi c or dramatic. For example, two 
lovers plan to meet in a meadow to elope. Th at’s a promise.

But the young man’s rival fi nds out and says to himself, 
“If I can’t have her, no one can.” Th en he heads to the fi eld 
and hides, waiting for them, dagger in hand.

Th e lovers arrive, clueless about the danger …
Milk that moment; make the most of the suspense 

it off ers.
And then show us what happens in that meadow. In 

other words …

No. 3  Keep every promise you make.
In tandem with making promises is the obligation of keep-
ing them. Th e bigger the promise, the bigger the payoff . 
For example, in my fi rst novel I had the killer tell a woman 
whom he’d abducted, “Your death will be remembered for 
decades.” Th at’s a huge promise to readers. I’d better ful-
fi ll it by making her death memorable or terrifying. In 
another book I had a character tell the hero that the vil-
lain had “a twist waiting for you at the end that you would 
never expect.”

Another huge promise. Readers think, OK, buddy. Let’s 
see if you deliver.

Th at’s what you want.
So you’d better deliver.
A huge promise without the fulfi llment isn’t suspense—

it’s disappointment.
Every word in your story is a promise to the reader 

about the signifi cance of that word to the story as a whole. 
Th is is where so many authors—both of suspense nov-
els and of fi ction in other genres—fumble the ball. If you 

“A book comes and 
says, ‘Write me.’”
MADELEINE L’ENGLE

“It’s best not to think 
about it, just do it.” 
GORE VIDAL

“It’s a mistake to analyze the market thinking you can 
write whatever is hot. … You need to write what you 
would read if you expect anybody else to read it.”
NORA ROBERTS (WD, 1997)

THE NOVELIST’S SURVIVAL KIT
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spend three paragraphs describing a woman’s crimson-
colored sweater, that sweater better be vital to the story. If 
not, you’re telling readers, “Oh, by the way, I wasted your 
time. Yeah, that part really wasn’t important to the story.”

Never disrespect your readers like that.
When stories falter it’s oft en because the writers didn’t 

make big enough promises, didn’t fulfi ll them when read-
ers wanted them to be fulfi lled, or broke promises by never 
fulfi lling them at all. 

Here’s a great way to break your promise to the reader: 
Start your story with a prologue, say, in which a woman is 
running on a beach by herself, and there are werewolves on 
the loose. Let’s see if you can guess what’s going to happen. 
Hmm … what a twist this is going to be—she gets attacked by 
the werewolves! Wow. What a fresh, original idea that was.

How is that a broken promise? Because it was predict-
able. Readers want to predict what will happen, but they 
want to be wrong. Th ey’re only satisfi ed when the writer 
gives them more than they anticipate, not less. 

I’m always annoyed when an author introduces a char-
acter, gives me background information on where she went 
to college, what she studied, her love interests, her favorite 
snack food and so on, and then kills her off  right away or 
fails to give her any signifi cant role in the story. 

When readers invest their time, they want that invest-
ment to pay off .

Make big promises. 
Th en keep them.

No. 4 Let the characters tell readers 
their plans.
I know, this seems counterintuitive. Why would we want 
readers to know what’s going to happen? Doesn’t that give 
the ending away? 

I’m not talking about revealing your secrets or let-
ting readers know the twists that your story has in store. 
Instead, just show readers the agenda, and you’ll be mak-
ing a promise that something will either go wrong to screw 
up the schedule, or that plans will fall into place in a way 
that propels the story (and the tension) forward. 

Simply by having your characters tell readers their 
schedules, you create a promise that can create anticipa-
tion and build suspense:

• “I’ll see you at the 4 o’clock briefi ng.”
• “Let’s meet at Rialto’s for supper at 8.”

“The difference between the almost right word 
and the right word is … the difference between 
the lightning bug and the lightning.” 
MARK TWAIN

“When I say work I only mean writing. 
Everything else is just odd jobs.” 
MARGARET LAURENCE

• “All right, here’s what I have lined up for the rest of 

the morning: Follow up on the fi ngerprints, track down 

Adrian, and then stop by the prison and have a little 

chat with Donnie ‘The Midnight Slayer’ Jackson.”

A story moves through action sequences to moments of 
reorientation when the characters process what just hap-
pened and make a decision that leads to the next scene. We 
do this in real life as well—we experience something mov-
ing or profound, we process it, and then we decide how to 
respond. Problem is, in those moments of refl ection, a story 
can drag and the suspense can be lost. During every inter-
lude between scenes a promise must be either made or kept. 

And, if you resolve one question or plot thread (that is, you 
keep a promise you made earlier), introduce another twist or 
moral dilemma (in other words, make another promise). 

When a story lags it’s almost always because of missing 
tension (there’s no unmet desire on the part of the char-
acters) or not enough escalation (there’s too much repeti-
tion). To fi x this, show us how deeply the character wants 
something but cannot get it, and escalate the story by mak-
ing it even more diffi  cult to get. 

No. 5 Cut down on the violence.
Th e more violence there is, the less it will mean.

Th is was a problem I faced with my thriller Th e Knight. In 
the story, a killer is reenacting 10 crimes from a 13th-century 
manuscript that was condemned by the church. If I showed 
all 10 crimes, the story would have certainly included lots of 
gruesome violence, but the murders would have gotten bor-
ing aft er a while. Instead, my investigator fi nds out about the 
killings partway through the crime spree, and he has to try 
and stop the killer before the fi nal grisly crime. 

A murder is not suspense. An abduction with the threat 
of a murder is. 

If you want readers to emotionally distance them-
selves from the story, show one murder aft er another, aft er 
another, aft er another; but if you want to build tension, cut 
down on the violence and increase the readers’ apprehen-
sion about a future violent act.

Th e scariest stories oft en contain very little violence. 
And, of course, diff erent genre elements dictate diff er-

ent means of suspense. In a mystery you might fi nd out 
that a person was beheaded. Th is occurs before the narra-
tive begins, so the focus of the story is on solving the crime. 
If you’re writing a horror story, you’ll show the behead-
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ing itself—in all of its gory 
detail. If you’re writing sus-
pense, the characters in 
the story will fi nd out that 
someone is going to be 
beheaded, and they must 
fi nd a way to stop it. 

Reader expectations, and 
the depth and breadth of 
what is at stake in the story, 
will determine the amount 
of mystery, horror or sus-
pense you’ll want to include. 
Nearly all genres include 
some scenes with them. As 
a writer, it’s vital that you 
become aware of how you 
shape those sequences to 
create the desired eff ect on 
your reader—curiosity, dread or apprehension (see the 
chart on this page).

Also, remember that valuing human life increases sus-
pense. Because readers only feel suspense when they care 
about what happens to a character, we want to heighten 
their concern by heightening the impact of the tragedy. 
Show how valuable life is. Th e more murders your story 
contains, the more life will seem cheap, and if it’s cheap, 
readers don’t need to be concerned if it’s lost. 

No. 6  Be one step ahead of your readers.
When I write my novels I’m constantly asking myself what 
readers are hoping for, wondering about or questioning at 
each point in the story. Our job as writers is to give them 
what they want, when they want it—or, to add a twist so 
that we give them more than they ever bargained for.

Here are some ways to do that to amp up the suspense:
 As you develop your story, appeal to readers’ 

fears and phobias. (Phobias are irrational fears, so to be 
afraid of a cobra is not a phobia, but to be afraid of all snakes 
is.) Most people are afraid of helplessness in the face of dan-
ger. Many are afraid of needles, the dark, drowning, heights 
and so on. Th ink of the things that frighten you most, and 
you can be sure many of your readers will fear them as well.

 Make sure you describe the setting of your story’s 
climax before you reach that part of the story. In other 
words, let someone visit it earlier and foreshadow every-

Steven James has written many books and is the bestselling author of 
fi ve critically acclaimed thrillers. He is a contributing editor for Writer’s 
Digest and teaches at writing conferences nationwide.

“I always start writing with a clean 
piece of paper and a dirty mind.” 
PATRICK DENNIS

“Reporting the extreme things as if 
they were the average things will
start you on the art of fi ction.”
F. SCOTT FITZGERALD

Creating Suspense Using Genre Elements

The violence 

occurs before the 

story begins.

Who was respon-

sible for the crime?

Readers may lag 

behind the detec-

tive in understand-

ing the clues.

Head (intellectual 

curiosity)

Readers see it 

happening.

How will the 

character die?

Readers view the 

action; they’re in 

on the secret.

Gut (visceral 

reaction)

Readers anticipate 

that it will happen.

How can the crisis 

or impending 

crime be averted?

Readers know 

about danger that 

the characters 

do not.

Heart (worry and 

concern)

Timing of 

Crime or 

Crisis Event

Narrative 

Question

Reader

Orientation

Reader

Appeal

MYSTERY HORROR SUSPENSE

thing you’ll need for readers to picture the scene when the 
climax arrives. Otherwise you’ll end up stalling out the 
story to describe the setting, when you should be pushing 
through to the climax. 

 Countdowns and deadlines can be helpful, but can 
work against you if they don’t feed the story’s escala-
tion. For example, having every chapter of your book start 
one hour closer to the climax is a gimmick that gets old 
aft er a while because it’s repetitious and predictable—two 
things that kill escalation. Instead, start your countdown in 
the middle of the book. To escalate a countdown, shorten 
the time available to solve the problem.

 As you build toward the climax, isolate your main 
character. Remove his tools, escape routes and support sys-
tem (buddies, mentors, helpers or defenders). Th is forces 
him to become self-reliant and makes it easier for you to put 
him at a disadvantage in his fi nal confrontation with evil. 

 Make it personal. Don’t just have a person get 
abducted—let it be the main character’s son. Don’t just let 
New York City be in danger—let Gramma live there.

No matter what you write, good prose really is all about 
sharpening the suspense. Follow these six secrets, and 
you’ll keep your readers up way past their bedtime.  WD
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“Do not hoard what seems good for a later 
place in the book, or for another book; give it, 
give it all, give it now.” 
ANNIE DILLARD

“Remember the serials you read as a youth? When they left 
the hero suspended for a week by spectral fi ngers of death 
clutching from the jagged rocks below? That’s the idea!”
FRED EAST (WD, 1944)

Regardless of your experience
or how far along you are in 
your book, creating a story 
map can be a vital technique 
to guide you to your goal.

W
hat is my novel missing? How can I develop this 
single idea? Is my story structure complete?

Sounds like you need a story map.
Just as a road map helps you plot your 

travel plans, a story map serves as a visual 
outline that helps you see the direction your 

story is taking and whether you’ve overlooked any major 
points of interest along the way. And it works: As you fi ll in 
a story map with your ideas, you quickly see what you don’t 
know about your story or how to organize it.

Based on timeless storytelling principles established by 
Aristotle, this writing tool doesn’t change the inspirational 
quirkiness of the way you write or take away from how 
you approach the craft —rather, it helps you sharpen your 
story’s essential core elements … the internal ones readers 
will be looking for, whether they know it or not. Although 
a simple idea, the story map has proven to be useful for 
both beginners and advanced writers alike.

ON THE MAP
Before we get to our map, here are three keys to success-

fully navigating your own:
 Introduce a story map at any stage of your writ-

ing process. If you’re just beginning your story, implement-
ing a story map will help you see where to start and where to 
spin off  ideas to move your piece forward. As you map your 
ideas, you’ll discover that they help to propagate more ideas. 
Especially if you’re stuck at a particular point in your novel, 
you may want to update or create a new map so it refl ects—
or creates—fresh ideas and story structure. 

If you’ve already outlined or written most of your story, 
a story map may point out where your structure is weak 
or not fully developed by what you can’t fi ll in, or by what 
you’re struggling to answer. 

 Be loose. You’re simply placing on a chart what you 
understand about your story. Everything you write can 
be considered a placeholder until you develop a stronger 
idea. Sometimes what you think is the beginning hook 
may change to be the climax or a confl ict once you better 
understand your story. For now, write what you know—
and put it where you think it belongs. You can always 
change it once you have a clearer understanding of what 
you’re writing about. 

 Use phrases in your map that capture your ideas 
by showing rather than telling—just as you would in 
your fi ction. For example: Mary lets Bill know she’s angry is 
telling, while Mary rips up their marriage certifi cate shows 
the story, has more energy and takes the idea to the next 
level, which oft en leads to the next idea.  

PUT YOUR NOVEL

BY NANCY ELLEN DODD
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“I almost always urge people to write
in the fi rst person. … Writing is an act
of ego and you might as well admit it.”
WILLIAM ZINSSER

“A book is simply the container
of an idea—like a bottle; what is inside
the book is what matters.” 
ANGELA CARTER

THE NOVELIST’S SURVIVAL KIT

Navigate Your  

What’s at Stake
A strong story always has something at stake for the

protagonist. It should feel as though it’s a life-and-death

issue that’s crucial (and/or urgent) to the protagonist.

This should defi ne the fi rst act of your story.

Rising Action
The middle consists of confl icts that 

create obstacles or challenges to 

thwart the protagonist. These climb 

in importance, severity or intensity as 

they lead up to the climax. 

EXTRA PLOT POINT
A second plot point is 
needed only if a bigger 

confl ict is required follow-
ing the main plot (based on 
genre, the strength of the 
fi rst plot point, etc.). The 
second plot point should
immediately spin the story 
into the middle.

HOOK
This is an engaging 
opening, which often 

foreshadows the confl ict and 
propels the story forward. If 
you have extra hook ideas, 
you might also use them as 
twists or revelations later. 

GOAL
The protagonist’s goal, 
which is key to a story, 

can be established as early 
as the hook, or during the 
confl ict. It can also change as 
the story moves forward.

1ST TURNING POINT
This establishes the 
confl ict the story is try-

ing to resolve. The main con-
fl ict can occur in the hook or 
closely following it, or after 
the initial story and charac-
ters are set up. The middle of 
the story starts immediately 
or shortly after, depending 
on whether there’s backstory 
or additional setup.

BEGINNING MIDDLE 

Main Themes 
& Dramatic 
Questions
These are the “big-picture” 

concepts on which the story is 

based. List them prominently 

somewhere on your map to 

keep the story moving in the 

right direction and focus your 

work. They may change—but 

analyzing these concepts will 

help you develop a compass 

for your story.

 GET MAPPING!
Ready for your own story map? 
Get started with our blank guide at 
writersdigest.com/january-12.

TIP:
How do 

you map a story? 
Everyone’s methods are 
different—that’s what 

makes writing unique. You 
can place your ideas on 
your map in whatever 

order they occur to 
you.



“No matter how good you may think your 
verbiage is, cut it out if it doesn’t advance 
the plot and build up the climax.”
LAURENCE D’ORSAY (WD, 1929)

“When writing a novel a writer
should create living people; people,
not characters. A character is a caricature.”
ERNEST HEMINGWAY

Novel

Falling Action
The end, or dénouement, has falling 

action in which the story winds down. 

Final revelations and loose ends are 

tied up.

Nancy Ellen Dodd is the author of The Writer’s Compass: From Story Map to Finished Draft in 7 Stages. 

RESOLUTION
The resolution is the 
outcome of the story: 

Does the protagonist meet his 
goal? Does it still matter? Did 
the goal change for the better 
or for the worse? Make a list 
of questions like these, and 
answer them for yourself.

TAG
A tag usually consists of a 
moral to the story through 

one of the character’s eyes, 
or an indication of what the 
characters’ futures might be.  

OBSTACLES
Depending on the form 
and length of the story, 

the protagonist should face 
three to seven obstacles, or 
challenges. Each should be 
more diffi cult for the pro-
tagonist to overcome. Note 
the zigzagged line represent-
ing the obstacles—the story 
is tighter if the resolution of 
one obstacle results in the 
creation of another. 

CLIMAX
This is the largest
obstacle, and it

determines whether the
protagonist wins or loses. 
It’s been described as being 
where the protagonist fails 
(and the ending has been
described as where the pro-
tagonist fi gures out how to 
turn things around). However, 
the protagonist may also win 
in the climax. It’s not until 
the end that we realize how 
the story is resolved after 
this win or fail.

REVELATION
After the climax, there’s 
often a major revelation 

of something that either the 
protagonist or the audience 
didn’t know. 

END 

Story Map Key
A story has one to seven acts, 

depending on its form and 

length. The map’s vertical lines

are dashes because they don’t 

represent a fi xed number of 

pages or a set point in the 

story, and can move according 

to the story’s development. 

Some points indicated in 

white ( ) depict elements 

sometimes used to enhance a 

Sense of Urgency
Throughout your book, you 

need an idea that pushes 

the story forward and keeps 

the reader reading. This can 

be something like a ticking 

bomb or a time line before 

something changes, or just an 

overall feeling by the way it’s 

written.  List it at the bottom 

of your map.

TIP:
Flip chart or 

art paper offers 
plenty of writing 

space for story map 
creation. Post your 

map on an art 
board or wall. 

Story Map Key
A story has one to seven acts, 

depending on its form and 

length. The map’s vertical lines

are dashes because they don’t 

represent a fi xed number of 

pages or a set point in the 

story, and can move according 

to the story’s development. 

Some points indicated in 

white ( ) depict elements 

sometimes used to enhance

a story, based on genre. 
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What’s in a character’s 
name? Everything. 
Here’s how to master 
the neglected art of 
moniker-making.

T
he auditorium was dark except for a pool of light at 
the center of the stage. One of my all-time heroes, 
Joyce Carol Oates, was giving a guest lecture at my 
school, Michigan State University. As her book 
jacket photos suggested, she was a waif, standing 
there so pale behind the microphone, with a voice 

like a small stringed instrument.
I was an intense young writer of short stories, and to this 

day I remember part of her lecture word for word.
She spoke about her deep feeling for her characters, and 

her commitment to creating just the right name for each 
one. I thought of how her characters stuck into me like 
darts, and I realized that some of their power came from 
their names: the creepy Arnold Friend in “Where Are You 
Going, Where Have You Been?” Th e doomed Buchanan in 
“Wild Saturday.” Th e primeval Sweet Gum and Jeremiah in 
“Th e Death of Mrs. Sheer.”

Getting the names right requires patience, she said, and 
sometimes it’s hard. She said that occasionally in her sleep 
a character she had invented but not named would appear 
before her and stand in silence. Oates extended her thin 
white arm, hand cupped. “And I ask, ‘What is your name? 
Tell me your name!’”

