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FROM THE EDITOR
IMAGINE 

WRITE 

PUBLISH

Alicia Anstead
Editor-in-Chief

Do you ever forget the 
first time you see your 
work officially pub-
lished in print or 

online? Probably not. 
I fondly remember pitching a 

series about black history month 
to a newspaper when I was a doc-
toral student in my 20s. They 
bought it. After that – to follow 
advice we’ve read many times in 
these pages – I pitched another 
series, this time about women’s history month. They bought that, too. 
Indeed, I had established a solid relationship with two editors on the style 
desk and wrote for them when I wasn’t working on my dissertation. Eventu-
ally, they asked me to join the staff, and I wrote for the newspaper, primarily 
as an arts reporter, for 20 years. 

You don’t hear too many newspaper stories like that anymore, but pub-
lishing is a thriving business, and in this issue, we suggest ways in which you 
can find support for publishing your work. The key, it seems to me, is to 
dream big and not give up. The landscape has changed with self-publishing 
and the multi-book contract imperative, but in the end, dreaming big and 
being persistent are timeless requirements for a writer. 

When this issue was about to be sent to the printers, we lost two literary lumi-
naries: Harper Lee and Umberto Eco. They represent two distinct voices and 
contributions to the world of letters and culture, and each has acolytes. Eco’s The 
Name of the Rose was the first book that confused me so much that I couldn’t put 
it down. I suppose gateway fiction is as much a memory maker as seeing one’s 
first byline. It stays with you. Eco made it into my personal literary canon.

We were quickly able to track down one of Lee’s admirers – Roy Peter Clark, 
a fellow journalist and a regular contributor to this magazine. Clark provided 
us with the craft door to Lee’s most famous work To Kill a Mockingbird: an 
analysis from his new book, which we excerpt here to honor the writer whose 
work has fascinated, inspired and propelled many of our readers. 

We hope you enjoy this issue, and we wish you luck in the publishing arena. 
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“Write your own life story,” is the caption 
below the photo of an old manual type-
writer. The photo over my desk alter-
nately glares at me accusatorially and 

beckons invitingly.
“Yeah, right,” I mutter on a day when no words come. 

“Who wants to read about my drab life?” Times that were 
thrilling for me cannot be told with enough vibrancy to 
excite a stranger. Most of my life has been far less than 
thrilling, not worth writing home about, let alone so excit-
ing and inspiring that strangers would pay to read about it. 

My life looks more like that beaten-and-battered manual 
typewriter in the framed photo than the state-of-the-art lap-
top I use. Seven of that typewriter’s keys are stuck in the 
downward position. The platen is hard and worn. The base, 
which doubles as one side of the carrying case, is tattered 
and dirty. Its clasp, just below the space bar, is broken. The 
top of the case, no doubt, was discarded long ago. The rib-

bon is thin and dry. Not even a junk dealer would want such 
a worthless anachronism. 

Sure, “Write your own life story,” the drab black-and-
white photo taunts and mocks.

I recall a book that one of my college professors recom-
mended. The Thread that Runs So True was written by Jesse 
Stuart, just a Kentucky hick to many people. He was so 
uninitiated in the ways of the world that he walked into 
Berea College and expected to be admitted without having 
ever filled out an application. He had no money, but he had 
heard that Berea allowed students to work in return for 
their education. He was willing to work.

Berea couldn’t accept him, but a person there suggested 
that he go to Lincoln Memorial University in Tennessee. 
LMU had a student work program; maybe they would 
admit him. He followed the advice, and they enrolled him. 
He worked. He studied. And he wrote. After graduating, he 
went back home and taught in a one-room school, but not 

“I could work in the shower if I had 

plastic paper.” –Umberto Eco

COMPILED BY MEREDITH QUINN

If you’re stuck on the page, go back to your people. 

The beloved country
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BY DENNIS L. PETERSON 
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Fiction writer Téa Obreht rose to promi-

nence at the age of 24 – before she’d 

even published her first novel – when she 

was named one of The New Yorker’s “20 

Under 40” best young writers. The 

following year, her debut novel The 

Tiger’s Wife  was published to widespread 

critical acclaim, winning The Orange 

Prize (making Obreht this prize’s 

youngest-ever recipient) and being short-

listed for the National Book Award. It was 

also a New York Times best-seller. The 

novel is a family saga set in a fictional 

Baltic state that is recovering from a 

recent civil war. It weaves together 

realism and mythic stories in a prose 

style that is at once dreamy and precise. 

Obreht is working on her second novel, 

which is set in Wyoming in the 1880s. 

WHAT IS THE MOST IMPORTANT 
LESSON YOU’VE LEARNED ABOUT 
WRITING? 
That no amount of knowledge or 

tenacity or craftsmanship can 

substitute for the alchemy of 

working on the right project at the 

right time. My first book was 

written in response to the loss of a 

loved one – a grandfather who had 

essentially raised me – and 

eulogized not only a relationship, 

but also a particular phase of life. It 

took me a long time, and many false 

starts, to find my way to a project 

where I felt that same synthesis of 

subject and psychological state 

again. And when they come 

together, the writing itself changes: 

It doesn’t feel like work; it doesn’t 

feel like sentences in a holding 

pattern. It’s just necessity. And then 

it’s revision, of course. 

HOW HAS THIS HELPED YOU AS A 
WRITER? 
I think writers tend to spend a lot of 

time seeking out a template of 

reassurance, asking themselves, 

“Is this how it’s supposed to go?” 

or “Did it feel this way before?” So 

any time you can identify a precise 

aspect of your own process is a 

small miracle. It was immeasurably 

helpful to come to terms with the 

fact that I really don’t believe in a 

wasted draft. And I tell students 

this: Even work you consider to be 

your worst is good for something. 

Every effort teaches you about 

your desires and tendencies, or 

guides you toward some new 

possibility, or shuts the door on an 

avenue you mistakenly thought 

was the right one. It’s a trial and 

error game, and every line you 

write – especially those that  

never make it to the printed page – 

has value. 

—Gabriel Packard is the associate director of the 

creative writing MFA program at Hunter College 

in New York City.

WRITERS ON WRITING

Téa Obreht 

before he had his nose bloodied and skinned his knuckles in 
a fist-fight with an 18-year-old first-grade student to earn 
the right to teach there. 

Soon, students and parents alike realized what Stuart was 
trying to do for local children. The students began to work 
hard. They began to read, write, do math – and applied what 
they learned.

While he was teaching, Stuart was also writing and learning. 
One important lesson was that he needed more schooling to 
improve his teaching and writing. He enrolled in Vanderbilt 
University’s master’s program. He wrote a massive manuscript 
that was supposed to be his thesis, but a dormitory fire 
destroyed it. He reconstructed it from scratch and submitted it.

His professor, Donald Davidson, a writer in Vanderbilt’s 
Fugitives group, met with him and told him that it wasn’t a 
master’s thesis. It was a book. Davidson offered advice that, like 
the two roads that diverged in Frost’s yellow wood, would 
make all the difference in Stuart’s life. 

“Go back to your people,” Davidson said. “Go back and 

write of them. Don’t change and follow the moods of these 
times. Be your honest self. Go back and write of your country. 
Your country has your material.”

Stuart took that advice. He went back to the hills and taught 
school and plowed fields and wrote in between. As he guided 
the mule between rows, he composed poetry and conjured 
plots for short stories. When he rested his mule at the end of 
the furrow, he jotted his lines on tree leaves. Later, he trans-
ferred his words to paper. They eventually found their way to 
publishing houses and from there into books and magazines. 
He wrote for children. He wrote for adults. But most of all, he 
wrote for himself. 

“Write your own life story,” the framed photo whispers to 
me. “Don’t change and follow the moods of these times. Be 
your honest self. Go back and write of your country. Your 
country has your material.”

Dennis L. Peterson’s work has appeared in Blue Ridge Country, Scouting, 

Elks Magazine   and other publications. He lives in Taylors, South Carolina.
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“A person who publishes a book appears  

willfully in the public eye with his pants down.” 

–Edna St. Vincent Millay

LIFTOFF
Several self-published books have been scooped up by 
traditional publishers and made famous. While it’s not a 
guaranteed step toward stardom, many literary agents and 
publishers keep an eye out for new talent this way. But not 
all self-published authors are created equal. We asked two 
literary agents to tell us what they look for and how they 
have seen the business change.

❯ “The self-publishing landscape 
has changed quite a lot since 2012. 
Traditional publishers are no lon-
ger eager to take on projects that 
were previously self-published, 
and the number of books being 
self-published has increased dra-
matically with a resulting drop in 
the sales of many previously very 
successful self-published authors. 
As an agency, we are now more 
interested in developing these au-
thors’ careers and helping them be 
successful hybrid authors – those 
who are traditionally published 
and continue to self-publish at the 
same time. The digital landscape, 
though, is in constant motion and 
so we need to be flexible in where 
we advise each of our clients to 
concentrate their energies. Every 
day is a challenge, but in my mind 
an exciting one.” 
—Jane Dystel, President, Dystel & Goderich 

Literary Management

❯ “If I’m going to rep-
resent a self-published 
book to mainstream 
publishers I look for 
three things: current 
sales (a minimum of 
$5,000-10,000 in the 
first year), a great 
platform by the writer 
(I rep only nonfic-
tion) and a dedicated 
ongoing marketing 
plan showing that the 
book hasn’t already 
peaked. It’s rare to find 
all three. I’ve found 
two books that were 
self-published in the 
past 15 years and both 
became New York 
Times bestsellers.” 
—Sharlene Martin, Martin 

Literary Management and 

co-author of Publish Your 

Nonfiction Book

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

Voice is so important in writing. 

What are tips for developing 

voice?  

I’ve been writing ever since I was 

a kid. My anxiety disorder was so 

strong that it was the easiest way 

to communicate. Through blog-

ging, I was able to find out what 

worked and what didn’t and I dis-

covered that the things that I 

thought were the most irreverent 

and ridiculous were the ones that 

people loved. It encouraged me to 

be true to the crazy voice in my 

head that wanted to speak.

•
You use lots of colorful lan-

guage, which some may con-

sider a turn off. What was it like 

to make the choice not to go the 

safe, curse-free route? 