Since then, I’ve taken character naming very seriously. 
It’s something far too many writers neglect. Th e best authors 
know that a fi tting name for a character is a precious gift  
to readers. Some names resonate as miniature poems, 
whether masculine or feminine:
 • Dracula (Dracula, Bram Stoker)
 • Holly Golightly (Breakfast at Tiff any’s, Truman Capote)
 • Atticus Finch (To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee)
 • Becky Sharp (Vanity Fair, William Makepeace Th ackeray)

BY ELIZABETH SIMS

NAMEDRO

“Write while the heat is in you. … The writer
who postpones the recording of his thoughts
 uses an iron which has cooled to burn a hole with.”
HENRY DAVID THOREAU

“Literature is the art of writing 
something that will be read twice.”
CYRIL CONNOLLY
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 • James Bond (Dr. No and others, Ian Fleming)
 • Scarlett O’Hara (Gone With the Wind,

Margaret Mitchell)
 • Mr. Skimpole (Bleak House, Charles Dickens)
 • Mrs. Gummidge (David Copperfi eld, ditto)
 • Little Toot (Little Toot, Hardie Gramatky)
 • Cinderella (folktale, timeless)

Like Oates, you’re rarely going to come up with that ter-
rifi c name instantly; you’ll have a character who demands 
to be born, and you’ll have to start writing him or her 
(or it) without a name. In such cases I use “Evil Cutie” or  
“Brother A” until I can really work on a name.

I’m against using nonsense names as some authors do for 
ease of typing during their draft  phase. “Jiji,” for instance, 
uses just the fi rst two fi ngers on your right hand, in the 
central part of the keyboard, and it could defi nitely save 
you keystrokes during the course of a long novel, especially 
if your character ends up being “Charlotte Summerington.” 
However, there is more to writing fi ction than saving key-
strokes. Every character’s name interacts with you as 
you write, melding with your ideas and feelings for the
character. You don’t want to stay dissociated from your char-
acters’ names for any longer than necessary.

Dickens is great to study for character names. He wrote 
most of his novels as long magazine serials; their character-
packed success depended on every name being quickly and 
easily distinguished in the reader’s mind—and held there 
from one month to the next. Contemporary British authors 
must have inherited some of his DNA, because they tend to 
be terrifi c namers too (more on them in a moment).

If you think about it, character names come in two basic 
breeds: those with carefully craft ed meanings, and those 

that simply fi t your players like a silk suit, inexplicably 
perfect. We’ll look at both kinds, along with strategies for
creating them.

Type 1  Layered Names
First up are the “meaningful” names, which pull back the 
skin of your characters and can be analyzed quite like
literature itself:

IRONIC NAMES
Large chunks of Alexander McCall Smith’s bestselling 44 
Scotland Street series concern the diffi  cult life of Bertie 
Pollock, an Edinburgh schoolboy. Two of his schoolmates 
are lads named Larch and Tofu. Th ough minor characters, 
they’re there for a distinct purpose.

Th e names interact with a savory irony. Tofu and Larch’s 
names obviously have been bestowed by parents with fi nely 
tuned ideals. Political correctness abounds: One boy’s 
name is a legume paste, the other a tree. Yet the characters, 
we learn from their actions and words, are as shallow and 
phony-hearted as their names are sophisticated.

Smith gives us, by contrast, the simple, direct, honest 
Bertie. He is worth more than both Tofu and Larch put 
together. His is an ordinary, unpretentious name; his sur-
name, Pollock, is a common fi sh. Bertie, then, is the hum-
ble everyman who must endure everybody else’s idiotic, 
self-serving vanities.

But for pure triumphal irony, can anything top the 
Veneering family, of Dickens’ classic Our Mutual Friend? 
Such a vaguely grand-seeming name for a vaguely grand 
family. Simultaneously, of course, their name clues us in that 
they are nothing but surface. And we enjoy watching them 

PPING

“Who wants to become a writer? And why? 
Because it’s the answer to everything. …” 
ENID BAGNOLD

“In any really good subject, one has only 
to probe deep enough to come to tears.”
EDITH WHARTON
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try—and fail—to live up to their banal aspirations.
Ironic names are easy to create: Just think of your char-

acter’s opposite qualities and brainstorm liberally. Let’s 
say you’ve got a clumsy guy who lives with his parents 
and aspires merely to avoid work and download porn. 
You could give him an ironic name like Th or or Victor or 
Christian or even Pilgrim. Or you could give him a fi rst 
name that’s a family surname, like Powers or Strong.

Authors who want to use ironic character names should 
strictly limit themselves to one per story or novel.

SYMBOLIC NAMES
We love symbolic names—sometimes. Carson McCullers, 
in Th e Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, manages a good one with 
John Singer, a deaf-mute who essentially acts as the prophet 
in the story. Harry Angstrom, the hero of John Updike’s 
Rabbit books, has, I think, a particularly good symbolic 
name. First of all we have angst right in there. Th en, as you’ll 
remember from science class, an angstrom is a teeny-tiny 
unit of length. An allegory for a man who feels his life is too 
small—and who by his actions shows that he might also be 
a bit insecure about a certain part of his anatomy?

Be warned, though: 
Symbolic names are treach-
erous shoals for authors. 
Way too many novels (fi rst 
or otherwise) feature bad 
guys named Grimes and 
heroes with some form of 
truth or justice incorporated 
into their names. Also, we have too many heroines with the 
word sun in their names, more detectives called Hunter or 
Archer or Wolf than we can count, and multitudes of good 
guys with the initials J.C. (Jesus Christ). 

Here’s the key: Symbolic names work only if they’re not 
heavy-handed. Challenge any symbolic name with the ques-
tion: Would a 12-year-old get it during a fi rst reading? If yes, 
trash it! Keep looking for something subtle, based on your 
character’s deepest traits, or use another approach, like:

CONNOTATIVE NAMES
A connotative name suggests without being explicit.

For instance, in Ernest Hemingway’s short story “Th e 
Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber,” the handsome 
hunting guide is straightforwardly named Richard Wilson, 
while the client he cuckolds has the fussy name of Francis 

Macomber. (For some reason in Western culture, Francis 
sounds sissy-ish, perhaps because it’s similar to the femi-
nine form, Frances. A fair number of spoiled pantywaists 
in literature bear that name; Scout’s nauseating cousin in 
To Kill a Mockingbird springs to mind.) In the end, how-
ever, Macomber achieves true heroism (albeit briefl y!), 
while Wilson is stuck with Macomber’s sexy, monstrous 
widow, Margot.

Another example: Draco Malfoy in J.K. Rowling’s Harry 
Potter series. Here we have the root suggestions of dragon 
(draco is Latin for it) and malformed, malice and malfeasance. 
A great many other Rowling characters are perfectly named.

You can make up connotative names by asking your-
self questions like these as you brainstorm your characters: 
What expression is on his face when he looks in the mir-
ror in the morning? If she were an animal, what would she 
be? If this character were a building or a political party or 
a piece of furniture, what would he be? How is her self-
image at odds with reality?

PHONETICALLY SUGGESTIVE NAMES
Dickens again. In his masterpiece Bleak House, he tells 

the story of the mother of 
all lawsuits, “Jarndyce and 
Jarndyce.” And the suit 
drags on, and your fl esh 
creeps as that name ham-
mers at you throughout 
the book: jaundice, jaun-
dice, jaundice.

Ayn Rand’s despicable character Wesley Mouch (weasly 
mooch) from Atlas Shrugged is a pretty good example of a 
name that sounds like an epithet.

Let’s make up a phonetic name that fi ts a character. What 
if we had a coach who gambled on his basketball team? 
Well, it’s about winning and losing, and it doesn’t matter 
which if you can make money betting either way. Winning, 
Winton, Win, Lose, Fail, Failer.

How about Winton Fayhler (win failer)?

Type 2  Plain Names
What of names that have no hidden meaning, but just play 
off  the ear like powerful verse?
 • Howard Roark (Th e Fountainhead, Rand)
 • Anna Karenina (Anna Karenina,

Leo Tolstoy)

suggests without 

A connotative name 

being explicit.

“You don’t actually have to write anything until you’ve thought it out. 
This is an enormous relief, and you can sit there searching for the 
point at which the story becomes a toboggan and starts to slide.”
MARIE DE NERVAUD (WD, 1957)

“If the writing is honest it cannot be 
separated from the man who wrote it.”
TENNESSEE WILLIAMS
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 • Frankenstein (Frankenstein,
Mary Shelley)

 • Blanche DuBois (A Streetcar Named 
Desire, Tennessee Williams)

Such names are the holy grail of authors. 
You know them when you see them—the 
rhythm, the grace, the style!—but defi ning 
them is almost impossible. Fortunately, it’s 
also irrelevant. What we need are ways to 
generate those lovely combinations of con-
sonants and vowels.

Judging by successful character names, 
it seems a strong fi rst syllable in both fi rst 
and last names works well, regardless of 
the number of syllables. (Harry Potter, Jo 
March, Robinson Crusoe.) 

Here’s how you can generate pure plain 
good names:

COLLAR THEM IN YOUR DREAMS.
Awaiting inspiration is perhaps the most 
organic way to name your characters, 
though it could take some time. Seriously, 
though, oft en you’ll be working with a 
character and his name—complete, per-
fect, incontrovertible—will simply pop into 
your head. It can happen while you’re writ-
ing, or weighing plums at the grocery, or 
drift ing in dreamland. Accept these pieces 
of luck as your due. Expect them.

GET BOOKISH.
Remember phone books? Leaf through 
yours, and try putting diff erent fi rst and 
last names together. Phone books, however, 
are usually limited regionally. If you live in 
a small town in Minnesota, for instance, 
you’re going to fi nd a whole lot of Johnsons 
and Olsons but not many Garciaparras and 
Hoxhas. I keep a couple of baby-name books handy when 
I’m in the early stages of an outline or draft . I also save 
commencement programs.

SURF THE WEB.
You can go online and fi nd helpful reference sites that list 
fi rst names and surnames by national origin, and you’ll 

Don’t Stop at Characters
How to Name Everything Else

You may need to invent names for places and things—towns,

companies, restaurants, schools, castles, vehicles, tools, sci-fi

weapons, etc.

Be open to the fact that inanimate entities have “characters,” 

too, and this is something you can have fun with.

Jonathan Swift deliberately used clunky, impossible-to-

pronounce place names (Brobdingnag!) in Gulliver’s Travels,

his parody of the breathless, condescending travel narratives

of his day (as well as an inquiry into the roots of human nature).

He must have been onto something, because the book has been

in print without pause since its debut in 1726.

You can place all your characters in a solidly real city, like 

Arthur Conan Doyle’s London, or you can invent whole towns, 

like the fi ctionalized Santa Barbara—known as Santa Teresa in 

the works of Ross MacDonald and Sue Grafton.

Most authors need to mix at least some fi ctional names with 

the real. When I needed a fi ctional company in Detroit for a 

subplot in my novel Holy Hell, I could have just fl ung something 

down, but the company was part of the story and would be 

referred to several times. After some trial and error I came up 

with Hastings Benevolex, which sounds like it could be any of 

the countless automotive support businesses in the Detroit 

area, and also conveys a sort of technocratic smugness.

Use the same kind of brainstorming for your places and 

things as you do for your characters. What is the personality 

of it? What words relate to it? What adjectives? How do your 

characters feel about it?

Write down the words that occur to you, and extrapolate 

from there: Combine fragments, look to your own past, your 

own likes and dislikes, let random stuff bubble up.

If I could give a medal for naming a fi ctional thing, I’d cast it 

from Kryptonite.

fi nd sites that tell you name meanings, etc. You’ll also fi nd 
assorted sites that simply generate names. Browse around.

SURF THE ORIGINAL WEB.
For real inspiration I suggest going over to your local 
library, where you’ll be amazed at the wealth of name 
stuff  you’ll fi nd in the reference department. Besides gen-

“Whether a character in your novel is full of choler, bile, 
phlegm, blood or plain old buffalo chips, the fi re of life 
is in there, too, as long as that character lives.”
JAMES ALEXANDER THOM

“A good writer chooses the setting which 
makes character and situation clear.” 
JOHN GARDNER
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eral encyclopedias, which are rife with names from all 
eras, you’ll fi nd encyclopedias on every specialized sub-
ject from military history to music, sports, radio and tele-
vision, steamships and railroads, law enforcement, crime 
and more. All of these books are crammed with names. 
Th e real pay dirt in your library is in the genealogy
section. Here you’ll fi nd books packed with names from all 
over the world, along with dates, cities and other location 
names, too. You might even get ideas for characters right 
out of those books—or whole plots, for that matter. Th at’s 
the serendipity of browsing, the fostering of which physical 
libraries are still unsurpassed.

The Makings of Any Good Moniker 
No matter what sort of character name you’re pursuing, 
heed common sense and do the following:

CHECK ROOT MEANINGS. 
It’s better to call a character Caleb, which means “faithful” 
or “faithful dog,” than to overkill it by naming him Loyal 
or Goodman—unless you want that for comic/ironic pur-
poses. Some readers will know the name’s root meaning, 
but those who don’t might sense it.

GET YOUR ERA RIGHT. 
If you need a name for an 18-year-old shopgirl in a cor-
set store in 1930s Atlanta, you know enough not to choose 
Sierra or Courtney, unless such an unusual name is part 
of your story. Browse for names in the era you’re writing. 
A Depression-era shopgirl who needs a quick name could 
go by Myrtle or Jane; it will feel right to the reader. Small 
public libraries will oft en have decades’ worth of local high 
school yearbooks on the shelves. Th ose things are gold for 
fi nding name combinations from the proper era.

SPEAK THEM OUT LOUD. 
Your novel might become an audiobook or an e-book with 
text-to-speech enabled. A perfectly good name on paper, 
such as Adam Messina, may sound unclear aloud: Adam 
Essina? Adah Messina?

MANAGE YOUR CREW APPROPRIATELY.
Distinguish your large cast of characters by using diff er-
ent fi rst initials, of course, and vary your number of sylla-
bles and places of emphasis. Grace Metalious (a great name 
right there) demonstrates this in her blockbuster Peyton 

Place, as do any of the successful epic writers like James 
Michener and Larry McMurtry.

USE ALLITERATIVE INITIALS.
Employ this strategy to call special attention to a character: 
Daniel Deronda, Bilbo Baggins, Ratso Rizzo, Severus Snape.

THINK IT THROUGH. 
You might notice that in most crime fi ction the murderer 
rarely has a middle name or initial. Why? Because the more 
you explicate the name, the more likely there’s a real per-
son out there with it. And reading your story they might 
become upset and try to sue you or come aft er you some 
night with a bayonet.

CHECK ’EM AGAIN. 
When writing my novel Th e Actress, I needed a name for 
a Japanese-American criminal defense attorney, and the 
name Gary Kwan burst upon me. I loved the name and used 
it in the book. Only thing was, as soon as the thousands of 
copies of hardcovers were printed and shipped to stores, 
I heard from a reader who pointed out the simple fact that 
Kwan is a Chinese surname. I cursed loudly and decided:
a) that I would ALWAYS check name origins, and b) that Gary 
Kwan had a Chinese grandfather who adopted a Japanese 
orphan who became Gary’s father. Or something like that.

Naming characters just right is a challenge, but give it 
some time and thought, and you’ll start to fi nd the fun in 
it. Study the names great authors have come up with, let 
your mind loose to play, do your research, and above all, 
trust your ear.

And if worst comes to worst, here’s hoping you’re like 
Oates and lucky enough to just bump into your character 
in a dream—where you can ask him yourself.  WD

Contributing editor Elizabeth Sims (elizabethsims.com) is the 
author of seven popular novels, including the Rita Farmer mysteries 
and the Lillian Byrd crime series. She teaches webinars for Writer’s 
Digest University and is working on a new book, You’ve Got a Book 
in You: The Stress-Free Guide to Writing the Book of Your Dreams.

 OUT-OF-THIS-WORLD NAMES
What’s the secret to crafting solid names for the characters 
in your sci-fi  novel? Find out from Elizabeth Sims at writers
digest.com/january-12.

“Writers live twice.”
NATALIE GOLDBERG

“There are no laws for the novel. There never 
have been, nor can there ever be.”
DORIS LESSING
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Digging around the Writer’s 
Digest archives proves it: While 
fad advice in the writing world 
comes and goes, some wisdom 
is so novel that it’s withstood 

the test of time. Culled from 91 
years of WD articles, interviews 

and essays, here are 23 of our 
favorite nuggets of enduring 

advice and inspiration. 

COMPILED BY KRISTEN GRACE



THE NOVELIST’S SURVIVAL KIT

Dashiell Hammett
JUNE 1924

“If you have a story that seems worth 
telling, and you think you can tell
it worthily, then the thing for you
to do is to tell it, regardless of whether
it has to do with sex, sailors or 
mounted policemen.”

Fred East
JUNE 1944

“You yearn to turn out a book-length, your typewriter is 

silently shrieking abuse, you are itching to go. First read! 

Read the work of top-notch writers in your fi eld. They 

know how! Read fi rst for entertainment, then reread for 

analysis. Soak yourself in their stuff—for atmosphere, 

color, technique.”

Lawrence Block
JUNE 1981

“One thing that helps is to give myself 
permission to write badly. I tell 
myself that I’m going to do my fi ve or 
10 pages no matter what, and that I 
can always tear them up the follow-
ing morning if I want. I’ll have lost 
nothing—writing and tearing up 
fi ve pages would leave me no further 
behind than if I took the day off .”

Harlan Ellison
JANUARY 1963

“The trap into which all writers 

have, will, or should fall into, 

of writing The Great American 

Watchamacallit, is such an 

uncluttered and inviting one 

that from time to time I’m sure 

even the greatest have to pull 

themselves up short by the 

Shift key to remind themselves 

that it is story fi rst that they 

should write.”

William Wallace Cook
JULY 1923

“Plot, or evolution, is life responding to environment; and not only is this 

response always in terms of confl ict, but the really great struggle, the epic 

struggle of creation, is the inner fi ght of the individual whereby the soul 

builds up character.”

Eudora Welty
FEBRUARY 1970

“The writing of a novel is taking life 

as it already exists, not to report it 

but to make an object, toward the 

end that the fi nished work might 

contain this life inside it and offer it 

to the reader. The essence will not 

be, of course, the same thing as the 

raw material; it is not even of the 

same family of things. The novel is 

something that never was before 

and will not be again.”
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Leslie Gordon Barnard
MAY 1923

“Don’t expect the puppets of your mind to 

become the people of your story. If they are 

not realities in your own mind, there is no

mysterious alchemy in ink and paper that

will turn wooden fi gures into fl esh and blood.”