Freeing. People say that profanity 

is a crutch for those who don’t 

have an extensive enough vocab-

ulary, but I prefer to say that peo-

ple who don’t use profanity are 

missing out on a lot of amazing 

words. Consider the “f” word. It’s 

a verb, an exclamation, a way of 

commiserating or yelling in anger 

or expressing fear. It’s one of the 

most dynamic words in our lan-

guage, and I take full fucking 

advantage of it.

Your posts cover an array of 

topics: filtering photos, tran-

scribing conversations, pur-

chasing an enormous metal 

chicken. What are some crite-

ria for choosing the right 

moments to blog about? 

I go with my gut. Mostly I write 

about things that I think will 

encourage discussion or thought, 

even if the thought is “this lady is 

nuts.” If it’s something strange 

enough that it sticks in my head 

long enough to actually write it 

down then there’s a 50 percent 

chance it’ll get published. I have a 

lot of stuff in my draft folder 

that’s just not good enough or 

that needs a better ending. It’s 

hard to imagine, but there actu-

ally is a lot of editing and chop-

ping that goes on before it ends 

up on the blog.

•
How did you know it was time 

to write a book? 

I felt like my mind was consti-

pated...like it was filled with sto-

ries that I needed to get out of 

there. So I wrote. And many, 

many years later it was a book. 

My last book only took about 

three years to write though, so 

maybe I’m picking up speed.  

Download the 

digital edition 

now to hear how 

The Bloggess 

builds community 

and copes with 

anxiety.

WHERE IN THE WORLD
IS THE WRITER?

 
Anna Armstrong took 

a break from sunbathing 
at Lake Huron in Port 
Albert, Canada.

Tyrone L. Waller waited for his 
wife to finish shopping while 

cruising to St. Maarten for their 
34th wedding anniversary.

Send a photo and caption to tweditorial@madavor.com.

WHERE DO YOU READ THE WRITER?  

NAME  
Jenny Lawson  
The Bloggess

YEARS BLOGGING 

10
BOOKS

Let’s Pretend This  
Never Happened, 
Furiously Happy

WEBSITE

thebloggess.com
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An editor at a conference 
suggested I learn about 
cumulative sentences.  
What are they?
A cumulative sentence (also 

sometimes called a loose sentence) 

is an independent clause followed by 

one or more modifiers. Essentially, 

you use words, phrases and clauses 

to expand on or refine the main idea 

of the sentence. The effect can be 

natural as it parallels what often 

happens in speech. Here’s a 

cumulative sentence from “Georgia 

O’Keeffe,” an essay by Joan Didion:

She is simply hard, a straight 

shooter, a woman clean of 

received wisdom and open to 

what she sees.

 

The first part of the sentence is an 

independent clause. It can stand on 

its own: “She is simply hard.” The 

rest of the sentence modifies that 

independent clause, helping to 

more precisely define what “simply 

hard” means in this instance. 

Notice the series of modifiers: a 

straight shooter, a woman clean of 

received wisdom, a woman open to 

what she sees.

This next sentence from the short 

story “Listen Carefully as Our 

Options Have Changed” by Andre 

Dubus III, has less expansion, but is 

still cumulative.

At first there is only the coffee 

table in front of him, a swatch of 

sunlight across its glass surface.

The image of the sunlight enriches 

the description of the coffee table.

—Brandi Reissenweber teaches fiction writing and 
reading fiction at Gotham Writers Workshop. 

ASK THE WRITER

Writing Prompt
Someone has just left your 
apartment building and hopped in 
a cab. You heard an exchange the 
person had with your neighbor 
in the hall. What was said? Have 
you see the person before? Why 
is he or she fleeing the scene 
quickly? Or sadly? Or in anger? 
Use the “hopped in a cab” motif 
to develop mystery, suspense 
and intrigue. Shape the plot 
and character by building on 
consecutive forms – from haiku to 
paragraph to story. 
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Going the self-publishing 
route means preparing 
for heavy lifting. These 
websites can help lighten 
your load when it comes 
to design, editing, mar-
keting and even getting 
your book in front of a 
traditional publisher.

Ex-press yourself

BALBOA PRESS
A division of Hay 

House, Balboa 

Press taps into the 

knowledge of in-

house experts with 

tips, motivation, 

articles and videos 

to help you along 

the way. The team 

provides editorial and 

design services, plus 

production, marketing 

and bookselling. 

The Hay House team 

frequently reviews 

Balboa titles to find 

new authors to go the 

traditional publishing 

route. Choose from 

seven publishing 

packages, ranging 

from $1,099 to $14,000. 

balboapress.com

“Sometimes we have to step out of our comfort zones. We have 

to break the rules. And we have to discover the sensuality of fear. 

We need to face it, challenge it, dance with it.” –Kyra Davis

ARCHWAY 
PUBLISHING
The self-publishing 

branch of Big Five 

publisher Simon & 

Schuster, Archway offers 

specialists in design and 

formatting, editorial and 

marketing. All books are 

designed according to 

S&S standards, and the 

option of working with 

a dedicated concierge 

helps move your book 

along from start to finish. 

As a bonus, an S&S 

editorial board evaluates 

a select number of 

Archway books for 

possible acquisition 

by the publisher. 

archwaypublishing.com

LULU 
Offering print-on-

demand hardcovers and 

paperbacks, plus e-books 

and picture books, Lulu 

also provides services 

such as editing, cover 

design, illustrations, 

marketing, formatting 

and distribution. Want to 

know how other writers 

are faring in the self-

publishing battle? Head 

to the online forum for 

support and advice, plus a 

library of how-to articles. 

Once your book is on the 

market, use the revenue 

tracker to keep track of 

your sales. lulu.com

INFINITY 
PUBLISHING
In addition to offering 

print and ebook services, 

Infinity Publishing also 

creates audiobooks, 

available as both CDs 

and downloadable MP3s 

on Amazon, Audible and 

the iTunes Store. You can 

choose your narrator, 

who will perform the 

book in a professional 

recording studio. 

Other add-ons include 

advance reader copies, 

CDs in the book, book 

marketing and publicity 

and translation services. 

There are four author 

royalties to collect, which 

are paid out monthly. 

infinitypublishing.com

AUTHORHOUSE
Publishing packages are 

available in black and white, 

full color and graphic novel 

formats. Audiobooks and 

ebooks are also available, 

and services include 

editorial assistance, 

design, production and 

bookselling. The marketing 

department can help 

arrange advertising, book 

signings, reviews and 

cinema advertising, as well 

as email campaigns, radio 

services and TV advertising. 

authorhouse.com



OFF THE CUFF
BY KATIE LEWIS

Lose a job. Gain a writing life.

Forced mindset
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The verdict had been handed 
down over videoconference 
an hour before my husband 
and I were to leave for our 

Labor Day vacation. After only five 
weeks of work, my job was ending. I 
sobbed into my husband’s shoulder, 
leaned back to smile because now I 
could be a full-time writer, then leaned 
into him to sob some more about our 
halved income.

Who am I without a job? I looked for 
meaning everywhere. The morning I 
got the axe, we learned the crack in our 
kitchen floor would cost $15,000 to fix, 
and we had to repair it before moving, 
which had been our plan for the New 
Year. I saw myself as an unemployed 
person with a massive crack in the 
room that nourishes her family.

En route to the mountains, I spotted 
an orange hot air balloon and spun a 
quiet story about how this life moment 
could be my agent for liftoff. Then I 

saw the balloon was tethered, and I 
quickly edited: Even though I had air, I 
remained tied to cultural expectations 
of how the workday “should” look. I 
listened to Marc Maron’s WTF podcast 
interview with comedian and author 
(and actor on TV’s How I Met Your 
Mother) Jason Segel, and wondered if I 
could really survive as a writer. I 
rewatched Wild and thought I should 
take a hike. My voice caught on the 
line, “It’s such a waste to grow up 
lonely” from John Mayer’s song “Born 
and Raised.” I could justify the jelly-jar 
glass of Elijah Craig bourbon in my 

hand. Labor Day weekend, when this 
American worker lost her job, was a 
lost three days of moping in a cabin 
sans labor to celebrate.

After the sleepless vacation, I made 
myself wake at 6:30 in the morning of 
my first workday without an average 
job and cycled through my go-to web-
sites. Once I’d consumed the Internet, I 
forced a mindset renewal and deter-
mined a daily schedule. I took hold of 
my narrative and laughed: I had some 
dreams coming true right now. This 
isn’t how I thought it would happen, 
but it’s what I’ve always wanted.

I’ve been forced into the decision to 
write for the rest of my life and never 
encounter another empty coffee pot in 
the break room, which means I’ll be 
crazed about having enough money, 
concerned about being perceived as a 
stereotypical housewife, constantly 
asked where I’ve been published and 
anxious over whether I’m living it right. 

I spotted an orange hot 
air balloon and spun a 
quiet story about how 

this life moment could be 
my agent for liftoff.



I tell myself I’m not allowed to enjoy 
activity during work hours that aren’t 
profitable, so The Mary Tyler Moore 
Show marathon is out. Do I now need 
to become accustomed to cheaper, off-
brand deli meat? I hadn’t realized how 
I’d spoiled myself before, back when I 
received paychecks with commas. 

I spent that first day setting myself 
up with free accounting software, 
updating my Thumbtack profile 
(where I connect with clients seeking 
writers and editors), revamping my 
personal website, researching how to 
set up an LLC, requesting LinkedIn 
endorsements of my work and wading 
through healthcare.gov. To stay on 
task, I decided to document my daily 
word count and set attainable, easy 
wins, such as adding 750 words to my 
novel and sending three client queries 
a day. The file reads like a burst of 

motivation, but let me divulge that I 
did it from bed and with the intent of 
proving to others I’m still productive 
and competent. The evolution from 
proving oneself to bosses to satisfying 
oneself as the boss has been ongoing 
and trying, but guess what? Even 
though my new boss is hard about 
deadlines and requires boring tasks, 
she’s more passionate about her work, 
smiles more than ever, drinks fewer 
lattes and smells nice.

I find it increasingly vital that we as 
a writing community share specifics 
about how we make it work, how we 
really make it work. It helps us find 
honesty in a world where – for fiction 
writers, at least – we’re lying all the 
time. The truth for how I really make it 
work is that I worry daily about my 
financial contribution to my marriage, 
a relationship without which I would 

absolutely be living rent-free with my 
parents and playing Yahtzee at night. I 
went from a $63,000 salary to an aver-
age of $281.92/month. That’s a salary 
of $3,383.10, not including expenses, if 
I’m able to continue generating free-
lance work.

Changing the mentality of a dollar 
amount value of my name is hard 
work. I’ve embraced a set schedule, 
devoured books on creativity and 
writing by Anne Lamott, Elizabeth 
Gilbert and Stephen King, finished 
my first novel and started the second. 
And I’m looking for new revenue 
streams – as long as I don’t use its 
payout to define myself. 

Katie Lewis is a freelance writer and editor 

based in Nashville. She has written for The Ten-

nessean, Nashville Scene, BookPage, Quarter-

Reads and Advertising Weekly.

Take control of your publishing journey. Author Solutions makes it easy for 
authors like Clifford to empower themselves. After receiving dozens of rejections  
from traditional publishers, Clifford decided to say “yes” to himself, choosing to 
self-publish his work through Author Solutions. Visit authorsolutions.com 
to learn how we help guide authors through their publishing journeys.

THE  WORLD LEADER IN SUPPORTED SELF-PUBLISHING

> 200,000 AUTHORS ON SIX CONTINENTS

A PENGUIN RANDOM HOUSE COMPANY

authorsolutions.com |

The book was very lovingly 
prepared so I was happy with 
the experience.”

“
Clifford Thompson, Author of Signifying Nothing
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Why venture into unac-
customed territory 
when it comes to 
characters? In a 

globalized world, we regu-
larly meet people vastly dif-
ferent from us in race, 
class, ethnicity, religion, 
politics or ideology. 
Modern novels and 
memoirs, as mirrors of a 
society, increasingly 
depict this heterogeneity. 

In addition to 
expanding our reader-
ship, a diverse character, 
whether the protagonist or 
a secondary character, 
brings a broader voice to a 
story. In the case of my novel, 
Tulip Season, protagonist Mitra 
meets a mysterious German man, 
and the contrast between the two 
adds an element of tension. With dis-
similar actions, attitudes and world-
views, backgrounds and upbringings, 
their interactions spark a great 
exploration of Mitra’s world. 

Creating authenticity

How do you get started writing about a 
person foreign to you? By immersing 
yourself in that particular culture or 
community through direct contact and 
by building relationships. Armchair 
travel can also help, as can books, vid-
eos, movies, art and the Web.  

And remember, in the end, it’s your 
story and it’s fiction. You’re facing 
challenges no matter what. “If you’re 
going to write fiction, you’re going to 
write about people who aren’t you,” 

says David Guterson, author of 10 
books, including Snow Falling on 
Cedars. “You should feel some healthy 
trepidation about that.” 

Respect, openness and empathy are 
keys to depicting an unfamiliar culture 
or perspective. Here are additional tips 
and techniques.     

First impressions

What a reader first notices is how the 
character looks, dresses, sounds and 
behaves. Bring the character alive with 
physical descriptions, but not too 
much and not all at once. Allow read-
ers to use their imagination to fill in 
the blanks. Pay special attention to the 
rhythm of the spoken language. A for-

eign-born person might speak with an 
accent and fall back on native words 

as necessary. In my novels, I sprin-
kle foreign words judiciously, 

always making sure their 
meaning is clear from the 
context. 

A character from inside out

You’re writing about indi-
viduals, and the methods 
you usually employ to 
develop a character of any 
kind still apply. Remember 

that all cultures have hopes, 
fears and dreams – and it’s 

your job to portray that. 
Does a diverse character 

have to be sympathetic? Peter 
Mountford, author of two novels, 

including A Young Man’s Guide to Late 
Capitalism, says no. “Actually, I’m not 
sure he is very sympathetic because of 
the choices he makes,” Mountford says 
of Gabriel de Boya, the 26-year-old, bi-
racial protagonist in his novel. “He 
builds a lucrative career instead of 
abandoning it for love. I feel for him, 
definitely, but a lot of readers struggle 
with him, and I suppose that is the key 
to writing ‘the other,’ for me.”

Beliefs and conflicts

Every culture or community holds 
common beliefs about marriage, fam-
ily, money, status and friendship. A 
character is likely to suffer both inter-
nal and external conflicts when going 
against these beliefs and sometimes 
even when conforming to them. 
Sharmila, the protagonist in my novel 
Sharmila’s Book, is a young American 

How can you broaden your story and your readership? 

Different strokes
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woman who can’t seem to meet a suitable man to marry. 
When her Indian mother suggests an arranged marriage, 
she has to choose between going along with her mother’s 
wishes and respecting her own values.  

Showing universality

By wrestling with choices and obstacles, a diverse character, 
like any other, grows and changes. In the process, he or she 
also displays common human characteristics as fear, anger, 
joy and love. Although I’m different, I’d feel much the same in 
the same situation, the reader realizes, and perhaps gets 
more involved in the book. 

You can make a character accessible in other ways. 
Show how he or she relates to friends. Let him or her grap-
ple with everyday issues like traffic. An element of humor 
can also help. We gravitate toward people who lighten our 
days with a joke or a funny situation. It is in those 
moments that we let go of our differences and embrace our 
common humanity.  

Bharti Kirchner is the author of six novels and four nonfiction works.

Writing prompts to  
better incorporate  
diversity in your work

#1 Your character has just received devastat-

ing news, such as a job loss, death of a 

family member or notice of eviction from his or 

her landlord. Jot down a few sentences on his or 

her immediate reaction and the actions he or she 

subsequently undertakes. What do you learn 

about the character from this episode? What  

cultural insights do you need to make the scene 

believable? 

#2 Write a sentence or two about the purpose 

your diverse character serves in your story. 

In what way does he or she affect one or more 

plot action?

Julie Hockley, Author of Crow’s Row

Turn your dream into reality. Author Solutions provides the  
support—including 24/7 customer assistance—to help writers become authors.  
Julie’s busy life nearly led her to set aside her dream of publishing.  With the 
guidance of the Author Solutions team, Julie finally published her book 
and readers are asking for more. Visit authorsolutions.com to learn 
how we are helping authors every day to realize their dreams.

THE  WORLD LEADER IN SUPPORTED SELF-PUBLISHING

> 200,000 AUTHORS ON SIX CONTINENTS

A PENGUIN RANDOM HOUSE COMPANY

authorsolutions.com |

“It’s nice to have somebody support 
you through the process, to guide 
you through and ensure the book  
is the best it can be.”



WRITER AT WORK

Make a crowdfunding campaign successful in 8 steps.  

Show me the money

C rowdfunding is a trendy approach to financing a 
book. These public Internet fundraising campaigns 
usually last between 30 and 45 days and have 
become a tool for many self-publishing authors. 

There are several online platforms on which you set a 
financial goal and donation amounts with rewards to incen-
tivize contributors. Some focus solely on publishing, while 
others support fundraising for other fields such as music or 
medical treatment. Kickstarter is one of the more established 
sites, and it works on an “all-or-nothing” model: If you don’t 
raise 100 percent of your initial funding goal, you don’t keep 
what backers pledged. However, according to Kickstarter, 
only 32.12 percent of its publishing campaigns are successful. 

Indiegogo, on the other hand, allows you to keep whatever 
money you raised once the amount surpasses a minimum 
threshold. Publishizer works exclusively with authors to 
gather pre-orders, build a readership, raise funds and connect 
with hundreds of literary agents. Publaunch debuted in  
February, offering similar services. 

Launching a crowdfunding campaign takes dedication, 
enthusiasm and advance planning. But it’s not rocket science. 
Once you decide which platform will increase your chances 
of getting funding, follow these steps to help find sponsors. 

1
Test your message before launch to know if your story is 
marketable. When readers told Kathy Pooler how her 
book Ever Faithful to His Lead: My Journey Away from 

Emotional Abuse spoke to them, she knew she had an audience. 

2
Create a compelling crowdfunding page with three ele-
ments: a video describing your project, an engaging 
description and exciting rewards. For his Kickstarter cam-

paign, Frank Thomas created a video of himself holding hand-
written signs outlining his memoir Rise: Even Death Can’t Stop 
Me. “Reading is a far more powerful form of engaging the 
mind and creativity of others to connect with people on a soul 
level,” Thomas says. “That video engaged people deeply at the 
core of their emotional existence.” In fact, it had 300,000 shares, 
totaling nearly 8 million views. As a result, Thomas surpassed 
his crowdfunding goal.

3
Offer a different reward for each pre-set donation 
amount. This could include a lecture, a writer-in-resi-
dence visit, a luncheon or a writing lesson via Skype. 

Think of perks to make your project memorable so contribu-
tors feel they are getting something unique in exchange for 
donating.

4
Educate fans. “The hardest challenge about taking on a 
crowdfunding campaign is educating the public about 
how it exactly works,” says Amanda Barbara, former CEO 

of Pubslush. Break the ice for potential supporters with a basic 
explanation of crowdfunding and how the money raised will be 
spent. Explain how their donation can help with promotion 
and distribution so the book will have a larger audience. 

BY DORIT SASSON

S
h

u
tt

e
rs

to
ck

/ 
m

w
2

s
t



 writermag.com   •   The Writer   |   15

5 Reach out intuitively. Barbara says that 95-98 per-
cent of successfully funded campaigns come from the 
support of family and friends. However, not everyone 

will be drawn to your project. Approach those you know 
will become advocates of your campaign to help bring on 
additional supporters. Word of mouth is still powerful. 

6
Line up 10 backers. No one wants a zero donation 
amount at the end of week one. While planning your 
campaign, create a list of 10 people you know will 

support your project and coordinate their funds to go live 
in the days following launch. This will show potential 
sponsors that what you are offering is worth checking out. 

7
Grow your online presence. According to Forbes.com 
and PCworld.com, the higher the number of Facebook 
friends you can share your idea with, the better your 

chances are for a successful campaign. Increase your online 
presence by identifying suitable connections such as blogs 
and clubs, and then write posts to get readers familiar with 
your brand and work.

To build a following, Pooler blogged several times a week 
about the themes of her memoir and included relevant 
quotes from her book. She made announcements on Face-

book and Twitter before her campaign launched and guest 
posted on several author blogs. Once her campaign went 
live, Pooler met her financial goals.

8
Cross campaign. According to the marketing plat-
form service Green Inbox, fewer than 5 percent of an 
author’s Facebook friends know about a crowdfund-

ing campaign. Memoirist Leah Lax of Uncovered: How I 
Left Hassidic Life and Finally Came Home used Green 
Inbox, which turned her social reach into a mailing list, 
sending personalized emails to potential supporters. “This 
service alone helped me raise $2,000 for my campaign in 
just a few days,” she says. It eventually helped reach her 
$15,000 Kickstarter goal. Her cost? Six cents per message.  