Gunnison Steele
MARCH 1944

“We writers are apt to forget that, as 
the gunsmoke fogs and the hero rides 
wildly to the rescue, although the 
background of this furious action is 
fi xed indelibly in our own minds, it 
is not fi xed in the mind of the reader. 
He won’t see or feel it unless you 
make him—bearing always in mind 
that you can’t stop the gunfi ght or the 
racing horse to do the job.”

Leigh Brackett
JULY 1943

“Plot is people. Human emotions 
and desires founded on the realities 
of life, working at cross purposes, 
getting hotter and fi ercer as they 
strike against each other until fi nally 
there’s an explosion—that’s Plot.”

Kurt Vonnegut
NOVEMBER 1985

“It’s like making a movie: All 

sorts of accidental things will 

happen after you’ve set up 

the cameras. So you get lucky. 

Something will happen at the 

edge of the set and perhaps 

you start to go with that; you 

get some footage of that. You 

come into it accidentally. You 

set the story in motion and 

as you’re watching this thing 

begin, all these opportunities 

will show up. So, in order to 

exploit one thing or another, 

you may have to do research. 

You may have to fi nd out 

more about Chinese immi-

grants, or you may have 

to fi nd out about Halley’s 

Comet, or whatever, where 

you didn’t realize that you 

were going to have Chinese 

or Halley’s Comet in the story. 

So you do research on that, 

and it implies more, and the 

deeper you get into the story, 

the more it implies, the more 

suggestions it makes on the 

plot. Toward the end, the 

ending becomes inevitable.”

Joyce Carol Oates
APRIL 1986

“Th e fi rst sentence 
can’t be written
until the fi nal
sentence is written.”
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Orson Scott Card
SEPTEMBER 1980

“You can’t write a novel all at once, any more than you can 
swallow a whale in one gulp. You do have to break it up into 
smaller chunks. But those smaller chunks aren’t good old 
familiar short stories. Novels aren’t built out of short stories. 
Th ey are built out of scenes.”

Samuel Mines
MARCH 1944

Dean R. Koontz
AUGUST 1981

“Authors of so-called ‘literary’ fi ction 
insist that action, like plot, is vulgar 
and unworthy of a true artist. Don’t 
pay any attention to misguided 
advice of that sort. If you do, you 
will very likely starve trying to live 
on your writing income. Besides, 
the only writers who survive the 
ages are those who understand the 
need for action in a novel.” 

Laurence D’Orsay
OCTOBER 1929 

“Make your novel readable. Make it 
easy to read, pleasant to read. Th is 
doesn’t mean fl owery passages, 
ambitious fl ights of pyrotechnic
verbiage; it means strong, simple, 
natural sentences.” 

Fred East
JUNE 1944

“If you tell the reader that Bull Beezley 

is a brutal-faced, loose-lipped bully 

with snake’s blood in his veins, the 

reader’s reaction may be, ‘Oh, yeah!’ 

But if you show the reader Bull Beezley 

raking the bloodied fl anks of his weary, 

sweat-encrusted pony, and fl ogging 

the tottering, red-eyed animal with a 

quirt, or have him booting in the pro-

truding ribs of a starved mongrel and, 

boy, the reader believes!”

“Don’t leave your hero alone 

very long. Have at least two 

characters on stage whenever 

possible and let the confl ict 

spark between them. There 

can be confl ict with nature, 

and your hero can struggle 

against storm or fl ood, but use 

discretion. … You could write a 

gripping story about a struggle 

between a lone trapper and a 

huge, clever wolf. But the wolf 

is practically humanized in 

such a story and fi lls every role 

of villain. The wolf too wants

something and does some-

thing about it. A storm doesn’t 

want anything, and that’s why 

its confl ict with man is gener-

ally unsatisfactory. It doesn’t 

produce the rivalry which is 

the basis of good confl ict.”

Henry Sydnor Harrison
MARCH 1923

“What the young writer is looking for is not a critic who will 
slap him on the back and say, ‘Greatest thing since O. Henry,’ 
but rather the one who will toss the manuscript down in 
disgust, with ‘You know better than that! It’s rotten! Do it all 
over again!’”
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 HE SAID, SHE SAID
For more timeless tips—90 of 
them!—from Stephen King, Ernest 
Hemingway, Harper Lee and other 
legendary authors, visit writersdigest.
com/january-12.

Polly Simpson 
MacManus
JANUARY 1962

“Th e writing of a mystery 
story is more of a sport 
than a fi ne art. It is a game 
between the writer and the 
reader. If, once in a while, 
a really fi ne book comes 
out of this contest, that is 
good; but the game’s the 
thing. If, on Page 4, the 
reader knows that the soda 
cracker is spread with but-
ter mixed with arsenic, and 
later on this is proven to be 
true, then the reader has 
won the game. If, however, 
when the reader fi nishes 
the book, he says, ‘I didn’t 
get it—all the clues were 
there, plain as who killed 
Cock-Robin, but I didn’t 
get it,’ then the author has 
won the game. Th e author 
has to play fair, though. He 
has to arrange his clues in 
an orderly manner, so that 
the reader can see them if 
he looks hard enough.”

Stephen King
NOVEMBER 1973

“When your story is ready

for rewrite, cut it to the bone. 

Get rid of every ounce of 

excess fat. This is going to 

hurt; revising a story down

to the bare essentials is 

always a little like murdering

children, but it must be done.”

Lee Wyndham
NOVEMBER 1962

“Loving your subject, you will write about it with the
spontaneity and enthusiasm that will transmit itself
to your reader. Loving your reader, you will respect him
and want to please him. You will not write down to him. 
You will take infi nite pains with your work. You will
write well. And if you write well, you will get published.” 

Jim Tully
OCTOBER 1923  

“Long patience and application
saturated with your heart’s blood—
you will either write or you will not—
and the only way to fi nd out whether 
you will or not is to try.”  WD

Jack Kerouac
JANUARY 1962

“Genius gives birth, 
talent delivers.”

Herbert Gold
AUGUST 1965

“Th e best thing I think a writer can do—a young would-be writer—is to learn 
to do something besides write, to get some experience in the world, something 
as romantic, perhaps, as the Peace Corps, or something as practical as being 
doctor, lawyer, or Indian chief. Th e American writer is an isolated man; he’s 
morally isolated from other Americans. He needs a sense of cause or respon-
sibility to others. He’s caught in a life which, if he makes a living by his writing, 
means that he doesn’t run in rush-hour traffi  c, he had no responsibility to staff . 
While he is undoubtedly doing something of importance, something socially 
useful, he has a sense of isolation. Th e result can become, as one novel follows 
the next, the hollow echo of words, not the resounding echo of life.”
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THE OUTLANDER

Diana Gabaldon
From her genre-

defying hit series to 
her mind-boggling 

writing process, 
nothing about Diana 

Gabaldon has ever 
fi t neatly into a box. 
And that’s just how 

she likes it.
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W
hat does Diana Gabaldon write?

Th at’s a tough question, one that in 
many ways has just kept Gabaldon up for 
the past 38 hours.

Fantasy? Romance? Sci-fi ? Historical fi ction?
It’s been an impossible quandary since the very start. 

Outlander, her debut novel and adventure-laden signa-
ture series about a fi rebrand nurse who time travels back 
to 18th century Scotland, has so many elements from so 
many genres, that Gabaldon’s publisher nearly canceled 
the contract and gave her the book back. 

“Th ey couldn’t decide how to publish it,” she says. “Th ey 
said, ‘Nothing we can do with this—it’s going to fall fl at 
on its face.’”

But it didn’t. Dell eventually decided to release the 
paperback as romance—aft er promising Gabaldon they’d 
use dignifi ed covers, and reposition it as general fi ction if 
it hit the bestseller list (she didn’t want to cut off  the entire 
male half of her audience). 

Well, it hit the list—dominated it, in fact—and people 
have been trying to categorize the series ever since. But 
Gabaldon doesn’t like genre labels, and she believes her 
multi-genre style has played a part in the books’ appeal. 
It’s safe to assume her publisher does, too: One reason 
she’s been up for 38 hours straight is because Dell sent 
her on a cross-country conference circuit to showcase 
her versatility, everywhere from the Romance Writers 
of America conference to the Historical Novel Society 
Conference to the Th rillerFest conference. 

Truly, she’s a bit of an outlander in the authorial world, 
a testament to the fact that when it comes to writing, 
there really are no concrete rules or parameters. She 
earned a Bachelor of Science in zoology, a Master of 
Science in marine biology, and a doctorate in quantita-
tive behavioral ecology; freelanced comics for Disney (her 
favorites were the Donald Duck books); worked as a pro-
fessor for more than a decade and became one of the fi rst 
experts in scientifi c computation; and then began writing 
about her specialty for mainstream outlets. 

Eventually, she decided she wanted to write a novel 
for practice, and fi gured a historical novel might be best. 

While watching the British cult hit “Dr. Who,” she became 
intrigued by a lesser Scottish character from the 1700s—
and chose to run with it, even though she’d never been 
to Scotland. Eighteen months later (aft er developing a 
fascinating outline-free, puzzle-esque writing process) the 
book was fi nished.

Following the release of Outlander, Gabaldon penned 
six more books in the series; an Outlander compen-
dium; a handful of tie-in Lord John books (the latest, Th e 
Scottish Prisoner, debuted in November); an Outlander 
graphic novel; and numerous stories for anthologies. Right 
now she’s even contracted for two contemporary mysteries 
set in Phoenix, where the Arizona native lives.

Th rough it all, she’s sold more than 17 million books, 
scored No. 1 New York Times debuts, and even won the 
RWA’s RITA Award for Best Book of the Year in 1991.

Like her novels, Gabaldon’s career defi es convention—
and so do her brilliant wisdoms on the craft . In her fast-
talking, laugh-laden manner, here are her thoughts on
her process, genres, how to never get writer’s block and 
everything in between.

Not many people write a novel for practice and end 
up having it be a bestseller. Do you think writing a 
book for practice is a good step for a writer?
I don’t know that I would totally recommend it. It has a 
lot of advantages, though, in that if you don’t expect it to 
be published, you feel no constraint whatever. And that 
was the chief advantage for me. If you are sure yourself 
that you’re not writing for publication, you feel very free 
in what you do. I hear people talk about their inner critics 
all the time, and evidently I was born without one. People 
worry a lot; they’re afraid to write intimate scenes for fear 
that their mother will read it or their fi rst grade teacher 
or something. Well, I wasn’t worried because nobody was 
going to read it. [Laughs.] So I was able to be totally hon-
est in what I wrote.

Do you think people should write with audience 
in mind?
No. I don’t see how anybody writes with an audience 
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Diana Gabaldon

in mind. … It’s not that I don’t care what the audience 
thinks—and, in fact, I love to talk to them and hear
what they think and all that—but it’s not going to aff ect 
anything I do. 

Let’s talk about genre labels. Your books were origi-
nally sold as romance and were reshelved as fi ction.
So far my books [have] sold with evident success as
literature, fi ction, historical fi ction, historical nonfi ction 

… also science fi ction, fantasy, mystery, romance, military 
history … gay and lesbian fi ction, and horror. 

If you had to peg them down, where would you 
put them?
Th ey’re just fi ction. Because when I wrote them, when 
I wrote Outlander, I didn’t intend it to be anything in 
particular. Consequently I have been reading since
I was 3 years old—I read everything—and consequently 
I just used any literary element that I liked. So they 
really are indescribable.

Do you think writers should label their work as
a certain genre when they’re trying to sell it?
Now it’s become a little less important than it used to
be. It used to be you really had to have a genre even to 
start, but as it is, the lines have blurred quite a lot of late, 
and people are now beginning to much more commonly 
use elements of diff erent genres, of this, that and the
other. Th ere are romantic suspense or romantic thrillers, 
there are medical thrillers, there’s paranormal romance,
there’s paranormal suspense romance, you name it.

So you can get away with a little more, but at the
same time it’s diffi  cult when you’re pitching something 
because what an agent or editor is looking for is a very 
strong, compelling story, and if you start right out by
saying, “Well, it’s a paranormal suspense thriller with
elements of this and that,” it gives the impression that
you may not be adequately focused. And if that’s your 
case I would just not mention the genre thing at all.
I would just start, “Well, it’s a story about—” You 
know, tell me the character, tell me the conflict, tell 
me the resolution.

You had a lot of writing experience even before you 
started writing Outlander.
My query letter to the man who became my fi rst agent—
he was the only one I queried (I picked him carefully)—
was a short query letter, and it said, “Dear Mr. Knowlton, 
I’ve been writing and selling nonfi ction by myself for 
several years.” Subtext here being, I am a professional,
I write, I know one end of a sentence from the other, 
people are willing to pay me for what I write, I do it well, 
I’m a professional, I know the business, I meet deadlines. 
And that’s something very important to say in your fi rst 
sentence. So [the] second sentence was, “Now that I’m 
writing a novel, I understand that I need good literary 
representation.” In other words, I know what you are, I 
know your value. I said, “You’ve been recommended to 
me by John Stith and Judy McNaught, and several other 
people.” And the subtext there is, I have researched you, 
I’ve talked to all these people, all of whom will tell you 
about me, I have references. …

I didn’t even try to describe the books. I knew I couldn’t. 
I said, “I have this very long historical novel; I don’t want 
to waste your time—would you be willing to read excerpts 
from it?” I didn’t tell him I wasn’t through writing it, 
excerpts were all I had, but he very kindly called back and 
said yes, he would. Th is was a very short query letter—I 
didn’t say anything about genre, I didn’t describe the story, 
I just made it clear I was worth looking at.

Did your science background have any impact when 
you were writing Outlander?
Well, yes and no. It’s not direct. Most people are confused 
by this because they say, “How did you get from being a 
scientist to being a novelist?” Th e answer is simple: I wrote 
a book. [Laughs.] But what they’re really saying is science 
seems to us to be cold and linear and clinical, and writing 
seems to us to be creative and warm and fuzzy and color-
ful. Th ey think it’s a dichotomy, and it’s not. Science and art 
are just two sides of the same coin, and what they both rest 
on is the ability to perceive patterns in chaos, and be able 
to draw those out and lineate them for a third party. And 
that’s what you do, whether it’s science or any kind of art, 
whether it’s fi ctional writing or otherwise. 

“Science and art are just two sides of the same coin, and 
what they both rest on is the ability to perceive patterns in 

chaos, and be able to draw those out.”   
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In terms of your writing philosophy, I read that you 
don’t plan a book out ahead of time.
Th at would not be fun.

Tell me more about your process.
I talk to a lot of writers, and about half of us are linear. 
And they need to know where the beginning and the 
end is, at least in rough terms, and they have sort of a 
moderate outline at least, some with very detailed stuff  
with index cards and wall charts. And they benefi t from 
this kind of analytical approach. I couldn’t possibly 
write that way to save my life. My brain does not work 
in a linear fashion. And consequently I don’t know any-
thing about a book when I begin, except roughly who 
it’s about. …

I think in shapes and patterns, and so what I need to 
start on any given day is what I call a kernel, which is a 
very vivid image, a line of dialogue, an emotional ambi-
ance—anything I can see or sense concretely. And so if 
I’ve got this image I will write it down in a line or two, 
and then I sit there and stare at it; I take words out and 
I put them back; move clauses around. And what I’m 
doing here is using the conscious part of my mind to 
make that sentence as clean and elegant and euphoni-
ous as it can be, and to describe this whatever it is in the 
clearest terms I can.

Well, while the front of my mind is occupied with this, 
the back of my mind is going around kicking at the com-
post and asking questions, and I’m thinking in the back of 
my mind: How is the light falling? It’s coming in low. Well, 
it’s a glass window. I’m not in a cabin, I’m in somebody’s 
drawing room because there’s a glass window. What kind of 
light is it? It’s low, it’s blue, it’s winter light, it’s a late winter 
aft ernoon. … Th at’s how it works. And so gradually, little 
by little by little, this scene accretes around that kernel. 

Because you don’t write chronologically, how do you 
make it all piece together? Or is that just sort of the 
inherent magic?
A little bit of it is magic, I mean, truth be told. But there is 
actually a conscious aspect to it. It takes me usually two to 
fi ve days to fi nish a scene because by the time I have been 
through it, I will have been through it hundreds and hun-
dreds of times. I don’t write and then revise; it’s a continu-
ous process. But when I fi nish a scene, it is fi nished. It’s 
as good as I can make it then. Well, I don’t usually know 
what happens next, so I go and look for another kernel 
somewhere. Oft en that comes from the research mate-

rial, sometimes just from the little bits of daily life you’re 
going through all the time. And so I begin to write these 
little kernels and do the research at the same time. Usually 
they’re not connected, so I have these handfuls of discon-
nected chunks.

As I write, I’m evolving this time line across the back 
of my mind and picking out those specifi c historical 
events that I kind of want to live through, and those 
that I want to refer to obliquely to anchor the reader in 
space and time. Th ings begin to accrete, I write some-
thing [and] I think, Oh this explains why that happened. 
So I put it in front, and I see this longer piece, I know 
what has to happen next, and I can write that. And so 
they begin to stick together in larger and larger pieces, 
and they begin to stick to the events on my time line, 
and you say, well, this has to have happened before the 
battle of such and such, and if that’s the case, it has to 
have been spring. … 

I write usually about 1,000 words a day—[it’s] kind 
of my quota through most of the book. But then I hit 
the fi nal frenzy, which is where I’ve seen the shape, and 
there’s enough of it there that I know everything about 
this book. I don’t need to do any more research, I know 
what happens, and it’s just, how long can I sit at the com-
puter without falling over? So at that point I’m working 
12 or 14 hours a day. 

You’ve said your three rules of writing are: Read, 
write, and don’t stop. If you had to add a fourth, 
what would it be?
[Laughs.] Restrain yourself. Th e thing is, especially with 
beginning writers and all that, they’re excited by their 
material—they’re thinking, Oh my God, this is such an 
exciting scene, there’s all this stuff  happening … and I’ve 
got to get that on the page. And they get in their own way. 
Th ey pile on adjectives and more words and extra phrases, 
and you get these long convoluted paragraphs, and it’s 
because they’re sort of jumping up and down and saying, 

“It’s really exciting, it’s really exciting!” As my husband 
says, it’s like laughing at your own jokes; don’t do that. 
Stand back out of your way. 