For Pooler, raising funds was one benefit of her 
campaign. She says, “Reaching out and connecting 
with my readers before my memoir was published was 
the most gratifying aspect of conducting a crowdfund-
ing campaign.” 

Dorit Sasson has written for The Huffington Post, Mediabistro and 

The Write Life. She is the author of several nonfiction books and the 

memoir Accidental Soldier: A Memoir of Service and Sacrifice in the 

Israel Defense Forces. 
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WHAT YOU
PROTECT 

By Melissa Hart

MIDDLE GRADE AND  
YA AUTHORS EMBRACE  
ENVIRONMENTAL  
TOPICS TO CREATE  
STORIES, ACTIVISM  
AND STEWARDSHIP  
AMONG YOUNG  
READERS. 



 

LOVE

AUTHOR ANA MARIA SPAGNA remembers the 
exact day years ago when she got the idea for 
her first environmental young adult novel, 
which will be published next year. “I was cross-
country skiing in the backcountry near my 
home in Stehekin, Washington, watching the 
snow glitter at eye-level, when I passed a high 
drift,” she says. “I imagined being on a snow-
mobile heading even higher into the mountains 
to spend even more time, and then I wondered 
what it would be like to be a young girl doing 
that. And the story was born.”

The story, The Luckiest Scar on Earth, is about 
Charlotte, a young snowboarder transplanted to 
Washington from her Colorado home and 
expected to have a relationship with her 
estranged, eccentric father. Unexpectedly, she 
finds herself working alongside him to save a 
mountain from condominium development. 

“I worked on this book for a long time while 
working on a couple of intense nonfiction 
books for adults,” Spagna says. “Exactly the 

A same themes from the nonfiction books had 
seeped into the novel: father-daughter relation-
ships, the struggle to do what’s right, social jus-
tice, the environment.”

Inspired by a love of nature and concerned 
about the effects of climate change, middle-
grade and YA authors are crafting novels that 
explore issues such as deforestation, endangered 
species, polluted oceans and devastating super-
storms. Readers, rather than shrinking away 
from these tough topics, are absorbing the sto-
ries – even rallying to organize sustainability 
projects in schools and neighborhoods. 

SHARING ENVIRONMENTAL PASSION
Beth Kephart spent her childhood looking for 
tadpoles and frogs in the local creek and ice 
skating on frozen ponds. “I’m the kind of person 
who has to take a very long walk every day,” she 
says. “I don’t feel like a whole human being 
unless I live part of the day outside.” 

She’s channeled this love of the outdoors into 
This Is the Story of You, a YA novel about a teen 
stranded on a barrier island after a superstorm 
that separates her from her family, her friends 
and a beloved teacher. “Each of the teens in the 
story is – in addition to being a regular kid with 
regular questions about life and love – at work 
on a school assignment called Project Flow,” 
Kephart says. “One, for example, is interested in 
the cities that have disappeared due to rising sea S

h
u

tt
e

rs
to

ck
/ 
n

a
ts

a



18   |   The Writer   •  May 2016

levels. Another is interested in sea monsters. 
The Project Flow assignments connect these 
kids to the watery world around them. I hope 
they also connect each reader to the curious 
person within themselves – the scientist, say, 
or the person who is watching the environ-
mental shifts with a watchful, wondering eye.”

Patricia Newman incorporates the same 
sense of wonder into books for a slightly 
younger crowd. Her middle-grade nonfiction 
book, Plastic, Ahoy! Investigating the Great 
Pacific Garbage Patch, is about the overcon-
sumption of plastic. Two forthcoming books – 
Sea Otter Heroes and Zoo Scientists – take on 
conservation. “The first book is about how sea 
otters returned to an ecosystem in peril and restored the bal-
ance,” she says, “and the other looks at three very different ways 
that zoos promote conservation with cutting-edge science.” 

Newman grew up in Vermont with parents who sent her 
outside every day to play. She discovered a particular affinity 
for water – lakes, rivers, oceans. But she didn’t realize her 
passion for the environment until she wrote Plastic, Ahoy!  

In the book, three scientists study a vast floating build-up 
of plastic refuse in the Pacific Ocean. “I try to present the 
scientists as characters that kids can relate to,” she explains, 
“so they can say, ‘This person loves the ocean like I do,’ or 
‘She skipped school to celebrate Earth Day.’ Kids know that 
the scientists are real people who had childhoods like them 
and care about the same things they care about.”

Underwater photographer and filmmaker Annie Crawley 
took the photos for the book. Earlier this year, she began a 
campaign against single-use plastics – #RefuseSUP – and 
offered multimedia presentations to schools. One of her vid-
eos plays behind Newman during school visits while the 
author talks about human actions that threaten the health of 
the ocean. “Manta rays fly through the water,” she says, “and 
sharks swim through crevices in the reef and octopus crawl 
over rocks. I can see the kids’ faces as they realize this is 
what’s happening underwater and why it’s worth saving.

“I’m hoping that we get kids early enough that they learn 
to love the ocean and respect it and want to preserve it and 
give it a voice because the sharks and whales and coral can’t 
talk to us,” she adds.

TURNING ON KIDS’ CURIOSITY
Newman describes contemporary nonfiction for kids as 
“astronomically wonderful.” She points to the Green Earth 
Book Award, sponsored by the youth-targeted nonprofit 
Nature Generation, as one way to find books that inspire 
readers to become environmental stewards. “Read them,” 
she suggests to writers interested in tackling this genre, 
“and ask yourself, ‘How did the author make me feel the 
scientist’s passion?’ and ‘How did that author take a really 
difficult subject like the chemistry of plastics and morph it 

into something a fourth grader can under-
stand and relate to?’”

She also advises authors to remember their 
own childhood. “You didn’t like being talked 
down to,” she says. “You liked to find your own 
way, and sometimes the craziest things excited 
you. As an author, you want to turn on kids’ curi-
osity rather than teach or, worse yet, preach.”

Kephart agrees. “You don’t write a book like 
mine to be didactic,” she says. “You have to 
have characters that are real, a story that’s 
evocative and moving and a touch of mystery. 
You get readers invested in the story and the 
characters and their discoveries. Soon, you 
hope, the readers are also all wrapped up in the 

larger realities you are portraying – the realities that make 
the story possible in the first place.”

One of these realities in This Is the Story of You involves 
the repercussions of climate change upon non-human spe-
cies. In one scene, a key character – a high school teacher – 
speaks with students at a wildlife sanctuary about birds and 
their flight patterns and how the climate has disrupted them. 
“I had to be exceptionally careful about not being didactic in 
these scenes,” says Kephart.

Instead, the author, herself “bird obsessed,” created a 
vibrant, eccentric character with “glorious tangled hair” and 
a roller cart full of cassette tapes onto which she has 
recorded bird songs. “She’s a teacher,” Kephart says, “and she 
teaches what she cares about, which is the plight of birds. I 
really fell in love with her, and I hope readers will, too.”

Middle-grade and YA authors agree that storytelling has to 
take precedent over conservation themes. Narrative and char-
acter came first for Helen Landalf, author of Flyaway, a YA 
novel about a teen girl named Stevie who struggles to cope 
with her mother’s drug addiction. With Stevie and her story in 
mind, Landalf went for a walk in her Seattle neighborhood 
and discovered a baby bird that had fallen from its nest.

“It was this little featherless helpless-looking thing,” she 
says, “and it hit me: This is a metaphor for Stevie. That’s 
when I knew she’d get involved in bird rehabilitation.”

Landalf spent a summer volunteering to care for baby 
birds, ensuring that the rehabilitation scenes felt accurate. 
But she didn’t write the novel to proselytize about bird res-
cue or wax poetic about the wonder of birds. “My intent was 
to tell the story of this girl,” she says. “The birds were the 
vehicle. Find a story that touches your heart, that touches the 
hearts of your readers, and let that draw them into whatever 
world you create around conservation.”

That’s just what author Eliot Treichel did for A Series of 
Small Maneuvers. The 15-year-old narrator’s inner journey 
takes place at New Mexico’s hiking trails and rivers. “For 
Emma,” he explains, “rivers ultimately become a way of mak-
ing sense of her life, including her grief about her father’s 
death.” An avid paddler who’s deeply in touch with the health 

“YOU WANT TO 
TURN ON KIDS’ 

CURIOSITY 
RATHER THAN 

TEACH OR, 
WORSE YET, 

PREACH.”



 

of the rivers in his home state of Oregon, Treichel says it’s 
easy to take water for granted. “That’s another message the 
novel tries to convey,” he says. “What you thought would 
always be there can disappear in an instant.” 

CREATING CHANGE AGENTS
Authors of conservation literature for young readers may 
find that their books inspire social and political action. A 
fifth-grade class in San Diego read Plastic, Ahoy! and 
decided to make reusable shopping bags out of old 
t-shirts. The students decided to make a change in their 
cafeteria, too; rather than use plastic utensils, they 
brought their own and washed them. Eventually, the 
entire school adopted the practice. 

Another class of eighth graders in Granite Bay, Califor-
nia, worked in groups to summarize each chapter of the 
book, then wrote a position paper for their school newspa-
per. “On their field trip to the state capital,” Newman says, 
“they held mock debates on various issues dealing with 
marine debris. I loved how engaged they became.”

Kephart’s book Flow: The Life and Times of Philadel-
phia’s Schuylkill River has become the focus of a middle-
grade educational program each summer, sponsored by 
the Philadelphia Waterworks Interpretive Center. “Stu-
dents learn about water, and sewage, and toilets,” she says. 
“Flow, taught to them by teachers I have taught, is 
designed to engender environmental empathy, to help the 
students find and articulate their love for the river and 
her banks and her birds and her river otter by imagin-
ing themselves as these essential others.”

Treichel hopes A Series of Small Maneuvers will 
urge readers to think about rivers and watersheds in 
a new way, and maybe even propel them into a canoe 
or kayak or onto a stand-up paddle board. “I think 
the best way to create young environmentalists,” he 
says, “is to get young adults out into nature.”

Similarly, Spagna hopes that her snowboarding 
protagonist in The Luckiest Scar on Earth will 
inspire kids to get outside, especially in winter, to 
see the world in a new way. 

“Getting out, loving the outdoors, loving a par-
ticular place the way Charlotte learns to love the 
Cascades,” she says, “that’s the only way people become 
activists. You protect what you love. If the book can 
inspire or reaffirm even one of these three values in 
readers – love for a home place, passion for wild 
places or appreciation of the outdoors in winter 
– I’ll be so pleased.” 

Melissa Hart is the author of the 

middle-grade novel Avenging the Owl. 

She’s a nonfiction instructor for Whid-

bey Island’s MFA Program in Creative 

Writing. 

“WHAT YOU 
THOUGHT WOULD 
ALWAYS BE THERE 

CAN DISAPPEAR IN 
AN INSTANT.”
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CRAWL

THE FATE OF LITERARY NOVELS  
MAY BE DICEY IN COMMERCIAL 
MARKETS. WITH AN EYE TOWARD  
EXCELLENCE AND CRAFT, 
SMALLER PRESSES MAY HOLD  
THE KEY TO PUBLICATION. 
IT TAKES PATIENCE AND 
PERSISTENCE TO UNLOCK THE 
DOORS, SAY THESE SUCCESSFUL 
EDITORS AND PUBLISHERS. 

If you’ve written a literary novel and have been 
unsuccessful in placing it with a commercial press,  
consider the path of independent literary publishing. 
Often when we think of literary fiction, we think of 
works heavy on theme and idea, multi-layered in mean-
ing, with complex characters, innovative structure and 
unique style. In addition, some novels present elements 
of ambiguity, making readers struggle at interpretation, 
sometimes at the sentence level, sometimes with the 
work as a whole. Yet not everyone defines “literary” the 
same way, and certainly not every literary publisher 
looks for or emphasizes the same approach. 

Indeed, the editors of several independent literary 
presses had various ways of explaining what they look 
for in acquisitions. Their insights follow.

B

P
U

By 
Jack

 Smith



 writermag.com   •   The Writer   |   21

What is a “literary” novel?
Joey McGarvey, editor at Milkweed Editions, insists on 
“freshness and innovation.” For her, there are no “musts” 
beyond these two. What’s fresh, what’s innovative can come in 
many forms, says McGarvey, “taking me to a place I’ve never 
been, or introducing me to a mold-breaking character or 
using language in a particularly rich or dynamic way – or 
doing something really exciting, formally or structurally.” 
Bottom-line: The work must surprise. 

As an example, take a look at the following passage from 
Ordinary Wolves, Seth Kantner’s novel that takes place in the 
Alaskan plains. 

 In the bad mouse year – two years after magazines 
claimed a white man hoofed on the moon – Enuk  
Wolfglove materialized one day in front of our house in the 
blowing snow and twilight of no-sun winter. His dog team 
vanished and reappeared in the storm. Abe stood suddenly 
at the window like a bear catching a scent. “Travelers!” He 
squeezed out his half-smoked cigarette, flicked it to the 
workbench, wiped ashy fingers on his sealskin overpants. 
We kids eyed the cigarette’s arc – we could smoke it later, 
behind the drifts, pretend we were artists like him. 

“Poke up the fire?” Abe grinned like an older brother, our 
best friend, no dad at all. “And hide the vanilla.” His head and 
broad shoulders disappeared as he squirmed into his shed-
ding caribou-calfskin parka. He banged the door to break the 
caribou-skin stripping loose and jumped into the storm. 

The writing is fresh, real. The language is both “rich” and 
“dynamic.” Enuk Wolfglove immediately looms large, the way 
he suddenly “materialized” in a snowstorm. Abe’s reaction to 
him is equally compelling. Note the concrete simile: “like a 
bear catching a scent.” The way Abe pulls on his parka, the 
way he “jumped into the storm” creates an element of sur-
prise in one short, packed scene.  

For Chris Fischbach, editor at Coffee House Press, the lit-
erary novel calls for several distinctive features. “We want our 
books to be bold. To take risks. The writing itself should daz-
zle us, and we love when writers experiment with form and 
genre boundaries.” While this means “formal and syntactical 
experimentation,” Fischbach does insist that novel submis-
sions demonstrate a grasp of two fundamental fictional ele-
ments: character and story. “Strong characters first, and a 
good story second,” says Fischbach. As a sample of Coffee 
House’s high standards, consider this excerpt from Valeria 
Luiselli’s The Story of My Teeth.

I’m the best auctioneer in the world, but no one knows it 
because I’m a discreet sort of man. My name is Gustavo 
Sánchez Sánchez, though people call me Highway, I 
believe with affection. I can imitate Janis Joplin after two 
rums. I can interpret Chinese fortune cookies. I can stand 
an egg upright on a table, the way Christopher Columbus 
did in the famous anecdote. I know how to count to eight 
in Japanese: ichi, ni, san, shi, go, roku, shichi, hachi. I can 
float on my back.

Notice the energetic language and syntax – clipped sen-
tences mixed with longer, more detailed ones – as Sánchez 
boldly enumerates his eclectic abilities. Strong characterization 
pulls the reader in. What’s next? 

Coffeetown Press – don’t confuse it with Coffee House – 
also expects writers to handle basic fictional craft well. Cathe-
rine Treadgold, publisher, says, “What we look for in literary 
fiction is in many ways the same as what we look for in genre 
fiction: a coherent narrative arc, characters with enough 
depth to pull readers in and an appealing setting.” But as a lit-
erary press, Coffeetown also demands a unique narrative 
voice. “Not only distinctive, but also poetic,” says Treadgold. 
Watch for voice in this excerpt from Dennis Must’s Hush 
Now, Don’t Explain.

A half mile beyond the roundhouse, two bungalows 
where black gandy dancers lived went up in flames. One 
of the white neighbor men on the road told Billy it was all 
his mother’s blame.

“Her and her roomer’s doin’s,” he spat. “Miss Alsada’s 
piano man.”

For a time Alsada stopped going to work.
The three of us were prisoners too. Locked in the 

rooming house … waiting for our front porch or perhaps 
the chicken house to ignite.

Seemed men only torched at night. They understood that 
fires in the daylight are terrible, but after dark they’re evil. 

The appeal to which Treadgold refers is gripping rather 
than literal. The setting is charged with racial hatred, yet the 
language itself becomes poetic with Must’s adept use of dia-
lect and striking imagery. The narrator’s voice grabs the 
reader with a forceful portrayal of an ugly reality. 

Steve Gillis, publisher and co-founder at Dzanc Books, 
also emphasizes voice. “We are looking for a strong, singular 
voice with something to say, a command of language and a S
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clear vision.” Voice and vision are closely connected: “The 
writing has to be unique, the author has to have control of 
his or her narrative, and has to have something to say and 
knows how to deliver the goods,” he says. Notice the control 
of the voice in the complex vision of character in Carmiel 
Banasky’s The Suicide of Claire Bishop. 

All thoughts are potential clues. Pebbles dropped along a 
path of pebbles leading back to my true self fixed high 
above me. I must document these clues or they will be 
lost, forgotten, unwritten from time. My love will never 
have existed. 

In this particular subway car, two clues shine out:  
1) the woman’s map of a face and 2) the graffiti. Riding the 
1 train feels like stepping into a child’s drawing: the win-
dows are covered in scratch graffiti and the floors in loopy 
black, and every advertisement has at least one moustache 
penned across a model’s lip. And, like a child’s drawing, 
the train doesn’t quite make sense: who’s that guy in the 
seat across from me with the top hat, and why does he 
have no shoes? I wish I were a graffiti artist, here but not 
here, shouting out my unknowability. I am unlocatable! 
Just try to find me. 

Not unlike Nicolette, who so easily slips away.

Absorbed with her own thoughts, the character strug-
gles with her “unlocatable” existence. Through adroit met-
aphor and analogy, the author achieves a fine poetic 
quality, providing a forceful kinetic flourish: “who so eas-
ily slips away.” 

For Rhonda Hughes, publisher at Hawthorne Books, 
particular literary fictional techniques aren’t as important 
as solid writing on edgy subjects. “We like those subject 
matters that are not your usual dinner topics such as sexu-
ality, racism, death and addiction, in addition to satire and 
historical fiction,” she says. “By publishing such topics, we 
can promote transition and foster human connection.” 
Hughes’ editorial preference is clear in this excerpt from 
Call Me Home, Megan Kruse’s novel.

Amy
Women’s Shelter, Alamogordo,
New Mexico, 2010 
The New Mexico sun was a flat disk, the clouds
high above in the hard blue sky. The house was the same 
as all of the others in town – a brown stucco box, bleached 
to a bone color in places. Inside was a long hallway with 
six doors and part of a family behind each one. The mail-
box was always empty, and it bothered her the way the 
mail car drove right by. Wasn’t it a giveaway?
It seemed like an obvious thing to overlook when you 
were trying to make a building look like a home, like a 
place that held any whole family instead of six or seven 
approximations: what was left of families, after. The back-

yard was a scrabble of dirt and rock, where Lydia sat with 
a little boy against the tall wooden fence while Amy was 
inside talking to the caseworker.

The nuanced treatment of this setting and the “six or seven 
approximations” of families that inhabit it set up the reader for 
a deep family drama. The language is visual: “The New Mexico 
sun was a flat disk, the clouds high above in the hard blue sky”; 
“a brown stucco box, bleached to a bone color”; “The backyard 
was a scrabble of dirt and rock.” Novels submitted to Haw-
thorne Books need not meet an editor’s preference for a spe-
cific literary technique or trait, but the writer’s craft itself must 
be pitch-perfect. “Superb” is the word used on the website for 
Hawthorne Books. 

PRACTICAL ADVICE
As with any novel, success begins with writing a powerhouse 
book, and that takes an effective process. “Write,” says Gillis. 
“And read. Read and write daily and listen to your gut. Trust 
yourself and take yourself seriously. Close out distractions. 
Choose your own influences.” 

Treadgold says to do what you can to find a novel topic 
with a distinctive subtext and a strong personal engagement. 
That gives you an edge when it comes to the writing and, if 
published, marketing and promotion. “One of our authors, 
Claire Gebben, wrote an historical novel based on the life of 
her great-grandfather called The Last of the Blacksmiths,” says 
Treadgold. “The story was set in Cleveland, and she ended up 
doing events in both Seattle and Cleveland, convincing car-
riage museums to carry the book, doing some amateur black-
smithing herself and writing about it, giving talks about how 
to do genealogical research. It’s amazing how many angles she 
found, and it really worked for the book.”