Anybody who works in graphic design will tell you that 
the white space is as important as the image. Th at’s true
of writing as well. You don’t want to be in your own way, 
and you don’t want your emotion to be preeminent; it 
is the emotion of the people on the page. So, you know, 
that’s why you can the adjectives and be very careful with 
the adverbs and all that. 
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Diana Gabaldon

 GET MORE GABALDON
When Diana Gabaldon started Outlander, she’d never been 
to Scotland. So how’d she write about it so vividly? Get
the scoop—and more details about her writing process—
at writersdigest.com/january-12.

What do you do when you get stuck?
I never do. I learned early on. When I began writing 
Outlander I was a full-time research professor at ASU, 
I also wrote full time for the computer press (I was an 
expert in scientifi c computation—it’s easy to be an expert 
if there are only six people who do what you do), and
I had three small children. So I had to keep writing, and 
I had to deliver things. I learned long since that anything 
I write, it sticks two-thirds of the way down the page. 
Anything—fi ction, nonfi ction, whatever. And I get that 
far fairly easily, and then—nothing.

Well, this happens to everybody and usually the 
response is, Get up, go to the bathroom, get a cup of cof-
fee, take the dog for a walk. Well, oft en people don’t come 
back—that’s why they don’t fi nish their books! I couldn’t 
do that; I had to stay in there. And so I learned pretty 
fast if I was writing a grant proposal and it stuck, I would 
just pick up the next soft ware review project on my pile, 
start writing that; when it stuck, I’d pick up a scene from 
the novel and work on that; when that stuck, one of the 
other two would have come loose. So I was able to rotate 
through these and stay there, keep being productive. 

There’s a lot to be said about being that insanely busy.
Th ere is. You get stuff  done. But, you know, I profi ted by 
that, and I still work on multiple projects. I usually am 
working on two books concurrently at least, and I have a 
nonfi ction thing going in the back, and then there’s all the 
little things that people want you to do.

We’ve talked about a lot of good writing advice. 
What do you think is the worst writing advice that 
you hear out there?
Write what you know is by far the most damaging and stu-
pid thing I’ve ever heard people say about writing. I mean, 
I know what they mean by it, but it has an imposing eff ect 
because it causes people to think that you can only write 
about your own life, which is, you know, silly on the face 
of it. I mean, you have an imagination for a purpose. You 
also have intelligence for a purpose. It really should be 
phrased as, Don’t write stuff  you don’t know about. But 
the thing is, you can fi nd out about anything you want to 
write about, therefore you’re not constrained, or you’re 
constrained only by your own laziness.

Is there anything you’d like to add about writing 
in general?
It really, really is read, write, and don’t stop. But on the 

personal side, perhaps, a lot of beginning writers—and 
not just women, but particularly women—have a tremen-
dous amount of guilt over doing it because they do realize 
that it’s not a sure thing, and they’re risking a lot of time 
and energy and so forth, and they have a tremendous 
amount of demands on that time and energy.

You know, everybody wants a piece of you if you’re 
Mommy. And they want it all the time—everybody wants 
all of you all the time. And therefore to see you doing 
something like this, I can say they feel threatened—they 
don’t like it, and they will let you know in no uncertain 
terms. And so you are constantly having not only to fi ght 
off  your family, but also your own feelings and guilt. What 
I do say to people who come up and tell me this, I say, 

“How much television do you watch?” I say, “Do you feel 
like you’re depriving your family if you’re watching televi-
sion? OK, write during that time. Don’t watch television, 
and don’t feel guilty.” [Laughs.]

How do you achieve balance nowadays, if there is 
any balance?
My kids grew up. [Laughs.] 

You’ve branched out in so many areas over the 
years—where else do you want to take your writing?
I actually have a contract for two [new contemporary 
novels], but the publisher is not jumping up and down 
waiting for those because they are jumping up and 
down waiting for the next main Outlander book, and
the next Lord John and all that. So those will be along
in due course, and then the contemporary novels are 
down there.

Now, there is a small character from my second book, 
called Master Raymond, who intrigues everyone—they 
want to know, who is this guy? Well, I know who he is, 
and he has his own book or books to begin. And other 
than that, things come along and talk to me. You know,
I just listen.  WD

Zachary Petit (zacharypetit.com) is the managing editor of Writer’s 
Digest. Currently, he is serving as interim editor. 
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QUESTIONS&QUANDARIES
BY BRIAN A. KLEMS

SHOULD I USE A 
NON-AAR REP?

Q I’m thinking about querying 
an agent who’s not a mem-

ber of the Association of Authors’ 
Representatives. Are such agents 
legitimate?  —Anonymous

Th ere are plenty of things writers 
should worry about—writer’s block, 
plagiarism, memoirs by the cast of 

“Jersey Shore”—but an agent who 
isn’t an AAR member shouldn’t be 
high on the list. Here’s why.

Whether or not an agent is a 
member of the professional agent 
organization isn’t as critical as his 
background (something you should 
consider researching even if he is 
part of the AAR). Agents oft en come 
from one of two backgrounds: Th ey 
are either former editors who have 
left  publishing houses to become 
agents, or are former literary agency 
apprentices with one or more years 
of experience. Find out how the rep 
who interests you got into agenting. 
Check for past book sales and client 
names (and references, if available). 
Th is information should help you 
determine if the agent is reputable. 

Also, just because an agent isn’t a 
current AAR member doesn’t mean 

that he won’t eventually be. Th e 
AAR has a list of rigid membership 
rules and requirements, including a 
minimum of years as a literary rep 
and a minimum of sales made in an 
18-month period. Newer agents may 
not meet these criteria—yet. And 
some agents choose not to join AAR 
because they have side businesses 
that confl ict with AAR rules, like 
a charge-for-editing service (and 
they’re unwilling to break ties with 
those businesses).  

Th e point is, a good agent is a good 
agent, whether he’s an AAR member 
or not. It’s up to you to put in the
necessary research time to fi nd the 
right one for you. 

HOW MANY SAMPLE 
CHAPTERS DO I NEED? 

Q When submitting my [non-
fi ction] work to an agent for 

consideration, how many sample 
chapters should I include in my
proposal?  —Charles C. 

Th e answer is: It varies. Most agents 
and publishers have submission 
guidelines, either on their websites 
or in a listing resource like Writer’s 
Market, specifying exactly what you 
should include. Some may request 

one chapter, others may ask for fi ve. 
Some may ask you to send only chap-
ters that have photos of Erik Estrada 
in them (though I’d recommend 
steering clear of those agents). Point 
is, to give your manuscript a chance, 
you need to deliver exactly what these 
publishing gatekeepers want.

If they don’t specify or say some-
thing like, “submit a few sample 
chapters,” plan on sending three 
chapters, or 8–40 pages, depending 
on the type of book you’re trying to 
sell. For example, if you’re writing 
Th e 100 Best Heavy Metal Albums 
Ever Written, chances are you’re only 
dedicating a page or two to each 
album, so you’d send three or four 
chapters (or roughly 8 pages). But 
if you’re writing a tome called Th e 
Life and History of Stonewall Jackson, 
each chapter could consist of 8 or 
more pages. In that case you’d stick 
to three sample chapters and how-
ever many pages that entails (try not 
to exceed 40).

Keep in mind that if you plan 
to have illustrations, diagrams or 
photos in your book, you need to 
include some in your sample chapters 
as well—Th e 100 Best Heavy Metal 
Albums Ever Written better have some 
album artwork in your samples. 

HAVE A QUESTION? Post it in the comments section of the Q&Q blog (writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/questions-and-quandaries), 
or e-mail it to writersdigest@fwmedia.com with “Q&Q” in the subject line. Then, check every issue of WD—and Brian’s blog each 
Tuesday—for answers.

IN THIS ISSUE: 

Non-AAR agents, sample chapters and what’s 
right when it comes to fi rst rights. 
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Remember, your goal is to submit 
enough content to refl ect what’s really 
going to be in your book—your 
voice, your style, your story—with-
out submitting the entire book. 

HOW DO FIRST 
RIGHTS WORK?

Q I sent a personal experience 
story to a magazine that buys 

fi rst serial rights. Before doing so, 
I contacted the school mentioned 
in the story to make sure it was 
acceptable to identify it in the piece. 
Not only was the school pleased, 
[but offi cials wanted] to post the 
story on its website and publish it
in the school’s newsletter. If my 
story is published elsewhere, will
it jeopardize my serial rights with 
the magazine? —Linda C.

First North American Serial Rights 
means that the magazine has the 
legal right to publish the piece fi rst 
in North American markets—no 
matter what. If the magazine buys 
FNASR, then having this article 
fi rst appear anywhere else in the 
U.S.—newsletter, website, the side of 
a moving bus—would disqualify the 
piece from consideration. Th us, you 
have three ways to go about things. 

Th e fi rst is simply to try to sell the 
piece to the magazine before you do 
anything else with it. If it gets turned 
down, it’s no big deal. You can just 
publish it in the school’s newsletter 
and on its website. 

Th e second is to rewrite the essay 
from a diff erent angle, creating a 
diff erent overall story. If diff erent 
enough, these two works would be 

considered separate stories. You 
could sell one to the magazine and 
publish the other with the school. 

Finally, your last option is to just 
go ahead and let the school publish 
it. Aft erward you can still submit it to 
the magazine, but you must be clear 
in your query letter that the piece 
has been published before (it’s best 
to mention when and where, as well). 
Th is is kind of a Hail Mary shot, as it’s 
rare for publishers that only accept 
unpublished content to bend this rule. 

Basically you have to decide what 
you think is best for you and your 
essay. Once you make that decision, 
you can then pick an option and 
move forward.  WD

Brian A. Klems is the online community 
editor of WD.
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YOURSTORY CONTEST #35

 Her arms swam in the wind as it 
thundered around her ears; in her 
world without sight, she pondered 
how marvelous the wind must look.

—Ken Smith

 It was a perfect moment, so I tried 
not to think about how she wouldn’t 

remember it by the time we turned 
the corner. —Mickala Jauregui

 Insanity in disguise sat next to 
him as he glanced in the mirror at 
the last of the money dancing in 
the road like leaves. 
 —Nina-Marie Frazer

 As the convertible picked up speed, 
Jeanine lift ed her hands; it didn’t mat-
ter if he was the one, he was her only 
way out. —Dennis Akhterov

 I have never felt more alive than 
that day with Mary, driving through 
Connecticut on our way to get mar-
ried aft er our fi rst bank robbery.

—James Jewett

 Dorie lived life in the front seat 
of the roller coaster, and I had to tell 
her the damn thing was broke.

—Sandra Dowling

 She lift ed her hands to the sky, 
the wind washing over her skin and 
whisking away the red specter of all 
that she had done. —Meg Gore

 Jim wouldn’t raise his hands on 
a roller coaster for fear of getting 
kicked out before he got his money’s 
worth, but I never cared. —Mike Dize

 Along the lush-green-lined road 
to the coast, we didn’t rehash the 
risks, but jabbered about how we 
were saving her life. —Diana Mivelli

 It’s only summer when we drive 
the convertible without its top, and 
the trees are traced with gold thick 
as the breeze between my fi ngers.

—Carly DaSilva

Out of more than 1,000 entries, Writer’s Digest editors and forum members selected 
the following 10 story openers. 

First Things First
THE CHALLENGE: In 25 words or fewer, write the opening sentence to a story based
on the photo prompt below.
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You return to the 
house where you 
grew up, only to 
learn it has been 

condemned.

CONTEST #39

The winner will be published in a future issue of Writer’s Digest. 
DON’T FORGET: Your name and mailing address. One entry per person. 

DEADLINE: January 10, 2012

TO ENTER: Send your story via e-mail to 
yourstorycontest@fwmedia.com or via the 
online submission form at writersdigest.
com/your-story-competition. Entries must 
be pasted directly into the body of the
e-mail; attachments will not be opened.

NOTE: WD editors select the top fi ve 
entries and post them on our website
(writersdigest.com/forum). Readers vote
for their favorite to help determine the 
winner. Join us online in mid-January to 
vote! (Simply register or log in to the
free WD forum to participate.)

 ENTERYOURSTORY
WRITE A SHORT STORY of 750 words or fewer based on this issue’s prompt. You can be funny, poignant, witty, etc.; it is, after all,
your story. 

39

TWITTER Give us a shout-out 
at @WritersDigest.

FACEBOOK Look for our 
fan page at facebook.com/writers
digest, where conversations happen 
every day.

WRITER’S DIGEST 
COMMUNITY Imagine a 
Facebook just for writers! That’s what 
we’ve created for you. Free to join: 
community.writersdigest.com.

NEWSLETTER If you don’t receive 
our weekly newsletter, you’re missing 
some great curation of our content 
and community. Sign up at our 
homepage, writersdigest.com.

WE’RE HERE TO HELP.

QUESTIONS?
FEEDBACK?

 Talk to us online!
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UNDERSTANDING THE MINOR CHARACTERS’ ROLE

N ot all characters are created equal.
You must know—and let your readers know—

which characters are most important to the story (i.e. the 
major characters), so they’ll know which are worth follow-
ing and caring about, and which will quickly disappear
(i.e. the inconsequential placeholders).

So where is the dividing line between major and 
minor? Th ere isn’t one. Th e diff erent levels shade into each 
other, and as you master the techniques appropriate to 
each level, you’ll be able to create each character at exactly 
the level of importance the story requires.

WALK-ONS AND PLACEHOLDERS
Unless your story takes place in a hermitage or a desert 
island, your main characters are surrounded by many peo-
ple who are utterly unimportant in the story. Th ey are back-
ground; they are part of the milieu. Here are a few samples:

 • Nora accidentally gave the cabby a $20 bill for a

$5 ride and then was too shy to ask for change.

Within a minute a skycap had the rest of her money.

 • Pete checked at the desk for his messages. There 

weren’t any, but the bellman did have a package for him.

 • People started honking their horns before Nora even 

knew there was a traffi c jam.

 • Apparently some suspicious neighbor had called the 

cops. The uniform who arrested him wasn’t interested 

in Pete’s explanations, and Pete soon found himself at 

the precinct headquarters.

Notice how many people we’ve “met” in these few
sentences: a cabby, a skycap, a hotel desk clerk, a bellman, 

horn-honkers in a traffi  c jam, a suspicious neighbor, a 
uniformed police offi  cer. Every single one of these people 
is designed to fulfi ll a brief role in the story and then van-
ish completely out of sight.

SETTING THE SCENERY

How do you make people vanish? Any stage director 
knows the trick. You have a crowd of people on stage, most 
of them walk-ons. Th ey have to be there because otherwise 
the setting wouldn’t be realistic—but you don’t want them 
to distract the audience’s attention. In eff ect, you want them 
to be like scenery. Th ey really aren’t characters at all—
they’re movable pieces of milieu.

Th e surest way for a walk-on to get himself fi red from 
a play is to become “creative”—to start fi dgeting or doing 
some clever bit of stage business that distracts attention 
from the main action of the scene. Unless, of course, this is 
one of those rare occasions when the walk-on’s new busi-
ness is brilliantly funny—in which case, you might even 
pay him more and elevate the part.

You have the same options in fi ction. If a character who 
isn’t supposed to matter starts distracting from the main 
thread of the story, you either cut her out entirely or you 

Su � or � �  C� � � 	 s

BY ORSON SCOTT CARD

Minor characters should not be deeply and 
carefully characterized. Like flashbulbs, 
they need to shine once, brightly, and then 
get tossed away. 
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fi gure out why you, as a writer, were so interested in her that 
you’ve spent more time on her than you meant to. Th en, in 
the latter case, revise the story to make her matter more. 

Most of the time, though, you want your walk-ons to 
disappear. You want them to fade back and be part of the 
scenery, part of the milieu. 

UTILIZING STEREOTYPES

To keep walk-on characters in their place, sometimes ste-
reotyping is exactly the tool of characterization you need.

A stereotype is a character who is a typical member of a 
group. He does exactly what the readers expect him to do. 
Th erefore, they take no notice of him: He disappears into 
the background.

If we think that a particular stereotype is unfair to the 
person it supposedly explains, then we’re free to deliber-
ately violate the stereotype. But the moment we do that, 
we have made the character unique, which will make him 
attract the readers’ attention. He will no longer simply 
disappear—he isn’t a walk-on anymore. He has stepped 
forward out of the milieu and joined the story.

MINOR CHARACTERS
Th ere’s nothing wrong with a background character vio-
lating stereotype and attracting attention—as long as you 
realize that he isn’t part of the background anymore. Th e 
readers will notice him, and they’ll expect his uniqueness 
to amount to something.

Th e audience still isn’t supposed to care much about 
him; he isn’t expected to play a continuing role in the story. 
He might be momentarily involved in the action, but then 
he’ll disappear. Still, his individuality will set a mood, add 
humor, make the milieu more interesting or complete. Th e 
way to make such characters instantly memorable without 
leading the audience to expect them to do more is to make 
them eccentric, exaggerated or obsessive.

ECCENTRICITY

Remember the movie Beverly Hills Cop? Th ere were hun-
dreds of placeholders in that fi lm—thugs who shot at 
cops, cops who got shot at, people milling around in the 
hotel lobby, people at the hotel desk. Th ey all acted exactly 
as you would expect them to act. Th ey vanished. Unless 
you personally knew an actor who played one of the walk-
ons, you don’t remember any of them.

But I’ll bet that as you walked out of the theater, you 
remembered Bronson Pinchot. Not by name, of course, 
not then. He was the desk attendant in the art gallery. You 

know, the one with the eff eminate manner and the weird 
foreign accent. He had absolutely nothing to do with the 
story—if he had been a mere placeholder, you would 
never have noticed anything was missing. So why do you 
remember him?

It wasn’t that he had a foreign accent. In southern 
California, a Spanish accent would not be out of the ordi-
nary; he would have disappeared.

It wasn’t his eff eminacy. Again, he would disappear.
But the eff eminacy and the accent were combined—

and so the audience remembered him. What’s more 
important, though, is that the accent was an eccentric one, 
completely unexpected. Pinchot based his accent on the 
speech of an Israeli he once knew; the accent was so rare 
that almost no one in the audience recognized it. It was a 
genuinely novel way to speak. He was not just a foreigner; 
he was a strange and eff eminate foreigner. Furthermore, 
Pinchot’s reactions to Eddie Murphy—the hint of annoy-
ance, superiority, snottiness in his tone—made him even 
more eccentric. Eccentric enough to stick in our minds.