Once you’ve written the novel, McGarvey advises: “Be 
patient. Be persistent. And on a very practical note, be 
thoughtful with your comp titles. A good one, to an author I 
like, will be make me perk up. A bad one – say, to any dead 
author – can do harm.” 

With independent literary publishers, you won’t need an 
agent, so the heavy lifting involved in submitting work will 
fall entirely on you. Regardless of genre, writers should 
acquaint themselves with marketing blurbs as well as publish-
ers’ websites to gain a targeted sense of what publishers want 
and publish. But you should do much more than this, says 
Fischbach. You should carefully read a sampling of novels the 
press has published. This will give you a concrete idea of the 
focus of the press. Then, says Fischbach, ask yourself: Is this 
press the right fit? 

One practical concern regarding the submission process is 
that perennial question of having a platform and social media 
presence. Must you? Will acceptance depend on this? It 
depends.

“It will definitely help,” Fischbach says, “but an author 
without a platform wouldn’t be penalized in our consider-
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ation process. That said, you should try to have multiple plat-
forms.” Treadgold adds, “The literary novels that have 
performed best for us were written by authors who have some 
means of selling themselves as well as their novels.” Successful 
authors, she says, generally do readings or talks at libraries 
and bookstores, and they draw a crowd “for reasons other 
than buying their novels.” But she points out, “We have pub-
lished some books just because the author’s voice was so 
strong and we loved the story.” With such novels, she is will-
ing to wait. “Sometimes it takes a while,” says Treadgold, “but 
if we believe in the story and the writing, we trust that the 
book will eventually find its audience. And no matter what 
happens, we are proud to be its publisher. We are always look-
ing for new ways to help our authors raise their profiles.”

 “I’m thrilled if an author has connections that will help us 
sell his or her book – other writers who might blurb, potential 
opportunities for readings and other promotions – but 
beyond that, I am not looking for platform when acquiring 
fiction,” says McGarvey. What she is looking for is “the merit 
of the work” as well as the book’s marketability. “Platform,” 
she notes, “is more important in nonfiction, where it can 
indicate the size of an audience for a subject and the author’s 
ability to find said audience.”

For Gillis, it doesn’t matter if the writer has a platform. “Of 
course once we accept a manuscript, we encourage our 
authors to become involved with social media, and we our-
selves are very active on social media, but in reading a sub-
mission, we are not influenced at all. All that matters is the 
writing,” he says. A strong publication record doesn’t affect 
Dzanc’s judgment either. “We have rejected many, many 
‘name’ authors and friends as well when their writing doesn’t 
meet what we’re looking for.” “Marketability doesn’t matter,” 
adds Gillis. “All that matters is that the writing is worthy and 
deserves to be published.”

A debut novelist seeking publication may have established 
a broad social media presence but, of course, have little or no 
author’s platform. “It certainly helps,” says Hughes, “but we’re 
committed to championing debut writers, and that is where 
we’ve seen some successes.” Case in point: The National Book 
Foundation added Kruse’s Call Me Home to its 5 Under 35 
Writers program. 

SUCCESS STORIES
While novelists tend to view commercial publication as a sign 
of success, one shouldn’t discount small, independent pub-
lishers as somehow second string. While commercial publish-
ers have literary imprints and publish literary fiction, 
including many literary heavyweights, clearly independent 
literary publishers do much to keep good literary fiction alive, 
the kind of literary fiction that, for one reason or another, 
commercial publishers don’t see as marketable. 

For Coffee House, says Fischbach, a notable success was 
Sam Savage’s first novel, Firmin, when the author was 65. The 
story features a rat who learns to read by eating a copy 

of Finnegans Wake in a used bookstore in Boston in the 
1960s. Booksellers went for it, says Fischbach, and eventually 
the book sold over a half million copies worldwide. This 
novel and others such as Through the Arc of the Rainforest by 
Karen Tei Yamashita and Donald Duk by Frank Chin have 
brought national attention to Coffee House. 

Coffeetown Press attests to a number of publishing suc-
cesses as well. Several novels have been reviewed positively 
by Publishers Weekly and Library Journal, and several have 
won awards, including Dennis Must’s Hush Now, Don’t 
Explain (the Dactyl Foundation Award), Michael Landwe-
ber’s We (the bronze medal in the ForeWord Magazine 
Book of the Year Awards) and Scott Driscoll’s Better You 
Go Home (the ForeWord First Award). “You never know 
when the right work of quality fiction will come along at 
the right time and capture the imagination of a wider pub-
lic,” says Treadgold.

Dzanc Books has in its quiver of success stories Jac 
Jemc’s My Only Wife, a finalist for the PEN/Robert W. Bing-
ham Prize for debut fiction, Carmiel Banaksy’s Suicide of 
Claire Bishop, which received a starred review by Publishers 
Weekly, and Hesh Kestin’s The Iron Will of Shoeshine Cats, 
which won the IPPY Gold. “These novels all have strong, 
wonderfully formed characters and stories,” says Gillis, 
“while the authors have great command of the language and 
present their ideas in remarkable ways. It is this combina-
tion of ideally forged sentences and creative heart that 
Dzanc finds itself attracted to when reading manuscripts.”

Successful literary novels such as Monica Drake’s Clown 
Girl, Lidia Yuknavitch’s Dora: A Headcase and Kruse’s Call 
Me Home have done much to bring recognition to Haw-
thorne Books. 

“We don’t look only for exquisitely accomplished manu-
scripts, but also, more often than most independent literary 
presses, for promise,” says Slager of Milkweed. “In fact, 
some of the novels that have sold the most copies in the end 
were acquired based on their potential and then developed 
over years.” Slager cites Kantner’s Ordinary Wolves and 
David Rhodes’ Driftless. “Both novels surely had great 
promise on submission,” says Slager, “but their ultimate 
greatness resulted in part from editorial collaboration that 
went on for years. At Milkweed, there truly is a partnership 
between editor and author.”

These are tough presses with high standards. Key to find-
ing success with them and others is to know what they want 
in technique, trait or emphasis. Familiarize yourself with 
marketing blurbs, check out publishers’ websites and read a 
sampling. Then be patient and persistent with the process. If 
you land a novel at a literary press, marketability can certainly 
play a part, but you can be sure your work is respected largely 
for its contribution to good literature. 

Jack Smith is author of three novels and a book on writing titled Write 

and Revise for Publication.
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A
lexandria Marzano-Lesnevich felt awful. 
She was physically under the weather, her 
law school loans loomed menacingly and 
her vision for a book refused to come into 
focus. When someone with a Washington, 
D.C. phone number called and left a mes-

sage on a fall day in 2013, Marzano-Lesnevich steeled herself 
for bad news from the student loan agency. 

Instead, the voicemail was from the National Endowment 
for the Arts. Months earlier, Marzano-Lesnevich had applied 
for an NEA Creative Writing Fellowship on the advice of her 
professor at Emerson College’s MFA program.

“My first thought was, ‘Surely they don’t call you if you’ve 
lost,’” says Marzano-Lesnevich. Then she started to cry. She 
collected herself before returning the NEA call, but the tears 
quickly returned as she heard the news that she had been 
selected as a 2014 NEA Fellow.

Tears and lots of them are standard when NEA literature 
director Amy Stolls tells writers they’ve received an NEA fel-
lowship. The NEA presents 30 to 40 writers with fellowships of 
$25,000 each annually, alternating from year to year between 
poetry and prose fellowships.

“I’ve probably gotten a dozen marriage proposals,” says 
Stolls. “The professions of love, people who remember my 
voice. I called this woman once, and she said not only had she 
given up on that short story that she submitted because it had 
been rejected 22 times or something, but she was really kind of 
giving up on writing for a while.”

The literature fellowship application is free, and the selec-
tion process is blind. Expert readers and panelists see only a 
25-page manuscript for the prose competition, or 10 poems for 
that genre. To keep the number of applicants within a reason-

able range, the NEA requires that the writer have published a 
book or five short stories or essays in at least two separate pub-
lications for the prose fellowship and 20 poems in at least five 
publications or a published collection for the poetry fellowship.

The NEA literature department also presents fellowships to 
translators and grants to independent book publishers, literary 
journals and organizations that promote audience develop-
ment, such as book festivals, literary centers, reading series and 
podcasts. The endowment has also created nationwide initia-
tives such as Poetry Out Loud, a poetry recitation contest for 
high school students, and The Big Read, which supports com-
munity-wide reading programs. 

“The NEA is just this savior of literature, basically,” says 
Sarah Gorham, co-founder and editor-in-chief of Sarabande 
Books, an independent publisher that received a $35,000 grant 
in the first round of fiscal year 2016 NEA funding. 

Nonprofit presses such as Sarabande publish books that 
commercial houses typically won’t, perhaps because the topic is 
too far outside the mainstream or because they can’t see a suffi-
ciently clear line to financial profit. 

Stolls touts the importance of these publishers, noting that 
many writers in the literary cannon first got published through 
nonprofit presses or literary journals before being picked up by 
commercial publishers. 

“If these presses and journals didn’t exist, I hate to think 
perhaps we wouldn’t have as much diversity and a range of 
voices,” says Stolls.

In the most recent round of funding, the NEA gave grants 
to 53 literature organizations, with amounts ranging from 
$10,000 to $80,000 and adding up to a total of $1,185,000. 
Sarabande Books will use its 2016 grant to publish and pro-
mote short fiction collections from authors Amy Gustine, Mat-
thew Noll and Randa Jarrar, as well as essay collections by 
Elena Passarello and Shawn Wen. NEA funding will also sup-
port Kore Press’ anthology of innovative writing by black 
women, an issue of The Iowa Review highlighting new writing 
by U.S. military veterans and Brooklyn-based A Public Space’s 
mentorship program that pairs emerging writers with estab-
lished authors.  

Although $10,000 and even $35,000 don’t sound like large 
sums when it comes to the operating costs of a business, Gor-
ham refused to downplay the grant’s significance.

“[This grant] makes a huge difference,” she says. “That’s 
$35,000 that I would have to raise from individual donors or 
other granting organizations.”

Granting organizations that fund literary projects are few 
and far between, so NEA grants often become a pillar of these 
nonprofits’ annual budgets.

The NEA, which celebrates its 50th anniversary this year, 
has granted a total of $113.9 million to nonprofit literature 
organizations and $45 million to individual writers. This 
impressive statistic is on the NEA’s website: “Since 1990, 81 of 
the 138 American recipients of the National Book Award, the s
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National Book Critics Circle Award and the Pulitzer Prize in 
poetry and fiction were previous NEA creative writing fellows.” 

In other words, almost 59 percent. For Stolls, that statistic, 
paired with the long list of fellows who went on to be named 
poet laurate of the U.S. or receive the National Medal of the 
Arts, National Humanities Medal or the PEN/Faulkner Award 
gives credibility to the anonymous application process and 
proves the continuing value of the fellowship program, which, 
due to cuts in other NEA programs, is the only fellowship for 
individual artists the endowment still doles out.

Every year, the fellowship classes feature a diverse 
group of writers. This year, the selected writers 
ranged in age from 29 to 69 and hailed from 17 
states. The 19 women and 18 men included writers 
of Iranian, Chinese, Nepalese, Welsh, Bosnian, 

Indian, Serbian and Mexican descent. 
Stolls says the diversity that appears in the fellowship classes 

stems from the careful selection of the expert reader groups, 
who are all published authors or previous NEA fellows.

“That group we make as diverse as possible,” Stolls explains. 
“[They’re] from all over the country, and they are all different 
ages, all genders and all races and cultures. And I should say 
aesthetic taste. We’re a big country, so we have to make sure 
that we have a range of aesthetic tastes.”

To be considered for the fellowship, writers must complete 
the online application by the annual March deadline. At the 
end of this year, the endowment will announce its poetry fel-
lowships, so 2017 will be a prose year.

Marzano-Lesnevich admits she found the application pro-
cess intimidating, and Stolls highlights the endowment’s strict-
ness when it comes to its rules and guidelines. The application’s 
main components are a list of places the applicant has been 
published, a project statement detailing what he or she would 
do with the money if selected, and the manuscript, either the 
25 pages of prose or 10 poems.

Perhaps the biggest faux pas: including any identifying 
marks on your manuscript. Stolls says many applications have 
been disqualified because the poetry or nonfiction was written 
in first-person and included identifying details or the pages 
were labeled with the writer’s name.

As far as picking out a writing sample to send, Stolls had no 
specific recommendations, but she did offer this: “Best foot 
forward, as always. Best writing. With any award, with any 
judging, with any contest, it’s not just best foot forward, but, I 
would imagine, best foot forward in the first few pages.”

Marzano-Lesnevich’s advice: Apply. Simple as that. That 
aforementioned Emerson professor told Marzano-Lesnevich 
and her MFA classmates the same thing. As soon as they pub-
lished five pieces in at least two publications, he told them to 
throw their hats in the NEA fellowship ring.

“He made it sound not like something you apply to if you 
thought you were going to win,” Marzano-Lesnevich says. “He 
made it sound like something you apply to if you were eligible. 

I think that’s something writers have to learn in general – to 
just put yourself out there and accept that rejection is part of 
the job and accept that applying is part of the job.”

Gorham offered a few tips for literary organizations apply-
ing for an NEA grant. Keep in mind how individuals – artists, 
authors, literature teachers – would be funded by the grant, for 
example, through royalty advances and workshop fees. 

“You’ve got to remember that it is a literary organization 
and literature is written by authors and they should be a part of 
the process.”

Also, avoid grant-speak. “That’s just going to put somebody 
to sleep on the other end,” Gorham says. And she would know, 
having served on a couple NEA panels.

The effect of the NEA literature programs can be 
seen in the catalogs of independent publishers 
and in the resurgence of interest in poetry that is 
triggered by the Poetry Out Loud contest. But 
perhaps the place the NEA makes the biggest and 

most immediate impact is in the lives of its fellows, for whom 
the award marked a turning point in their careers.

They include writers such as U.S. Poet Laurate Juan Felipe 
Herrera, who said in an NEA podcast interview with Josephine 
Reed that his first NEA fellowship “made me feel like I was on 
my way to being a poet.”

Rebecca Makkai, a 2014 NEA prose fellow, said being 
selected through the blind read felt like being published for the 
first time because her work was chosen purely for its merit, 
instead of in accordance with how likely it was to be antholo-
gized.

For Tayari Jones, who had published three novels by the 
time she was named in the 2012 class of fellows, the NEA fel-
lowship led to a promotion at her job and allowed her to take 
time off from teaching and focus on writing.

Spoken-word poet Cristin O’Keefe Aptowicz received her 
fellowship in 2011. That was the first year in her adult life that 
she didn’t have to work an office job, and the fellowship led to 
opportunities that allowed her to continue focusing on her 
poetry even after the fellowship ended. 

For Marzano-Lesnevich, the fellowship restored her confi-
dence and helped her rediscover her vision for her book. It 
allowed her to leave her agent and stop focusing on selling the 
book so she could get back to writing it. Then, in January 2015, 
armed with a new agent and an entirely revamped concept for 
the book – a combination of memoir and literary journalism 
about a Louisiana death penalty case – she sold the book.

“It has been so moving to see that trust and that investment 
and that hope for my work,” she says. “[The NEA fellowship] 
has made a profound difference in tangible ways in terms of 
money and time, but it also made a profound difference in 
intangible ways in terms of my understanding of the support 
for my seriousness of purpose.”  

Megan Kaplon is a contributing editor at The Writer  magazine. 
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By Roy Peter Clark

X EDITOR’S NOTE: When 

Harper Lee, author of To 

Kill a Mockingbird, died 

in February, we knew we 

wanted to honor her legacy 

in a powerful way in our 

magazine. In an exchange 

with Roy Peter Clark, vice 

president and senior scholar 

at the Poynter Institute in 

Florida, we found a gateway. 

Clark focuses a chapter in his 

newest book on Lee’s work. 

We print it here as our tribute 

to a writer whose impact on 

the craft and on the country is 

resonant and valuable. 

        —Alicia Anstead



On the evening of Febru-
ary 18, 2016, four writers 
from the Poynter Insti-

tute, a school for journalists, 
gathered around a table to 
read to each other excerpts of 
journalism, poetry, drama 
and fiction that had won a 
Pulitzer Prize. This year is the 
100th anniversary of the 
prizes. We read from Gwen-
dolyn Brooks, August Wilson 
and Harper Lee, who won the 
prize for fiction in 1961. 

In a slow, steady voice, 
Butch Ward read arguably the 
most famous passage from To 
Kill a Mockingbird, the scene 
in which Atticus Finch tries, 
against all odds, to persuade 
an all-white jury to acquit his 
black client. Butch Ward is no 
Gregory Peck, but when he 
recited those final words of the 
closing argument – “In the 
name of God, do your duty”  
– a chill ran up my arms.  

Little did we know that as 
we read her words aloud, 
Harper Lee was dying. The 
next morning, the New York 
Times sent out an alert that 
she was dead at the age of 89.

For such a private author, 
Lee has been much in the 
news in recent years. An early 
novel, Go Set a Watchman, 
was published last year amid 
great controversy. More coin-
cidence: The day that news of 
that new/old novel was 
announced, I was drafting a 
chapter for a book, The Art of 
X-ray Reading: How the 
Secrets of 25 Great Works of 
Literature Will Improve Your 
Writing. One of those great 
works is To Kill A Mocking-
bird. My chapter devoted to 
understanding the craft of 
Harper Lee follows on the 
next page.

X-ray reading is a form of 
close reading favored by writ-
ers, a powerful vision that 
helps the writer see below the 
surface of the text to reveal 
the machinery below. Such 
reverse engineering dispels 
none of the mystery or magic 
of great literature. Done well 
over time, it moves the reader 
to become a writer. Harper 
Lee is dead. Long live her leg-
acy, which includes all writers 
inspired by her work.
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There are certain days in a writer’s life when the stars seem to 
align. As I was revising this chapter about To Kill a Mockingbird 
and Harper Lee’s writing strategies, news broke that her pub-
lisher would produce a sequel to Mockingbird titled Go Set a 
Watchman. When it comes to suspenseful storytelling, there is 
nothing like a long wait followed by a big surprise.

Although it was published in 1960, during the early civil 
rights movement, Mockingbird is set in a small southern town 
during the Great Depression. Thanks to a movie version that 
won three Academy Awards and book sales worldwide of more 
than 18 million copies, the story is now familiar. Atticus Finch, 
a righteous Alabama lawyer and legislator played by Gregory 
Peck in the movie, raises his son Jem and his daughter Scout 
with a progressive view of race and justice. In the segregated 
South, this turns out to be daunting and even dangerous, espe-
cially when Atticus is called to defend a black man accused of 
raping a white woman. The story is narrated by Scout, a spirited 
and determined child. Throughout the action, the children find 
themselves mired in a series of misadventures. Their ingenuity 
and loyalty to their father gain them access to the courtroom, 
where they get to view the trial from the balcony. It is there that 
the black citizens of the town have gathered, hoping against 
hope for a just judgment for one of their own.

X RHETORICAL GRAMMAR

I will focus my X-ray reading on chapter 21, not only the best 
and most revealing chapter in the book, but also one of the best 
chapters in all of American literature. In the previous chapter, 
Atticus offers the jury a passionate summation, not only review-
ing the evidence, but also encouraging the all-white, all-male 
jury to follow their better angels.

But there is one way in this country in which all men are 
created equal – there is one human institution that makes 
a pauper the equal of a Rockefeller, the stupid man the 
equal of an Einstein, and the ignorant man the equal of 
any college president. That institution, gentlemen, is a 
court. It can be the Supreme Court of the United States or 
the humblest J.P. [justice of the peace] court in the land, 
or this honorable court which you serve. Our courts have 

their faults, as does any human institution, but in this 
country our courts are the great levelers, and in our courts 
all men are created equal.

I’m no idealist to believe firmly in the integrity of our 
courts and in the jury system – that is no ideal to me, it is a 
living, working reality. Gentlemen, a court is no better than 
each man of you sitting before me on this jury. A court is 
only as sound as its jury, and a jury is only as sound as the 
men who make it up. I am confident that you gentlemen 
will review without passion the evidence you have heard, 
come to a decision, and restore this defendant to his family. 
In the name of God, do your duty.

It’s worth noting, through your X-ray glasses, how rhetorical this 
passage is. We know from Shakespeare that soliloquies – indi-
vidual speeches to the audience – can enrich the experience of 
dramatic literature. A speech inside a story is another example of 
a text within a text, and it can be used to advance a story, reveal 
a character or explore a set of ideas.