And yet, though we remembered him, we never 
expected his character to be important to the story. He 
existed only for a few laughs and to make Murphy’s 
Detroit-cop character feel even more alien in L.A. Pinchot 
managed to steal the scene—to get his promotion from 
walk-on—without distorting the story. He was funny, but 
he made no great diff erence in the way the story went. He 
simply amused us for a moment.

Because he was a minor character, that was exactly 
what he needed to be. Likewise, in your stories you need 
to realize that your minor characters should not be deeply 
and carefully characterized. Like fl ashbulbs, they need to 
shine once, brightly, and then get tossed away.

EXAGGERATION

Another way to make a minor character fl ash: You take a 
normal human trait and make it just a little—or some-

QUICK TIP: U
 �  S�  �    s �  W� � � 
As ordinary human beings, we may not like stereo-

types, especially if we happen to belong to a group 

we think is viewed unfairly. But as writers, writing to a 

targeted audience, we can’t help but be aware of and 

make use of the most common stereotypes in order 

to make placeholding characters behave exactly 

according to readers’ expectations.
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Excerpted from Characters & Viewpoint © 2011 by ORSON SCOTT 
CARD, with permission from Writer’s Digest Books.

times a lot—more extreme, like the character Sweetface 
in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Butch and the 
Kid are in a brothel; the Pinkerton detectives ride up on 
the street below. Th ere we see a pudgy-faced character 
who looks like the soul of innocence and believability. 
Butch tells Sundance a brief story about him—that with 
Sweetface covering for them, they’re safe because every-
body believes him. His innocent look is an exaggeration, 
but sure enough, when Sweetface points out of town, as
if to say “they went thataway,” the Pinkertons take off  in
that direction.

A few moments later, the Pinkertons ride back and 
confront Sweetface again; Sweetface panics and points 
straight toward the room where Butch and the Kid are 
watching. His panic and betrayal are as exaggerated as his 
innocence was before. He sticks in the memory, and yet 
we never expected him to be important again in the plot.

OBSESSIVENESS

Let’s go back to the example I gave of Nora’s cabby, the 
one she paid $20 for a $5 ride. Th e stereotypical reaction—

“Hey, thanks, lady”—is so ordinary we can omit it entirely. 
But what if the cabdriver is obsessive?

“What is it, you trying to impress me? Trying to show me 

you’re big time? Well, don’t suck ego out of me, lady!

I only take what I earn!”

Nora had no time for this. She hurried away from the 

cab. To her surprise, he jumped out and followed her, 

shouting at her with as much outrage as she’d expect if 

she hadn’t paid him at all.

“You can’t do this to me in America!” he shouted. “I’m a 

Protestant. You never heard of the Protestant work ethic?”

Finally she stopped. He caught up with her, still scolding. 

“You can’t do your rich-lady act with me, you hear me?”

“Shut up,” she said. “Give me back the twenty.” He did, 

and she gave him a fi ve. “There,” she said. “Satisfi ed?”

His mouth hung open; he looked at the fi ve in utter 

disbelief. “What is this!” he said. “No tip?”

Now, that’s a guy who won’t let go. If you saw that 
scene in a movie or even read it in a novel, chances
are you’d remember the cabdriver. Yet you wouldn’t 
expect him to be important in the plot. If he showed
up again it would be for more comic relief, not for any-
thing important.

For instance, when the story is all but over and Nora 
is coming home with Pete for a well-earned rest, it 
could be funny if they get in a cab and it turns out to 
be the same driver. Th e audience would remember him 
well enough for that. But they would be outraged if 
the cabdriver turned out to be an assassin or a long-
lost cousin.

Th is would not be true, however, if this were the fi rst 
scene in the story. At the beginning of the story, all the 
characters are equal—we don’t know any of them at all. 
So if in fact you wanted to tell the story of how Nora got 
involved with this obsessive-compulsive cabdriver—
or how the cabdriver managed to get Nora’s attention 
so he could start dating her—this would be a pretty
good beginning.

Th e other side of that coin is that if the cabdriver is
supposed to be minor, you could not begin the story with 
this scene. If these were the fi rst fi ve paragraphs of the 
story, we would naturally expect that the story was going 
to be about Nora and the cabby, and when Nora goes on 
through the story without ever seeing or even thinking 
of the cabdriver again, at some point many readers are 
going to ask, “What was that business with the cabdriver 
all about?”

As you use these techniques to varying degrees with 
the many characters in your story, an unconscious 
ranking of the characters will emerge in the readers’ 
minds, starting with the least-important background 
characters, moving up through the minor characters,
to the major characters, and fi nally to two or three main 
characters or a single protagonist—the people or person 
the story is mostly about.

QUICK TIP: U
 �  M� � � � t S� �  W� � y 
Much of what makes the difference between major 

and minor characters is the amount of time you spend 

on them. And the amount of time is not absolute—it 

is relative to the total length of the story. In a 1,500-

word story, a 150-word section would be 10 percent 

of the total—and that’s a lot. In an 80,000-word 

novel, a 150-word section would be almost vanish-

ingly brief. So the cabby example on this page 

would seem more important in a short story than in 

a novel.
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CRAFTING EFFECTIVE SUPPORTING CHARACTERS
BY HALLIE EPHRON

S ir Arthur Conan Doyle gave Sherlock Holmes a full 
panoply of supporting characters. Th ere was Dr. 

Watson, the quintessential “sidekick,” to act as a sounding 
board; Scottish landlady Mrs. Hudson, to cook and clean 
and fuss over Holmes; Scotland Yard Inspector LeStrade, 
to provide a foil for Holmes’ intuitive brilliance, as well as 
access to offi  cial investigations; the Baker Street Irregulars, 
to ferret out information; and Mycroft  Holmes, Sherlock’s 
politically powerful older brother, to provide fi nancial 
and strategic support. Like Doyle’s, your cast of support-
ing characters should refl ect what your protagonist needs. 

BALANCING CHARACTER TRAITS
An amateur sleuth needs a friend or relative with access 
to inside information—a police offi  cer, a private investiga-
tor or a crime reporter will fi t the bill. A character who’s 
arrogant and full of himself needs a character to keep 
him from taking himself too seriously, maybe an acerbic 
coworker or a mother. You might want to show a hard-
boiled police detective’s soft er side by giving him kids or a 
pregnant wife.

Th e most important supporting character in many genres, 
though, is the sidekick. Virtually every mystery protagonist 
has one. Rex Stout’s obese, lazy, brilliant Nero Wolfe has 
Archie Goodwin—a slim, wisecracking ladies’ man. Carol 
O’Connell’s icy, statuesque, blonde Detective Kathy Mallory 
has garrulous, overweight, aging, alcoholic Detective Riker. 
Robert B. Parker’s literate, poetry-quoting Spenser has 
black, street-smart, tough-talking Hawk. Harlan Coben’s 
former basketball-star-turned-sports-agent, Myron 
Bolitar, has a rich, blond, preppy friend, Windsor Horne 
Lockwood, III. 

See a pattern? It’s the old opposites attract. Mystery 
protagonists and their sidekicks are a study in contrasts. 
Sidekicks are the yin to the protagonists’ yang. Th e contrast 
puts the protagonists’ characteristics into relief. For instance, 
the thickheaded Watson makes Holmes look smarter. 

Th e place to start in creating a sidekick is with the pro-
fi le you developed of your sleuth, so think about what 
kind of opposites will work.

TORMENTING YOUR HERO
Every protagonist/mystery sleuth needs an adversary, 
too. Th is is not the villain, but a good-guy character who 

drives your sleuth nuts, pushes his buttons, torments him, 
puts obstacles in his path, and is generally a pain in the 
patoot. It might be an overprotective relative, or a know-it-
all coworker. It might be a police offi  cer or detective who 

“ain’t got no respect” for the protagonist. It might be a boss 
who’s a micromanager or a fl irt.

For Sherlock Holmes, it’s Inspector LeStrade and his 
disdain for Holmes’ investigative techniques. In the same 
vein, Kathy Reichs’ forensic anthropologist Temperance 
Brennan has a tormentor in the person of Montreal police 
sergeant Luc Claudel. Th eir sparring is an ongoing ele-
ment in her books. In Monday Mourning, Brennan fi nds 
out Claudel is going to be working with her on the case. 
She describes him:

Though a good cop, Luc Claudel has the patience of 

a fi recracker, the sensitivity of Vlad the Impaler, and 

a persistent skepticism as to the value of forensic 

anthropology. 

Th en she adds:

Snappy dresser, though. 

Confl ict is the spice that makes characters come alive, 
and an adversary can cause the protagonist all kinds of 
interesting problems and complicate your story by throw-
ing up roadblocks to the investigation. 

An adversary may simply be thickheaded—for example, 
a superior offi  cer who remains stubbornly unconvinced 
and takes the protagonist off  the case. Or an adversary 
may be deliberately obstructive. For example, a bureau-
crat’s elected boss might quash an investigation that 
threatens political cronies, or a senior reporter may fail to 
pass along information because he doesn’t want a junior 
reporter to get the scoop.

Mystery protagonists and their 
sidekicks are a study in contrasts. 
Sidekicks are the yin to the 
protagonists’ yang.
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In developing an adversary, remember it should be a 
character who’s positioned to thwart, annoy and generally 
get in your sleuth’s way. With an adversary in the story, 
the sleuth gets lots of opportunity to argue, struggle and 
in general show his mettle and ingenuity. 

FLESHING OUT THE SUPPORTING CAST
A supporting character can be anyone in your sleuth’s 
life—a relative, a friend, a neighbor, a coworker, a pro-
fessional colleague; the local librarian, waitress, town 
mayor; even a pet pooch. A supporting character may 
get ensnared in the plot and land in moral peril, or even 
take a turn as a suspect. In a series, supporting characters 
return from book to book and can have ongoing stories of 
their own. 

Supporting characters come with baggage, so pick 
yours carefully. If you give your protagonist young kids, 
you’ll have to deal with arranging for child care. A signifi -

cant other? Be prepared to handle the inevitable attrac-
tion to that sexy suspect. A pet Saint Bernard? Beware, 
he’ll have to be walked. Twice a day.

Supporting characters give your character a life, but 
each one should also play a special role in the story. 
Supporting characters might start out as stereotypes: 
a devoted wife, a nagging mother-in-law, a bumbling 
assistant, a macho cop or a slimy lawyer. It’s OK to 
typecast supporting characters during the planning 
phase. When you get into the writing, if you want them 
to play bigger roles, you’ll want to push past the ste-
reotype and fl esh them out, turning them into complex 
characters who do things that surprise you—and, in 
turn, the reader. 

As a general rule, remember: You don’t want sup-
porting characters to hog the spotlight, but bland and 
uninteresting characters shouldn’t be clogging up your 
story, either. 

NAMING SUPPORTING CHARACTERS
Give each supporting character a name to match the per-
sona, and be careful to pick names that help the reader 
remember who’s who. 

Nicknames are easy to remember, especially when they 
provide a snapshot reminder of the character’s personal-
ity (Spike, Godiva or Flash) or appearance (Red, Curly or 
Smokey). Th rowing in some ethnicity makes a character’s 
name easy to remember, too (Zito, Sasha or Kwan). Avoid 
the dull and boring (Bob Miller) as well as the weirdly 
exotic (Dacron). 

It’s not easy for readers to keep all your characters 
straight, so help them out. Don’t give a character two 
fi rst names like William Th omas, Stanley Raymond or 
Susan Frances. Vary the number of syllables in charac-
ter names—it’s harder to confuse a Jane with a Stephanie 
than it is to confuse a Bob with a Hank. Pick names that 
don’t sound alike or start with the same letter. If your 
protagonist’s sister is Leanna, don’t name her best friend 
Lillian or Dana.  

Create a list of names that you consider “keepers,” 
and add to it whenever you fi nd a new one you like. 
(EDITOR’S NOTE: For much more on naming characters, 
see Page 32.)

INTRODUCING MINOR CHARACTERS
Minor characters should make an impression when they 
come on the scene, just not a big splash. Here’s an exam-
ple from Devices and Desires by P.D. James. With a fl ash 

QUICK TIP: Mi � � � �  Mi no r 
C� � � 	  Co � � � n
If you try to introduce too many characters too soon, 

you’ll thoroughly confuse the reader. Spread out char-

acter introductions. Avoid party scenes, for example, 

until your protagonist and a few other main charac-

ters are well established. 

Another way to confuse readers is to refer to 

the same character by a bunch of different names. 

Suppose you introduce Offi cer James Dazzle. A 

sentence later you write, “James went to the door.” A 

paragraph later it’s, “Dazzle’s jaw dropped.” A page 

further on, “Jim scowled.” Later, “The patrolman 

scratched his head.” The hapless reader thinks these 

are fi ve different characters. Do this with two charac-

ters in the same scene and what’s supposed to be an 

intimate conversation reads like a crowd scene.

When a character is introduced for the fi rst time, 

tell the reader the character’s whole name. After that, 

call the character by one name and stick with it in the 

narrative. This is not a case where you have to worry 

about overusing the same word. 

The only exception is in dialogue. For instance, we 

always refer to Peter Zak in the narrative as Peter. But 

in dialogue, much to his chagrin, his mother calls him 

Petey. Patients address him as Dr. Zak.
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Excerpted from Writing and Selling Your Mystery Novel © 2005 by 
HALLIE EPHRON, with permission from Writer’s Digest Books. 

of description, action and dialogue, Manny Cummings 
makes his debut:

The door was already closing when he heard running 

footsteps and a cheerful shout, and Manny Cummings 

leapt in, just avoiding the bite of the closing steel. As 

always he seemed to whirl in a vortex of almost oppres-

sive energy, too powerful to be contained by the lift’s 

four walls. He was brandishing a brown envelope. “Glad 

I caught you, Adam. It is Norfolk you’re escaping to, isn’t 

it? If the Norfolk CID do lay their hands on the Whistler, 

take a look at him for me, will you, check he isn’t our 

chap in Battersea.” 

Is Manny tall or short? Fat or thin? Balding or sport-
ing a crew cut? Who knows and who cares. It’s what he 
does that counts: He leaps into the elevator, arriving like 

a whirlwind, delivers three lines of dialogue with a hint of 
an Irish brogue, and gives the protagonist an all-important 
brown envelope that pushes the plot along. 

A minor role is no place for a complex character. Don’t 
imbue one with a lot of mystery that your reader will 
expect you to explain. A name, a few quirky details, and 
a bit of action or dialogue are more eff ective than a long, 
drawn-out description. 

ADDING AUTHENTICITY
Remember that the world of your novel will also be full 
of walk-on characters who provide texture and realism. 
Each one may also have some small role in facilitating the 
plot, but for the most part, walk-on characters are there 
to make scenes feel authentic. Your protagonist takes a 
stroll, the street needs pedestrians; she goes to the bank to 
withdraw money, the bank needs bank tellers and security 
guards; and so on with hotel clerks, waitresses, salesmen 
and all the rest. 

When craft ing your more important minor characters, 
don’t get carried away and forget that walk-ons should 
get no more than a sentence or two of introduction. Th ey 
don’t need names, and a touch of description is plenty. 
Choose details that can be a kind of shorthand commen-
tary on the neighborhood or context. Maybe the play-
ground skateboarder is dressed in baggies and a Rasta hat. 
Or perhaps a PTA mother has a 4-carat rock on her fi nger. 

Used in this way, walk-ons remain as much elements 
of setting as they are characters—and that setting will be 
a fi tting backdrop to help both your protagonist and your 
more important supporting characters stand out. 

 Co ! " u� #   Mi no r C� � � 	 s
 1. Take along a little notebook or index cards

when you’re out and about, especially when you 

know you’re going to be waiting. Observe peo-

ple. Capture telling details that you might use in 

writing characters. Jot down interesting snippets 

of conversation. 

 2. Create a fi le (manila or electronic) where you save 

your observations.

 3. Scan a favorite novel for character introductions. 

Look at how the author does it. Is this an intro-

duction of a walk-on, a minor or a major charac-

ter? How can you tell? What telling details does 

the author pick? How does the author convey 

the impression this character makes on others? 

How does the author convey this character’s rela-

tionship to the other characters?

 4. Pause before you write each scene in which a 

character fi rst appears. Get a fi rm visual image of 

that character, then think about what you want 

to convey to the reader, and how you can show 

rather than tell. For any major character, try

writing a one-two punch intro—description then 

action and/or dialogue.

 5. Give each character in your book a full name,

and decide how you will consistently refer to that 

character throughout the narrative. Decide how 

others in the book will address that character. 

Then, stick to it.

Conflict is the spice that makes 
characters come alive, and an adversary 
can cause the protagonist all kinds of 
interesting problems and complicate 
your story by throwing up roadblocks 
to the investigation.
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Supporting characters better our understanding of the 
main character and the circumstances she fi nds her-

self in, whether long-term (I need to solve this homicide 
case) or short-term (I need a ham sandwich). And if your 
supporting characters aren’t working toward an under-
standing of the main character or situation in some way, 
you might ask yourself what they’re really doing there, 
hogging time and space in your book. Your novel isn’t 
an open house for complete strangers to walk through as 
they wish. Everything you spend time on must be for a 
reason, including those minor characters who appear to 
be simply passing through.

Th at said, your supporting cast can’t seem like they’re 
only hanging around to provide information or further 
the plot. Rather, your secondary characters, even the ones 
who appear in the book for only a couple of paragraphs 
and then are gone forever, must appear in those para-
graphs as independent people with personalities, motiva-
tions and desires of their own … and you oft en have to 
accomplish this in just a few choice words or lines.

For example, let’s start with a simple premise and con-
fl ict—a man and woman on an uncomfortable dinner 
date—and consider what that situation calls for in terms 
of supporting characters. Th ey’re at a restaurant and are 
unhappy with their relationship, for whatever reason, 
though the tension in the scene comes from their being 

unwilling or unable to express their unhappiness, from 
their silence and bottling it up. So a secondary charac-
ter working with and against this problem might be a 
waitress who, unlike our two quietly suff ering characters, 
comes over and tries to say everything. One who is sim-
ply trying to be cheery—and trying to make a sale—and 
whose fake outgoingness helps highlight our main charac-
ters’ quiet desperation. Th e waitress might not pick up on 
the fact that the two are having a fi ght of sorts and might 
start suggesting every dinner- or drink-for-two on the 
menu, clueless to the tension between them. 

We’d fi nd ways to deliver her character clearly from
the way she speaks, acts, dresses—loud, overbearing, 
pieces of fl air on her suspenders, lipstick on her teeth—
and we’d see that she has a clear, simple motivation all
her own: taking an order and trying to push tonight’s 
special. But her actions in following through with the 
motivation give us a way of seeing the main characters
and their predicament in fuller, if depressing, terms.
(Note, too, that we’d have even more minor characters in 
the scene—young couples in love, old couples in silence, 
an obnoxious kid’s birthday party—and that all of them, 
even though rendered quickly, would be serving the same 
function of showing our suff ering couple more clearly.)

Th is is the case for every minor character you make 
part of your cast, whether the character comes in once to 

PUTTING YOUR SUPPORTING CAST TO WORK
BY JOSEPH BATES

 K$ pi �  Y& r Su � or � �  C� � � 	 s S" ' ( t
Make a sketch of your supporting characters, beginning with your conception of them as you introduce them and then 

adding to or amending the sketches as you work through the novel.

Character name Description/
characteristics/

keywords

Relevant story
or backstory

Chapters/pages 
where character 

appears  

How character 
relates to/reveals 

protagonist
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fulfi ll a specifi c function, and then leaves or becomes a 
recurring one, someone who plays an important role 
in building the story as part of a subplot.

ROUNDING FLAT CHARACTERS
If you fi nd yourself having trouble seeing your characters, 
whether major or minor, as full people in their own right, 
here are a few questions you might ask to help nudge 
them in the right direction.

WHAT’S THE CHARACTER’S INTERNAL MOTIVATION; 

WHAT DOES HE OR SHE REALLY WANT? Th is might 
particularly be a question to ask of a fl at protagonist, 
the result of a main character who seems motivated 
by nothing but plot-level or external circumstances. 
Remember that your hero is also a person like you
or me … and consider what we’d feel in a similar
situation. (And don’t forget that even minor characters 
have motivations, and lives, of their own.)
HOW MIGHT YOU LOCATE A CHARACTER’S INTERNAL 

MOTIVATION AND CONFLICT IF THEY SEEM TO BE 

ABSENT? If your character’s motivation seems purely 
external, perhaps as part of his obligation or job—if 
you’re writing a detective novel, and the character has 
simply taken on a new case—try to consider what it is 
about the character, personally, that informs his or her 
professional work, how it infl uences his ability to do the 
job, or speaks to the reason he entered this profession 
in the fi rst place. Also consider how this particular job 
is diff erent from yesterday’s job, or tomorrow’s, or last 
year’s. Presumably part of what makes this job or case 
diff erent is that it is personally diff erent, there’s some-
thing personally at stake. How might that be the case? 
WHAT PECULIAR TRAITS MIGHT YOU HIGHLIGHT 

ABOUT THE CHARACTER TO MAKE HIM SEEM 

FULLER? I don’t mean that giving a monocle and a 
handlebar moustache to a character automatically 
makes him full. Instead, consider what unusual or
distinctive features might exist for your character
naturally … and might help us see him or her. 
ARE YOU PLAYING BOTH WITH AND AGAINST TYPE? 
No character is 100 percent good or evil, kindhearted 
or callous, capable or clueless, so consider not only how 
to set up our expectation of character but also how to 
subvert that expectation, how to complicate our view 
of a character. Hannibal Lecter would be a lot of fun to 
share a glass of wine with, discussing art and music and 
philosophy and the fi ner things. So long as he didn’t kill 
and eat you.

•

•

•

•

HOW IS THE HEART OF THE CHARACTER, THE 

MOTIVATION, EVIDENT IN A WORK YOU ADMIRE? 
Consider this with any novel or work that means 
something to you, no matter the genre. Try looking 
back at the characters (major or minor) you fi nd
compelling and play armchair psychologist a bit,
looking at how the external and internal motivation 
and confl ict play with, or play off  of, each other.

STAYING ON TRACK
If in the second act you fi nd your novel veering off  course 
either because a minor character has come in and tried to 
run the place, or because your minor characters seem to 
be doing nothing but sitting on your couch, eating your 
food, not really contributing, you should put them to the 
test: Determine why they’re there, if they can be brought 
in line somehow, or, if not, how you might excise them 
from the novel.

Minor characters who become personal “darlings”
for the author can be very hard to kill, and oft en a writer 
will fi nd some way to justify keeping around an inactive 
but favorite minor character based on very thin reason-
ing, such as saying that the character adds comic relief 
(yes, but comic relief to your depressing post-apocalyptic 
gothic revenge story?) or that the character adds a roman-
tic element (yes, but does your chainsaw-murderer bipo-
lar antihero really need a love interest?) or, or …  

If an inactive supporting character does indeed seem
to fulfi ll some function like this—but is otherwise inert—
you might see if another better-established supporting 
character could fulfi ll that role just as easily. Or you might 
consider streamlining several supporting characters into 
just one who does the trick.

Ultimately who stays and goes is not up to you as
the author but up to your story. When in doubt, try to 
listen to what the story is telling you to do and follow that 
advice; it’s almost always going to be right.  WD

•

Excerpted from The Nighttime Novelist © 2010 by JOSEPH BATES, 
with permission from Writer’s Digest Books. Visit writersdigestshop.
com and enter the code “Workbook” to receive a 10 percent WD 
reader discount on this and other books to help you hone your craft.

 BATES BREAKS IT DOWN
Read an exclusive interview with The Nighttime Novelist
author Joseph Bates, and fi nd out his biggest piece of advice 
for new writers: http://bit.ly/pQWfEx.
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STANDOUTMARKETS
An exclusive look inside the markets that can help you make your mark. BY TIFFANY LUCKEY

FOUNDED: 2008. PUBLISHES: 

2–4 books a year. FOCUS: Ages 
7 to teen. KEY TO SUCCESSFUL 

SUBMISSIONS: Follow our submis-
sion checklist at cbaybooks.blogspot.
com/2011/01/checklist-for-
submitting.html. WHAT MAKES US 

UNIQUE: We focus exclusively on 
fantasy and science fi ction children’s 
books—especially those with a con-
troversial edge. We are also planning 
on expanding our teen off erings to 
3–4 e-book originals a year from a 
new imprint tentatively titled Books 
From the Darkside. WE MIGHT BE 

A GOOD FIT FOR YOU IF: You write 
quirky, fun and good fantasy or sci-
ence fi ction. I’m old school in my 
preferences, especially where sci-
ence fi ction is concerned. RANGE OF 

PRINT RUNS: 1,000–1,500. RANGE 

OF ADVANCES: $500–1,000. Th is is 
primarily determined by publish-
ing experience and what the author 
or his/her agent negotiates. HOW TO 

SUBMIT: We ask for e-mailed query 
letters. … We always accept simulta-
neous submissions, and we will look 
at previously published teen books 
where the author holds all elec-
tronic rights. DETAILED GUIDELINES: 

cbaybooks.com/resources/writers/
submissions.html. SUBMISSION 

PERIODS: We only accept submissions 
at certain times, but it varies each year 
depending on our workload. See the 
website for specifi c guidelines.

What are some topics that CBAY 
Books is actively seeking? 
Right now we are looking for teen 
books to be published exclusively
as original e-books. We are willing
to look at anything for any genre; 
however, we are most interested in 
fantasy, science fi ction and mystery.

What are some common submission 
mistakes you see?
Strangely formatted manuscripts, 
books that clearly have never had at 
least one other person look at them 
[and] books that are not appropri-
ate for the types of submissions 
requested, but that were sent anyway.

What makes a submission stand out?
Good writing. … Aft er that, I am 
more plot- than character-driven in 
my preferences. Yes, the characters 
have to be good. … But they have to 
have something happen to them.

WHAT STANDS OUT & WHY: With 

the popularity of young adult novels 

among emerging and established 

authors, CBAY Books—with its

cutting-edge attitude—may be

just what many writers are looking

for. Plus, with the launch of its new

original e-book line, CBAY is a pub-

lisher with its eye on the future.  —TL

FOR BOOKS: 

CBAY Books
THE INSIDE STORY FROM: Madeline Smoot, publisher

MISSION: Children’s Brains are Yummy (CBAY) Books is a publishing house located 

in Austin, Texas. We publish only high-quality children’s literature. However, we are 

not afraid to take on risks. We truly plan to publish those great works of literature 

that end up on the Banned Books list.
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Tiffany Luckey is an assistant editor for WD. 

FOR FREELANCE WORK: 

Flaunt

THE INSIDE STORY FROM: Maxwell Williams, editor

MISSION: The mission of Flaunt is to provide a venue for emerging talent, a voice 

for developing movements, and a vehicle for progressive attitudes and uncon-

ventional perspectives. [The] publication aims to create a visually stimulating and 

intelligent book that pushes the magazine into the realm of art object.

FOUNDED: 1998. PUBLISHES: 10 
issues a year. CIRCULATION: 100,000. 
PAYMENT: Varies by experience and 
diffi  culty of assignment. KEY TO 

BREAKING IN: Th e best way to write 
for Flaunt is to have previous expe-
rience with celebrities and creative 
people. [New writers] contribute fi rst 
to the website and then with smaller 
pieces in the Front of the Book sec-
tion. WHAT MAKES US UNIQUE: We 
push our writers to research, be 

fastidious, be intelligent, work on 
their mechanics and develop their 
humorous sides. WE MIGHT BE 

A GOOD FIT FOR YOU IF: You are 
funny, talented and are obsessed 
with popular culture. PAST NOTABLE 

WRITERS: Douglas Coupland, Phyllis 
Diller, Margaret Cho, David Lynch, 
Pamela Anderson. HOW TO SUBMIT: 
E-mail info@fl auntmagazine.com. 
FOR MORE INFORMATION: fl aunt.
com/about.

FOR SHORT STORIES & POETRY: 

The American Scholar

THE INSIDE STORY FROM: Sudip Bose, managing editor/fi ction editor

MISSION: The American Scholar is the venerable but lively quarterly magazine

of public affairs, literature, science, history and culture published by the Phi Beta 

Kappa Society. In recent years the magazine has won four National Magazine 

Awards, the industry’s highest honor.

FOUNDED: 1932. PUBLISHES: 
Quarterly. FOCUS: General public.
CIRCULATION: About 25,000. 
PAYMENT: Up to $500. WHAT MAKES 

US UNIQUE: Inspired by Ralph Waldo 
Emerson’s famous speech “Th e 
American Scholar,” delivered to the 
Phi Beta Kappa Society at Harvard 
College in 1837, the magazine aspires 
to Emerson’s ideals of independent 
thinking, self-knowledge and a com-
mitment to the aff airs of the world as 

well as to books, history and science. 
PAST NOTABLE WRITERS: Hannah 
Arendt, Ann Beattie, Saul Bellow, Joan 
Didion, Annie Dillard, John Hersey, 
Aldous Huxley, Philip Larkin, Sinclair 
Lewis, Alice Munro, Cynthia Ozick, 
George Plimpton, Oliver Sacks, John 
Updike, Helen Vendler, Alice Walker. 
HOW TO SUBMIT: E-mail scholar@
pbk.org. Paper submissions will not 
be considered. DETAILED GUIDELINES: 

theamericanscholar.org/contact-us.

  WHAT STANDS OUT & WHY: Prose 

and art don’t always mix, but Flaunt 

blends the two perfectly in every print 

issue and on its website, which includes 

exclusive interviews and original videos. 

Flaunt also has an air of class and sophis-

tication, which is sometimes hard to fi nd 

in today’s pop-culture magazines.  —TL

  WHAT STANDS OUT & WHY: 

Publishing a broad spectrum

of nonfi ction, fi ction and poetry,

The American Scholar gives aspiring 

contributors a wide array of submis-

sion options. Plus, many of its articles 

and essays are selected for the annual 

Best American anthologies.  —TL
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CONFERENCESCENE
BY LINDA FORMICHELLI
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The inside scoop on the events that just might land you your big break. 

 The AWP
Annual Conference
& Book Fair
A big conference for big writing 
dreams: With 400 events and 1,600 
presenters, the Association of 
Writers & Writing Programs Annual 
Conference & Book Fair has
something for every literary writer.

WHEN: Feb. 29–March 3, 2012. 
WHERE: Th e Hilton Chicago and the 
Palmer House Hilton, Chicago. PRICE: 

$40 for students who register early; 
$140–155 for AWP members; $265 
for nonmembers who register on site. 
WHAT MAKES IT UNIQUE: Th is impres-
sively large conference brings together 
a huge, diverse community of writers, 
from grad students just starting out
to Pulitzer Prize winners. WHO IT’S

PERFECT FOR: Serious writers of liter-
ary fi ction, literary nonfi ction and 
poetry. HOW MANY ATTEND: 9,000. 
FACULTY: Literary stars like Jhumpa 
Lahiri, Junot Díaz and Joyce Carol 
Oates have spoken at the AWP
conference. Th e keynote speaker
for 2012 is Margaret Atwood. 
HIGHLIGHTS: Th e conference boasts 
hundreds of readings and panel dis-
cussions. Panels for the 2012 event 
include “A Room With a Review: 
Th e Art of Literary Criticism,” “Th e 
Business of Publishing Your Novel 
With an Independent Press” and 
“What About Blog? How Blogging 
Can Propel Your Career and Polish 
Your Craft .” IF YOU GO: “Th ere are 

between 20 and 30 events going on 
at any one time, and it can be over-
whelming to people who have never 
been there before,” says conference 
director Christian Teresi. “[Study] 
the conference schedule before the 
conference. Th e more prepared [you 
are], the better [your] time will be 
spent.” FOR MORE INFO: awpwriter.
org/conference/2012awpconf.php.

 The World Horror 
Convention
Interested in the dark art of 
horror writing? The World Horror 
Convention offers writers the 
chance to mingle with and learn 
from world-class horror authors,
editors, publishers and agents.

WHEN: March 29–April 1, 2012, with 
the Bram Stoker Awards Presentation 

on March 31. WHERE: Th e Radisson 
Hotel Downtown, Salt Lake City. 
PRICE: TBA; 2011 cost $110–150, 
which included entry to the conven-
tion and all programming. WHAT 

MAKES IT UNIQUE: Conference
organizers try to make sure all attend-
ees have access to faculty. Conference-
goers love being able to walk right 
up and chat with the horror writers 
they’ve been reading since they were 
teenagers. WHO IT’S PERFECT FOR: 

While the convention isn’t just for 
writers—horror professionals 
ranging from authors to fi lmmakers 
to artists attend—it presents aspir-
ing writers the opportunity to meet 
agents, publishers and industry
professionals. For seasoned writers, 
the conference off ers a means of
re-examining the genre and keeping 
current with today’s marketplace. 
HOW MANY ATTEND: 300–400. 
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FACULTY: Special guests for 2012 are 
No. 1 New York Times bestselling 
author Sherrilyn Kenyon; comic book 
author and illustrator Mike Mignola; 
and urban fantasy author P.N. Elrod. 
Other faculty has included Tony 
Timpone from Fangoria Magazine 
and author Richard Matheson, who 
has written vast amounts of nov-
els, fi lms and television shows. 
HIGHLIGHTS: Workshops and panels 
have addressed everything from hor-
ror blogging to graphic novels to gay 
horror. “Graveside chats” are hour-
long question-and-answer sessions 
with guest speakers. Th e conference 
also includes pitch sessions with
publishers and agents. IF YOU GO: Lisa 
Morton, vice president of the Horror 
Writers Association, says, “Make 
sure you sign up for pitch sessions in 
advance because they’ll probably book 
up, and will be unavailable if you wait 
until the actual convention to sign up.” 
FOR MORE INFO: whc2012.org.

 The Southampton 
Children’s Literature 
Conference
If your dream is to write for
little ones, this conference can
help you get started on the path to 
publication—and if you’re already 
an experienced children’s writer,
this is a great place to further 
develop your craft.

WHEN: July 11–15, 2012. WHERE: 

Stony Brook University, Southampton, 
N.Y. PRICE: Varies, depending on 
whether participants attend the
conference for college credit and 
whether they’re commuters or resi-
dents. Th e highest price is $1,495, 
which includes room and board. 
WHAT MAKES IT UNIQUE: Th ough 
the children’s writers’ conference is a 

standalone event, it runs concurrently 
with a general writers’ conference,
a screenwriters’ conference and a 
playwriters’ conference (also occur-
ring at Stony Brook University). 
While participants attend workshops 
in their own genre, they’re also wel-
come to attend electives from any of 
the other on-site conferences. WHO IT’S 

PERFECT FOR: Everyone from aspiring 
children’s authors and illustrators to 
experienced writers who are looking 
to hone their craft  or try out a new
genre. HOW MANY ATTEND: Th e
conference includes fi ve tracks with 
12 participants each. FACULTY: Th e 
2011 faculty included Newbery, 
Caldecott and Coretta Scott King 
honoree Andrea Davis Pinkney; New 
York Times bestselling author Chris 
Barton; middle-grade author Tor 
Seidler; young-adult author Patricia 
McCormick; and New York Times 
bestselling author and illustrator 
Peter H. Reynolds. HIGHLIGHTS: Th e 
conference off ers at least one work-
shop in each of the main children’s 
writing disciplines—picture books, 
chapter books, middle-grade novels 
and YA—plus other topics such as 
nonfi ction for children and picture 
book illustration. In the aft ernoons, 
conference participants can choose 
from a wide range of elective sessions 
with authors, editors, publishers and 
agents. IF YOU GO: “Pace yourself,” says 
conference director Emma Walton 
Hamilton. “Oft en people come away 
saying, ‘I wanted to attend every 
single thing, and I didn’t have enough 
time to write.’ Be selective. You don’t 
have to go to every single social event.” 
FOR MORE INFO: stonybrook.edu/
writers/children.  WD

Linda Formichelli (therenegadewriter.com), 
co-author of The Renegade Writer, teaches 
an e-course on breaking into magazines and 
offers writers phone mentoring.
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CALIFORNIA
2012 SAN FRANCISCO WRITERS 
CONFERENCE, February 16-20, 2012 at 
the Mark Hopkins Hotel in San Francisco. 
A Celebration of Craft, Commerce and 
Community for writers. Major names in
publishing attend the SFWC and take
personal interest in projects discovered 
here. Presenters include Lisa See, Lolly 
Winston, Chuck Adams (Algonquin editor), 
Ellen Sussman, Zoe Carter, Catherine Friend, 
Chuck Sambuchino (Writer’s Digest).
All levels/genres. $695 (with early discounts
available). SFWC is a 501(c)3 nonprofit.
Contact: Barbara Santos
1029 Jones St.
San Francisco, CA 94109
Ph: 415/673-0939
barbara@SFWriters.org
www.SFWriters.org

THE SANTA BARBARA WRITERS 
CONFERENCE, sponsored by The Writer. 
June 9-14, 2012 at the beachfront Hyatt 
Santa Barbara. SBWC has been an
institution in the writing community for 40 
years, attracting aspiring writers and famous 
authors. Past speakers include: T.C. Boyle, 
Ray Bradbury, Clive Cussler, and Joan Didion. 
Monte Schulz, Sid Stebel, Marla Miller, 
Leonard Tourney, Barnaby Conrad III, and 
dozens more, instructors. All levels. Before 
March 17th, 2012: $550, after March 17th: 
$625 (T).
Contact: Nicole Starczak, SBWC Director
27 W. Anapamu St., Ste. 305
Santa Barbara, CA 93101
Ph: 805/568-1516
info@sbwriters.com
www.sbwriters.com

COLORADO
WRITING FOR THE SOUL, sponsored 
by Jerry B. Jenkins Christian Writers Guild. 
February 16-19, 2012 at the Grand Hyatt in 
Denver. The Christian Writers Guild’s annual 
Writing for the Soul conference equips and 
inspires writers through top-notch writing
instruction, meetings with editors and 
agents, unparalleled spiritual enrichment, 
and like-minded fellowship. Jerry B. Jenkins, 
Davis Bunn, Todd Starnes, Barbara Nicolosi, 
Richard Lederer, instructors. All levels. $799 
(T, M, MT).

Contact: 5525 N. Union Blvd., Ste. 200
Colorado Springs, CO 80918
Ph: 866/495-5177
ContactUs@ChristianWritersGuild.com
www.ChristianWritersGuild.com

CONNECTICUT
UNICORN WRITERS’ CONFERENCE,
sponsored by Unicorn Writers’ Conference, 
Inc. April 28, 2012 at St. Clement’s Castle in 
Portland. Essential for published authors and 
beginners. We cover the total story from
craft to career. 1-1 crits w/agents, three 
meals, query letter and book summary
workshops with crits with agents, and 27 
lectures covering every department of a 
publishing company. Marcela Landres, 22 
literary agents, Katharine Sands, Gina Shaw, 
instructors. All levels. $275.
Contact: Jan Kardys,
Chairman/Literary Agent 
17 Church Hill Road
Redding, CT 06896
Ph: 203/938-7405
unicornwritersconference@gmail.com
www.unicornwritersconference.com

FLORIDA
SPACE COAST WRITERS’ GUILD 
ANNUAL WRITER’S CONFERENCE 
2012. From Pen to Pixel. January 27-28, 
2012 at the International Palms Resort & 
Conference Center in Cocoa Beach. Keynote 
speaker Friday evening; Dr. Robert Taylor, 
FIT. Two full days of workshops and seminars. 
One-on-one mentoring for fiction,
nonfiction & self-publishing. Agent &
publisher appointments. Book signings and 
much more. The conference is open to the 
public. $195 (M).
Contact: Joyce Henderson 
www.jehwriter@cfl.rr.com or www.scwg.org

MISSOURI
WRITE TIME! WRITE PLACE! WRITE 
NOW! CONFERENCE, sponsored by 
Missouri Writers’ Guild. April 20-22, 2012 
at the Doubletree Conference Center of 
St. Louis in Chesterfield. MWG Conference 
features three days packed with individual 
agent pitch sessions, two early arrival
seminars, breakout sessions, networking 
events, and in-depth, 3-hour workshops. 
Claire Cook, Chistina Katz, Jane Friedman, 
Katherine Sands, Michele Mortimer and 
more instructors. Hurry! Early registration
discount ends December 31! $135 & up (T)
Contact: Tricia Sanders, Conference Chair
Ph: 636/828-5401
mwgconferenceinfo@gmail.com
www.missouriwritersguild.org or
mwgconference.blogspot.com

NEVADA
LAS VEGAS WRITERS’ CONFERENCE, 
sponsored by Henderson Writers’ Group. 
April 19-21, 2012 at Sam’s Town Hotel and 
Casino. One-on-one pitch sessions with 
agents and publishers. Over 20 workshops 
and Q&A panels. Learn from the pros in
fiction and nonfiction. 150 maximum
attendees. Our annual premier event offers 
expert faculty for advancement in your
writing career of all levels and genres.
Full attendance costs for early registration 
$400 until January 1, 2012, $450 after 
January 1, 2012, $500 on-site registration, 
$275 one-day attendance (T, M).
Contact: Ph: 866/869-7842

joawilkins@mysticpublishers.com 
www.lasvegaswritersconference.com
Or Henderson Writers’ Group,
www.hendersonwritersgroup.com

NEW JERSEY
19TH ANNUAL WINTER POETRY & 
PROSE GETAWAY, presented by The 
Richard Stockton College of New Jersey and 
Murphy Writing Seminars. January 13-16, 
2012 at Seaview at the Jersey Shore. NOT 
YOUR TYPICAL WRITERS’ CONFERENCE. 
Intensive three-day workshops will energize 
and advance your writing. Choose from 
Beginning Your Novel, Children’s Market, 
Writing and Publishing Your Fiction, Memoir, 
Poetry and more. The weekend also includes 
talks, receptions, open mics, optional
tutorials, a bookstore café, sunrise yoga and 
dancing at the Getaway Disco. Pulitzer Prize 
winner Stephen Dunn and other first-class 
instructors. All levels. Prices & registration 
information at www.wintergetaway.com.
Contact: Peter Murphy, Conference Director
Ph: 609/823-5076
peter@murphywriting.com
www.wintergetaway.com

NEW YORK
THE BUSINESS OF PET WRITING 
CONFERENCE, sponsored by Charlotte 
Reed, The Pet Socialite Inc. February 11, 
2012 at the Hotel Pennsylvania in New York 
City. The fourth annual pet writing
conference, designed for all levels, offers 
seminars, workshops and panel discussions 
that address the latest trends in the
publishing industry. Take advantage of
one-on-one pitch sessions with top agents 
and editors. Meet representatives from 
notable animal organizations. $200 (T, M). 
Networking luncheon is $30. 
Contact: Charlotte Reed
362 Broome St., Ste. #20
New York, NY 10013
Ph: 212/631-3648
info@petwritingconference.com
www.petwritingconference.com

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

PENNSYLVANIA
THE WRITE STUFF, sponsored by Greater 
Lehigh Valley Writer’s Group. March 15-17, 
2012 at Four Points Sheraton in Allentown. 
Keynote: James Scott Bell. March 15-16:
Pre-conference workshops with James 
Scott Bell and Gayle Roper. March 16-17: 
Nineteen sessions in fiction, nonfiction; 
first page critique; flash contest; meet 
with agents. Instructors include Katherine 
Ramsland, Joyce McDonald, Randall Brown, 

CONFERENCE GUIDE 

JANUARY 2012
•  Keep in mind that there may be more 

than one workshop in each listing.
•  These workshops are listed alphabeti-

cally by state, country or continent.
•  Unless otherwise indicated, rates 

include tuition (T) only. Sometimes the 
rates also include airfare (AF), some or 
all meals (M), accommodations (AC), 
ground transportation (GT), materials 
(MT) or fees (F).

•  When you find workshops that interest 
you, be sure to call, e-mail or check 
the website of the instructor or organi-
zation for additional information.

•  All listings are paid advertisements.

CONFERENCEGUIDE
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CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS
CLASSIFIED/DISPLAY ads (cuts, head-
lines, illustrations, rules, etc.) of 1–3 inches 
in depth: $375 per inch for 1 issue; $350 
per inch for 3; $325 per inch for 6; $300 per 
inch for 8. Typesetting charges $15 per inch. 
Larger ads up to 5 inches will be accepted 
at special rates; ask for details. Ad prices 
are calculated on a per word, per issue basis 
(20 word minimum). All contracts must be 
prepaid at the time of insertion. $7.25 per 
word for 1 issue; $5.75 per word for 3; $4.75 
per word for 6 or more consecutive issues. 
Street and number, city, state and ZIP code 
count as 4 words. Area code and phone 
number count as 2 words. E-mail and web-
site addresses count as 2 words.

PAYMENT by credit 
card ac cepted with 
advertising orders
of three or more 
consecutive issues.

A sample of any product and/or literature 
you plan to send must accompany your 
order. Literary Services and Editing/Revis-
ing advertisers must send a résumé and 
sample critique. Send ad with check or 
money order to: Writer’s Digest Reading 
Notices, 700 E. State St., Iola, WI 54990. 
To learn more, call Jill Ruesch at (800)726-
9966, ext. 13223. Fax: (715)445-4087. 
jill.ruesch@fwmedia.com

CLOSING DATE FOR THE MARCH/APRIL 2012 
ISSUE IS DECEMBER 27, 2011. To advertise, call 
Jill Ruesch: (800)726-9966, ext. 13223.

EDITORIAL SERVICES

CONTESTS

ADAPTATIONS

MAKE YOUR STORY 
A MOVIE .COM

CONSULTS – ADAPTATIONS 
FREE ADVICE ON BLOG

NO FEES! Short story contests 3x/year since 2006. 
1st $180, 2nd $140, 3rd $100, hon. mention $40.
www.OnThePremises.com

2012 SOUTHWEST WRITERS (SWW)
Writing Contest. All entries judged by editors and 
agents. Cash prizes up to $1,000. Entry fee. Early 
Deadline May 1, 2012. Late Deadline: May 15, 2012.
Info: www.southwestwriters.com or 505/265-9485.

BOOKS

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

BOOK DESIGN

One of the “101 Best Websites for Writers” –Writer’s Digest, 2005-2011

New! Sports Poetry & Prose Contest • No Fee! Wergle Flomp Humor 
Poetry Contest • Tom Howard/John H. Reid Short Story Contest • 
Margaret Reid Poetry Contest for Traditional Verse • 
Tom Howard/John H. Reid Poetry Contest (all styles)

OVER $25,000 IN PRIZES AT 
WINNINGWRITERS.COM 

WRITERS WANTED
Submit to any of 12 categories for 

PNWA’s Literary Contest.
Finalists are judged by an 

agent/editor to determine the top 
two in each category.

Entries ($35/PNWA members,
$50/non-members per category) 

must be received by 
February 17, 2012. 

www.pnwa.org / 425-673-BOOK

$700 First Place • $300 Second Place

Mindy Starns Clark, Kristin Bair 0’Keeffe, and 
Hana Haatainen Caye. All levels. $100-$135 
conference; (T, M, MT, F); additional fees for
pre-conference workshops.
Contact: Donna Brennan
3650 Nazareth Pike, PMB #136
Nazareth, PA 18020
Ph: 484/264-9028
www.glvwg.org/writestuff.htm

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

MEXICO
SAN MIGUEL WRITERS’ CONFERENCE 
AND LITERARY FESTIVAL, sponsored 
by San Miguel Literary Sala. February 16-19, 
2012 in San Miguel de Allende, Mexico.
In-depth work on your skills in a captivating
setting! San Miguel de Allende is a magical,
historic town and Mecca for the arts. A 
World Heritage Site, designated by the 
Dalai Lama as one of 7 International “Peace 
Centers,” it is worlds away from border 
violence. One-on-one pitch sessions with 
agents; 42 workshops (choose six); keynotes 
and panels; manuscript contest; open mic; 
individual consultations; bookstore, play: 
That Dorothy Parker; optional two-day 
Intensives; spectacular Mexican Fiesta; 
explore San Miguel excursions. Meals
included. All genres; fully bilingual: “The 
Creative Crossroads of the Americas.” 
Margaret Atwood, Naomi Wolf, Joy Harjo,
Joseph Boyden; Elena Poniatowska, 
Sharon Robinson, instructors. Beginning to 
Advanced. $395 before December 1; $495 
after December 1. (T, M, MT, F, parties!).
Contact: Susan Page
220 N. Zapata Hwy. #11
Laredo, TX 78043
Ph: 510/295-4097
susan@susanpage.com
www.sanmiguelwritersconference.org

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

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

David Bischoff
Now also offering layout and design 
services. E-book conversions and 

custom covers available.

1-888-785-2415 ...Toll Free!
david.bischoff@gmail.com

Credit list? Amazon.com! David Bischoff!

www.davidbischoff.com

CLASSIFIEDS: READING NOTICES
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WRITING COACH/EDITOR. Nurturing but
whip-cracking, well-connected, energetic author
of Bang the Keys (Penguin) will help you unleash the 
true fabulosity in your projects and bring them to 
fruition in the real world before depression or drink 
destroy your nerve! Jill@JillDearman.com or
212/841-0177. Feeling too skittish to contact?  
DOWNLOAD MY WRITING EXERCISE APP:
www.bangthekeys.com

THE MANUSCRIPT DOCTOR: book author, magazine, 
newspaper writer-editor/writing instructor.
THOROUGH editing: $2.00/page; including margin 
notes. Also, rewrite, critiquing, ghosting, PR help.
M. Lewis Stein: mlsteinav@aol.com; 714/838-8149. 
www.iedityourwork.com

WRITING FOR PUBLICATION OR SCREEN?
Before contacting agents, publishers, producers or
self-publishing, you need a professionally edited
manuscript. Whatever your ability, I will make your 
work shine. Character, plot, structure critique. Full
editing services. Extensive polishing (rewriting) as 
needed. Call Lois 858/521-0844.
www.editorontap.com

THE HAYNES TEAM TEEN & MIDDLE-GRADE 
NOVEL MANUSCRIPT CRITIQUE SERVICE.
Two pros for the price of one-Have written and pub-
lished a combined total of 99 contemporary, fantasy, 
paranormal, dystopian, humor, and sports novels.
www.jamesbetsyhaynesprofessionalcritiquing.yola
site.com

EDITING & EVALUATION. Manuscript critiques, 
coaching, ghostwriting, editing, desktop publishing 
and design for your self-published book.
JMT Publications http://jmtpubs.tripod.com

PROOFREADING. Make your work letter-perfect
before submitting to an agent, editor or
self-publishing. Affordable.
elizab.glaeserjones@gmail.com

FREE SUBMISSION LEADS/GUIDELINES. New and 
established markets. Cover/Query letter tips. Join 
30,000+ writers subscribing to Submit Write Now! 
Best for poetry, short prose, book projects. 
866/405-3003. www.WritersRelief.com
In Our 17th Year!

DIANE RAINTREE, FORMER SENIOR EDITOR at 
major NYC publisher, welcomes new and experienced 
writers. Edits novels, nonfiction, children’s books, 
poetry, memoirs, plays, film scripts. SASE: Diane
Raintree, 360 W. 21st St., New York, NY 10011. 
212/242-2387.

MANUSCRIPTS TO GO
Formatting & design for self-publishing authors. 
Manuscript typing. Editing, transcription. My personal 
attention-always! Cris Wanzer, 707/894-9231
Spuntales@gmail.com

FREE MEMOIR WRITING E-BOOK AND
E-NEWSLETTER. Ideas for deeper writing.
Plus 4 Memoir Guides.
http://turningmemories.com/memorylist21.html

HELP WANTED

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

LITERARY SERVICES

MISCELLANEOUS

WORD-BY-WORD, TOTAL STRUCTURAL EDITING.
 ‘‘Respect for your voice.’’ Free sample edit.
30 years experience. $2/page. 
kathleen_editor@yahoo.com;
www.bookeditor-bookcovers.net

EXPERT EDITING by “The Editor Who Goes That
Extra Mile.” Very reasonable. Arlene Uslander. 
uslander.arlene@gmail.com. Outstanding references.
www.uslander.net

AFFORDABLE, COMPREHENSIVE, EFFECTIVE
Professional editor and published author provides 
personalized editorial services. In-depth evaluation, 
development, editing, rewrites. Fiction/non-fiction. 
Contact Helga Schier, Ph.D., 310/828-8421
withpenandpaper@verizon.net

PROFESSIONAL EDITOR, award-winning author 
(Bantam, Berkley/Ace, others) offers extensive
critiques, in-depth editing. Fiction, nonfiction,
juvenile/YA. Carol Gaskin, 941/377-7640.
Carol@EditorialAlchemy.com; 
www.EditorialAlchemy.com

CONSTRUCTIVE CRITIQUES, PUT ASIDE YOUR FEARS. 
Karlyn Thayer, experienced editor, writing instructor 
and Pushcart Prize nominee offers a FREE critique of 
your novel or short story (1,000 words max.).
I CAN HELP WITH YOUR GRAMMAR, PAINLESSLY!
www.constructivecritiques.com

CRITIQUING, EDITING. HARVARD Ph.D., Blair
Kenney. Former Professor, Psychotherapist. Fiction, 
Nonfiction. Conservative, Christian Welcome.
Recession Fees! bkeditor@aol.com;
www.bkeditor.com, 941/955-8488.

ELECTRONIC EDITING. Free five-page sample. 
40-year professional. Line/content editing; 
proofreading. Reasonable, competitive rates. 
References. 605/725-0121.
www.theweisrevise.com; weisrevise@nvc.net

PUBLISHED AUTHOR, OVER THIRTY YEARS
editorial experience. Manuscript analysis, editing,
revisions. DanaRae Pomeroy, 864/834-7549.
E-mail: danarae@charter.net; www.dana-rae.com

PERSONALIZED, IN-DEPTH, comprehensive, 
developmental editing for fiction and nonfiction. 
Turning writers into published authors, and 
manuscripts into great books. 
www.maloneeditorial.com;
maloneeditorial@hotmail.com

AFFORDABLE EXCELLENCE
Writer’s Digest Readers Save 10%!
IowaEdits.com

EDITORIAL SERVICES (CONT.)

New York Times Best-selling Author 

DAVID COMPTON
David

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

Full-time professional with 13 years’ experience
Fiction/Nonfi ction editing + ghostwriting

MBA, former Fortune 100 marketing executive

My objective: Your sellable manuscript

DETAILS: www.authoredit.com
compton@authoredit.com  Tel. 919.809.7643

Editor of 
38 Best Sellers
50 MillionCopies in Print

The Book Editor Since 1979
Laurie Rosin

www.thebookeditor.com
Laurie@TheBookEditor.com   941.921.0906

From Creation to Contract

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

Quoted on CNN and
international media

Ghostwritten/rewritten
nearly 200 projects

Fiction and nonfiction

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

Ghostwriting
Rewriting
Proposals
Queries
Agents
Editing

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

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

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

Mike Sirota Writing Services
Let a writing professional and author of twenty

published novels help you make your book
"Better Than Good." Services include detailed manuscript

critique, editing, revisions, and submission guidance.  

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

PAYMENT by credit 
card ac cepted with 
advertising orders
of three or more 
consecutive issues.

CLOSING DATE FOR THE MARCH/APRIL 2012 
ISSUE IS DECEMBER 27, 2011. To advertise, call 
Jill Ruesch: (800)726-9966, ext. 13223.

SONGWRITING

ARIZONA

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

COLORADO

JEAN FAIRCLOUGH MANUSCRIPT TYPING
P.O. Box 2522, Elizabeth, CO 80107
Ph: 303/646-5303
jean@jeanniemay.com
Typed, handwritten, tape, digital
From $1.50/pg. + post. References available. 

MICHIGAN

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

NEW JERSEY

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

SD SECRETARIAL SERVICE (Susan Dougherty)
250 W. 2nd Ave., #305, Roselle, NJ 07203
Ph: 908/445-8387; sueyousueme@aol.com
Psych bkgrnd; legal research & web search avail.
Hndwrttn/type/transcription Most Sub, No Porn. 
MS: $1.50–$2/pg; Free Quotes for other svcs.

For a FREE Guide, call 800-650-7888, ext. WD1

www.morrispublishing.com

We offer: 

• low prices and many options

• production time of 20 days 

• low minimum of 100 books

• assistance from start to finish

We print all kinds of books!

WORKSHOPS

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

PRINTING

After years of work writing your book,
you deserve some Instant Grati cation!

 Fastest Books in the World
     Our Normal turnaround is just:

2 days for Perfect Bound books
5 days for Casebound and Spiral Bound
Exceptional Quality
Low Prices
We even ANSWER our phones

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

48HrBooks
800-231-0521 info@48HrBooks.com

www.
.com

48HrBooks
800-231-0521 info@48HrBooks.com

www.
.com

Full Service Book Distributor • Warehousing
 Fulfillment • Offset, Web, & Digital Book Printing • Case &

Soft Cover Bindings • E-Content Creation &
 Distribution • XML Workflow & Conversion

1-800-537-6727
30 Amberwood Parkway • Ashland, Ohio 44805 • 419-281-5100 • Fax: 419-281-0200

info@bookmasters.com • www.bookmasters.com

distribution  manufacturing  content

SELF-PUBLISHING

PUBLISHING

Design & Book Printing

PUBLISH for LESS

FREE EBook
FREE ISBN Barcode

ColorPageOnline.com
800-836-7581

Accept VISA / MC with your FREE WEBPAGE

100 Books only
$380*

WANTED BY MUSIC COMPANY.  GREAT OPPORTUNITY FOR
YOUR WORKS, NEEDED BY AMERICAN HIT SONGWRITERS.
WIN CASH, RECORDING & PUBLISHING AWARDS!  SEND
YOUR BEST POEMS/LYRICS FOR FREE EVALUATION TO:

EDLEE MUSIC
BOX 23878, DEPT. A, FT. LAUDERDALE, FL 33307

FREE RECORDING! Song-Poems wanted worldwide 
exposure on YouTube. Possible Royalties. 
MK productions, 7095 Hollywood Blvd., #608 
Hollywood, CA 90028; magickey@redrockrecords.com

QUALITY, INEXPENSIVE DEMOS made from Your 
Poems. New Customer Discount! Song Partners, Inc., 
P.O. Box 19143, Sarasota, FL 34276-2143.
Order: songpartners@comcast.net
www.songpartners.com

NASHVILLE  MUSIC  PRODUCER, Reviewing lyrics/
poems for upcoming recording projects. Send your 
submissions to: Box 110117-WD, Nashville, TN 37222.
www.NashvilleMusicProductions.com

WRITERS’ COMMUNITIES

HEALING WRITERS COMMUNITY. The Light Body 
Writers’ Guild offers ongoing, self-paced online
writing workshops within a community of spiritual 
healers. Help yourself and others heal through writing.  
http://lightbodywritersguild.com

WRITER’S ORGANIZATIONS

Career-Focused Writers & Editors
Learn what works NOW in

publishing, marketing, freelancing. Join the professional association that gets you online 
and into the 21st century! Visit our website for free ezine and list of best free resources.

http://naiwe.com/bonus/wd.php
NAIWE • P.O. Box 549 • Ashland, VA 23005

PUBLISH YOUR BOOK
At A Price You Can Afford!

97
EACH1$ Size: 51/2"x 81/2", 96 pgs,

500 copies, full color cvr.
www.profpress.com

800-277-8960 PROFESSIONAL PRESS
P.O. Box 3581 • Chapel Hill, NC 27515-3581

MANUSCRIPTS WANTED
FREE
PRICE
LIST

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

CLASSIFIEDS:
WE TYPE MANUSCRIPTS
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•  DEEP EVERYDAY DISCOUNTS on hundreds 
of books, magazines, CDs and downloads

•  FREE SHIPPING on all U.S. orders 
(use code WDS250)

•  SAVE AN EXTRA 10% with our VIP program

SAVE UP TO 65% 
on Great Writing Books!

Save With Writer’s Digest Shop!
NEW LOWER PRICES!
Save even more with our new lower online prices! No need to 

search around for the best prices on writing books—you’ll fi nd 

fantastic discounts at WritersDigestShop.com.

FREE STANDARD SHIPPING!
For all orders placed by February 1, 2012, using Offer Code 

WDS250 (U.S. addresses with U.S. Postal delivery only).

SAVE 10% ON YOUR ORDERS FOR A FULL YEAR
JOIN THE WRITER’S DIGEST VIP PROGRAM
For a full year, you can receive an additional 10% discount off 

all orders through our shop, plus receive 1-year subscriptions to 

Writer’s Digest magazine and WritersMarket.com. For more info, 

visit WritersDigestShop.com/product/writers-vip.

AND LOOK FOR US ON:
Find great tips, networking and 

advice by following @writersdigest

Become a fan of our page: 

facebook.com/writersdigest

EASY ORDER OPTIONS
1.  For fastest service, best selection and the deepest 

discounts, order online at WritersDigestShop.com. 

Be sure to enter OFFER CODE WDS250 in the website 

Shopping Cart to activate free shipping on any U.S. 

order. This offer code expires on February 1, 2012.

2.  Call us at (800)258-0929 Monday through Friday, 8 a.m. 

to 5 p.m. Central Time. Outside the U.S. call (715)445-

2214. Please mention Offer Code WDS250 when calling. 

Your One-Stop Shop for Great 
Books, Magazines, Downloads & 

More at Incredible Savings!

FIND OVER 700 PRODUCTS ONLINE AT

USE OFFER CODE WDS250 WHEN PLACING YOUR ORDER BY PHONE OR ONLINE AT WRITERSDIGESTSHOP.COM



FREE SHIPPING & HANDLING ON U.S. ORDERS WITH OFFER CODE WDS250. EXPIRES FEBRUARY 1, 2012.

You Can Write a Novel, 2nd Edition
by James V. Smith, Jr.
Get concrete, proven techniques to get from idea to manuscript to bookstore. 
Th is book breaks down the complex novel-writing process into 10 logical 
steps. Smith’s approach will guide you through a practical sequence designed 
to keep you focused, organized and moving forward. Th is edition includes 
new brainstorming tools, fresh plot and character organization strategies, 
and innovative tools to evaluate your story’s readability and pacing. 

The Complete Handbook of Novel Writing, 
2nd Edition
by the Editors of Writer’s Digest
Th is comprehensive handbook is your one-stop resource for everything you 
need to know about the craft  and business of creating a bestseller. You’ll 
learn from established writers about the essential elements of successful 
fi ction, as well as how to get published. Th is fully revised edition includes 
a revamped marketing section that covers the unique challenges of today’s 
publishing market and the new opportunities for online promotion. 

The Nighttime Novelist
By Joseph Bates  
Th ough romantic fantasies of the writing life don’t oft en include a day job, 
the fact is that most writers have one. If you fi nd yourself among them, steal-
ing moments late at night, early in the morning, or on your lunch break to 
write, Th e Nighttime Novelist is your guide—on call any hour to help. 

179 Ways to Save a Novel
By Peter Selgin
Let this book be your guide with 179 meditations collated and condensed from 
the advice of over a thousand critiques by award-winning author, editor and 
teacher Peter Selgin. You’ll discover helpful ideas for troubleshooting your novel 
through insights gleaned from a life of reading, writing and loving literature.

Plot Versus Character
By Jeff  Gerke  
What’s more important to a story: a gripping plot or compelling characters? 
Literary-minded novelists argue in favor of character-based novels while 
commercial novelists argue in favor of plot-based stories, but the truth of the 
matter is this: Th e best fi ction is rich in both. Th is hands-on guide to creat-
ing a well-rounded novel embraces both of these crucial story components. 

Item #Z7618 • 176 pages 
RETAIL: $14.99 • YOUR PRICE: $10.49
DIGITAL DOWNLOAD AVAILABLE

READ AN EXCERPT: 

Write Incidents, Not Scenes
WritersDigest.com/article/you-can-
write-a-novel-excerpt

Your Guides for Novel Success

Item #Z7446 • 528 pages 
RETAIL: $19.99 • YOUR PRICE: $12.23
DIGITAL DOWNLOAD AVAILABLE

READ AN EXCERPT: 

“Th e Must-Have Online Marketing 
Plan” by M.J. Rose
WritersDigest.com/article/novel-
writing-excerpt

Item #Z6655 • 272 pages 
RETAIL: $22.99 • YOUR PRICE: $15.63
DIGITAL DOWNLOAD AVAILABLE

READ AN EXCERPT: 

Rounding Flat Characters
WritersDigest.com/article/nighttime-
novel-excerpt

Item #Z4814 • 288 pages 
RETAIL: $16.99 • YOUR PRICE: $11.55
DIGITAL DOWNLOAD AVAILABLE

READ AN EXCERPT: 

Rescuing Your Story From Cliché
WritersDigest.com/article/save-a-
novel-excerpt

Item #Z8909 • 272 pages 
RETAIL: $17.99 • YOUR PRICE: $12.14
DIGITAL DOWNLOAD AVAILABLE

READ AN EXCERPT: 

Your Main Character Needs a 
Confl ict
WritersDigest.com/article/plot-vs-
character-excerpt
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Our online classes, webinars and critique forums combine the best of world-class writing instruction with 
the convenience and immediacy of the Web to create a state-of-the-art learning environment. You get all 
of the benefi ts of a traditional workshop setting—peer review, instructor feedback, a community of writers 
and productive writing practice—on a schedule that works for you!

Before you send out that manuscript to an editor or 
agent, make sure it’s got a fi ghting chance. Send your 
work to 2nd Draft  and get the specifi c, tailored advice 
you need to gain an extra edge on the competition—
and make your work more marketable.

Aft er a thorough evaluation of your submission, 
one of the professional critiquers from 2nd Draft  will 
give you detailed feedback and recommendations. 
You’ll not only learn what’s working in your writing, 
but what’s not—and, most important, how to fi x it.

2nd Draft  is a high-level review of your work, 
pointing out reasons your writing may be getting 
rejected, or may not be meeting the standards of 
traditional publication. It off ers:
 • An overall evaluation of the manuscript’s 

strengths and weaknesses
 • For works of fi ction, specifi c comments on 

elements such as plot, characterization, dialogue 
and setting

 • For works of nonfi ction, specifi c comments on 
focus, development, organization, clarity and any 
visual elements

 • Specifi c comments on your work’s appropriateness 
to your proposed target market

 • A red fl ag on consistency issues involving grammar, 
mechanics, spelling or style

 • A clear idea of how to revise
Get an expert- or premium-level critique of your man-
uscript, or have your query critiqued. No matter what, 
you’ll get the feedback your work needs to succeed. 

Peer Critique Studio
You depend on the feedback of others to improve your writing, 
and you learn to be a better writer by reading and critiquing 
the writing of others. In Peer Critique Studio, from Writer’s 
Digest University, we off er a moderated critique zone where 
you can receive critiques on your work, and off er feedback on 
the work of others. You’ll get:

• UNBIASED GUIDANCE. Unlike a friend, spouse, parent or 
co-worker, members of a critique group can give you 
honest, unbiased feedback. Plus, members of your critique 
group are focused writers who know what works and 
what doesn’t.

• SUPPORT. Th e writers in your critique group are in the 
trenches with you. Th ey not only provide guidance for 
your writing, but guidance and encouragement in the 
writing life.

• THE BENEFITS OF SHARING FEEDBACK. When you’re read-
ing the work of another writer for a critique, you’ll identify 
problems with transition, fl ow, character development, 
point of view and more. Th e lessons you learn from read-
ing their work can help you revise your own as well.

• ACCESS TO GENRE-SPECIFIC FORUMS. You can choose from 
16 diff erent writing critique forums, each focusing on a dif-
ferent genre of writing. If you want to focus on nonfi ction, 
poetry or children’s writing, there is a studio just for you. 
Or, if you’re interested in a wide variety of writing, you can 
participate in as many studios as you like!

USE OFFER CODE WDS250 WHEN PLACING YOUR ORDER BY PHONE OR ONLINE AT WRITERSDIGESTSHOP.COM



2012 Writer’s Market Series:
THE MOST TRUSTED GUIDES TO GETTING PUBLISHED

Now with exciting new features:
 • A free, exclusive downloadable webinar 
 • One-year subscription to WM’s online market listing database 
 • Original how-to articles by industry leaders 
 • New interviews with bestselling and award-winning writers 
 • Listings for contests, conferences, workshops and profes-

sional organizations

For more information and to sign up for the free Writer’s Market 

newsletter, go to WritersMarket.com

Item #X9688 • 1,024 pages
RETAIL: $49.99 • YOUR PRICE: $31.49

Item #X9691
576 pages
RETAIL: $29.99
YOUR PRICE: $19.79

Item #X9692
448 pages
RETAIL: $29.99
YOUR PRICE: $19.79

Item #X9687
1,024 pages
RETAIL: $29.99
YOUR PRICE: $19.79*

Item #X9689
656 pages
RETAIL: $29.99
YOUR PRICE: $19.79

Item #X9690
368 pages
RETAIL: $29.99
YOUR PRICE: $19.79

*one-year subscription to online database not included with this edition

Item #X9693
368 pages
RETAIL: $29.99
YOUR PRICE: $19.79

Item #W1589
688 pages
RETAIL: $34.99
YOUR PRICE: $23.09

Item #W1588
672 pages
RETAIL: $34.99
YOUR PRICE: $23.09

And make sure to check out Artist’s & Graphic 
Designer’s Market and Photographer’s Market, also 
available at writersdigestshop.com.

FREE SHIPPING & HANDLING ON U.S. ORDERS WITH OFFER CODE WDS250. EXPIRES FEBRUARY 1, 2012.



IN THIS ISSUE: Jurassic Park by Michael Crichton
SPOOF-REJECTED BY MATTHEW LAUSER

CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS: If 
you’d like to be the one doing the 

rebuffi ng, channel the most clueless of 
editors by humorously rejecting a hit in 300 
words or fewer. Then, submit your letter via 
e-mail to wdsubmissions@fwmedia.com 
with “Reject a Hit” in the subject line.

L et’s step once again into the 
role of the unconvinced, 
perhaps even curmudgeonly 
or fool-hearted editor: 

What harsh rejection letters might 
the authors of some of our favorite hit 
books have had to endure? 

January 10, 1989

Dear Mr. Crichton,

After consulting our marketing group, my crystal globe and several palm 

readers, I have decided to send you a nice rejection letter. You can add it 

to your collection, which is no doubt quite large and varied.

Jurassic Park has promise, I’ll give you that; however, the main problem 

I see with it is that the dinosaurs have muscle and skin on them. You must 

realize that our standard target audience is going to expect a bunch of 

bones, not monstrous beasts that run around eating people. Can you

imagine the uproar it would cause if we, a respectable publishing 

company, put out a book with such revolting content?

That brings me to my second concern, which is that the whole story

is presented as fact. As you probably know, Prehistoric Press is

dedicated to the publication of informational books about dinosaurs and 

other ancient fl ora. If we were to publish Triassic Park, there would be

widespread panic and disorder, especially among parents of small children 

in Costa Rica. Since none of them will have heard of these events, the 

government will be implicated in a cover-up conspiracy, and what could 

very well follow is an uprising. Do you want to be responsible for a war? 

We don’t.

Cretaceous Park might be picked up by a small publisher of cheap

horror stories. If not, your best bet is self-publishing, and selling it to 

family and friends only. You’ll probably end up with a similarly small 

print run either way.

On the bright side, your character development is quite good. Put the 

same characters in a true story about fossilized skeletons, and we might 

be able to do business.

Sincerely,

Luke Alistar

Unpaid Intern

Prehistoric Press
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EARLY BIRD DEADLINE: May 1, 2012
Entry Deadline: May 15, 2012

Enter on or before the Early Bird deadline 
and receive a $5 discount per entry.

Entries will be accepted online
at writersdigest.com 

81st Annual Writer’s Digest WRITING
COMPETITION COLLECTION

The Grand Prize manuscript, the First Place manuscript 
in each category, and the names of the top 10 winners 
in each category will be printed in a special competition 
collection.
(Publication date: November 2012. You are not required to purchase 
the collection to enter the competition.)

Enter the 81st Annual Writing Competition and gain access to 
agents, to editors, to your peers, to readers. Winning entries will 
be on display in the 81st Annual Writer’s Digest Competition 
Collection and entrants will gain the spotlight they deserve. 

Grand Prize: 

1st Place: $1,000 cash and $100 off WD Shop purchase
2nd Place: $500 cash and $100 off WD Shop purchase
3rd Place: $250 cash and $100 off WD Shop purchase
4th Place: $100 cash and $50 off WD Shop purchase
5th Place: $50 cash and $50 off WD Shop purchase
6th – 10th Place: $25 cash

All winners receive a 1-year Writer’s Digest VIP membership 

FOR COMPLETE RULES,
AN ENTRY FORM OR TO ENTER ONLINE,

VISIT US AT WRITERSDIGEST.COM

Compete and Win in 10 CATEGORIES:
Inspirational Writing

   (Spiritual/Religious)

Memoir/Personal Essay

Magazine Feature Article

Genre Short Story
   (Mystery, Romance, etc.)

Television/Movie Script

Mainstream/
 Literary Short Story

Rhyming Poetry

Non-Rhyming Poetry

Stage Play

Children’s/Young
   Adult Fiction 

Exposure is the single most valuable commodity in the publishing world. 
Exposure is the single most valuable prize we offer entrants. 

And a few other things, just to sweeten the pot.