We can recognize again the familiar rhetorical strategies that 
make a passage feel like a powerful piece of oratory. One is the 
use of parallel constructions – repeated grammatical patterns. 
Look, for example, at this passage.

There is one human institution that makes a pauper the 
equal of a Rockefeller, the stupid man the equal of an 
Einstein, and the ignorant man the equal of any college 
president.

The word equal is repeated three times as an anchor, but 
all the other elements are varied – within a pattern. The roll-
out of three elements – Rockefeller, Einstein, college president 
– signifies that the speaker is making a broad, encompassing 
statement. (Authors often use three examples as shorthand 
for “everything.”)

It shouldn’t surprise us that the speaker builds his lan- 
guage to a crescendo of passion and meaning and ends by 
invoking God and driving his listeners toward action, casting 
the most important sentiment within the shortest sentence, 
just eight words, seven of them of one syllable: “In the name 
of God, do your duty.”

X STORY ENGINES

By the beginning of chapter 21, the summation is concluded 
and the jury is about to begin its deliberations. Among the most 
familiar story engines is “guilty or not guilty.” This is why jury 
trials make such popular dramatic narratives, from Twelve 
Angry Men to Anatomy of a Murder to countless episodes of 
Perry Mason and Law and Order. It also explains why the cover-
age of high-profile trials is a staple of cable news programs. 
Viewers will follow the proceedings for weeks and even months, 
not just to learn what has happened but also to find out what 
will happen. The rituals of trials, some of which can be most 
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tedious, also have some suspense built into them – a 
system of delay made more dramatic by jury deliber-
ations, with the final outcome in doubt.

We will discover the verdict at the end of chapter 
21, but not without a series of delays. In most tick-
tock structures, time either is counted down, as in a 
basketball game, or it builds to a predetermined 
point, as in the famous cowboy movie High Noon, 
the title of which signifies the arrival time of a train 
carrying a killer named Frank Miller. The Miller 
gang will seek vengeance against the town and espe-
cially its marshal, played by Gary Cooper. The film 
is only eighty-five minutes long, and the action – 
measured by the hands of a large clock – occurs 
almost in real time.

Time, we know from experience and from quan-
tum mechanics, is relative. In my personal theory of 
time, its speed depends on our consciousness of it. If 
we are “watching the clock” in a classroom or work-
place, time can crawl. Or, if we are distracted by work 
or entertainment, it can “fly by.” “Where did the time 
go?” we ask after a particularly engaging experience.

We might imagine, then, that to create suspense, 
an author may want to slow down the narrative. 
This can be done by writing a series of short sen-
tences, with each period acting as a stop sign. And it 
can be done by direct and repeated references to 
time. In Mockingbird, we are awaiting a verdict. Jury 
deliberations, especially in the Jim Crow South, 
could be over in a few minutes, or they could take 
days. Or the jury could be hung. What will happen? 
That’s what the characters in the novel, and all its 
readers, want to find out.

                     X TICKTOCK STRUCTURE 

As chapter 21 begins, the family housekeeper, Calpurnia, has 
rushed into the courtroom, frantic with the news that the chil-
dren, Jem and Scout, are missing and unaccounted for. The 
puzzle is quickly solved by the alert court reporter: 

“I know where they are, Atticus. . . . They’re right up yonder 
in the colored balcony – been there since precisely one- 
eighteen p.m.”

There are two highly significant elements in this dialogue. The 
first reminds us that in this segregated arena, the children have 
sought refuge among the “colored” people. The other is the 
odd precision in the marking of time: “precisely one-eighteen 
p.m.” Atticus agrees that they can return to the courthouse to 
hear the verdict, but he says that they must first go home, with 
an angry Calpurnia, and eat their supper. She serves them 
milk, potato salad, and ham, but insists, “You all eat slow,” 
another reference to time.

When they return to the courthouse, Jem asks, about the 
jury, “How long have they been out?” Thirty minutes. After 
more waiting, Jem asks, “What time is it, Reverend?” He 
answers, “Gettin’ on toward eight.” More waiting. Then “The 
old courthouse clock suffered its preliminary strain and struck 
the hour, eight deafening bongs that shook our bones.” And 
then “When it bonged eleven times I was past feeling: tired 
from fighting sleep, I allowed myself a short nap against Rever-
end Sykes’s comfortable arm and shoulder.” More waiting. Scout 
addresses Jem:

“Ain’t it a long time?” I asked him.  
“Sure is, Scout,” he said happily.

Jem’s assumption is that a long deliberation is a good sign for 
the defendant.

Just when it feels like the waiting will go on forever, the 
clerk says:
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“This court will come to order,” in a voice that rang     
with authority, and the heads below us jerked up.

The suspense that extends over six pages is dispelled by action 
that occurs in less than two pages, in storytelling that is among 
the most powerful in American history.

What happened after that had a dreamlike quality: in a 
dream I saw the jury return, moving like underwater 
swimmers, and Judge Taylor’s voice came from far away 
and was tiny. I saw something only a lawyer’s child could be 
expected to see, could be expected to watch for, and it was 
like watching Atticus walk into the street, raise a rifle to his 
shoulder and pull the trigger, but watching all the time 
knowing that the gun was empty.

A jury never looks at a defendant it has convicted, and 
when this jury came in, not one of them looked at Tom 
Robinson. The foreman handed a piece of paper to Mr. Tate 
who handed it to the clerk who handed it to the judge . . .

I shut my eyes. Judge Taylor was polling the jury: 
“Guilty . . . guilty . . . guilty . . . guilty . . .” I peeked at Jem: his 
hands were white from gripping the balcony rail, and his 
shoulders jerked as if each “guilty” was a separate stab 
between them.

X GENTLE SURPRISE

After consoling his client, Atticus grabs his coat and begins to 
leave the courtroom. As Scout stares down at the crowd from 
her seat:

Someone was punching me, but I was reluctant to take 
my eyes from the people below us, and from the image of 
Atticus’s lonely walk down the aisle.

“Miss Jean Louise?”
I looked around. They were standing. All around us and 

in the balcony on the opposite wall, the Negroes were get-
ting to their feet. Reverend Sykes’s voice was as distant as 
Judge Taylor’s:

“Miss Jean Louise, stand up. You father’s passin’.”

That ends the chapter and comes as a kind of surprise. 
All the waiting, all the clock watching, all the references to 
time, all the anticipation pointed us to the verdict. It turns 
out that only a shallow victory ensues: the length of delib-
erations. Jem should have listened to Reverend Sykes earlier 
in the chapter: “Now don’t you be so confident, Mr. Jem, I 
ain’t ever seen any jury decide in favor of a colored man 
over a white man.” And they would not see it that day. 
What the children would see was an act of profound collec-



tive respect, a Greek chorus of colored 
citizens rising to their feet, not in the 
presence of an overseer but in tribute 
to one who stood for their common 
humanity. The author has played a 
beautiful trick on us. We thought we 
were looking for a verdict, but the real 
stab of the chapter comes later, hiding 
all the while in plain sight.

As we’ve seen with so many works 
thus far, there is great value in reread-
ing a classic text over the course of 
years and decades. The racism of 2015 
is different from the racism of 1960, 
when Mockingbird was published. The 
novel, while racially progressive and 
inspirational for its time, has been crit-
icized for its characterization of white 
southern poverty and its depiction of 
the accuser of rape. Race, class, gender, 
region and religion all play a role in the 
novel, and our perceptions of them 
have all evolved in the more than half 
century since publication. The word 
nigger – used dozens of times in the 
novel in the context of the 1930s – 
complicates a modern reading and 
teaching of the text. It is a healthy 
byproduct of X-ray reading to think, 
“Times have changed” or “I have 
changed.” That does not require us to 
ignore or discount the power of a work 
within the context of its own time. 
There is no way to explain away, for 
example, the anti-Semitism embedded 
in Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Ven-
ice. That does not mean that we cannot 
recognize that Shakespeare has made 
Shylock more sympathetic than Chris-
topher Marlowe’s vicious Barabas in 
The Jew of Malta.

If you want the richest insight into 
southern racism in the 20th century, 
read the testimony of African Ameri-
can authors. But the power of their 
words and the threads of their narra-
tives in no way diminish the work of a 
young white southern woman, 
Harper Lee, whose story, drawn 
richly from her own childhood, con-
tinues to enlighten America and the 
world. 
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WRITING LESSONS

1X-ray reading can detect and inter-
pret texts that are embedded in other 

texts, such as the closing argument Atti-
cus Finch made to the all-white, all-male 
southern jury. This is a rousing, if seem-
ingly futile, speech about democracy 
and justice, delivered with its own set of 
rhetorical flourishes, from the power of 
parallelism to emphatic word order to 
the strategic use of the short sentence. 
All these tools are available to you as a 
writer and to the speakers who inhabit 
your work.

2 While there are no absolute require-
ments for telling good stories, time 

and again we see the benefits of certain 
strategies. One has been called a story 
engine – a question that only the story 
can answer. Some genres such as the 
whodunit come equipped with their own 
internal combustion engines. And 
remember that a story like Mockingbird 
raises and answers many important ques-
tions along the way.

3 The first picture I ever drew – my 
mother saved it – was the face of a 

clock. The ticktock structure of the trans- 
parent movement of time is among the 
most reliable narrative strategies. This 
structure has two beneficial effects. It can 
speed up time without transition as the 
narrative moves forward, or, in the name 
of suspense, it can slow time down – often 
with the tool of shorter and shorter sen-
tences, forcing the reader to wait and 
anticipate an outcome.

4 When suspense is resolved, there is 
often an opportunity for a surprise, an 

exploitation of the reader’s expectations of 
what will come next. The author can  
create a twist or, better yet, an enhanced 
experience. We thought the high point of 
chapter 21 would be the verdict. In fact, 
the guilty verdict in the Jim Crow South 
was predictable. What followed was a 
more transcendent moment as the black 
citizens of the town stand to pay homage 
to the white lawyer. 



FREELANCE SUCCESS
BY PETE CROATTO

Snag the attention of editors with these steps.

Get noticed

S everal months ago, a writer 
asked me how I got a high- 
profile online outlet to notice 
my work. It is an innocent 

question, but my eyes rolled around 
like lotto balls. In this particular 
instance, I had asked a staff writer – 
whom I sort of knew because I had 
interviewed him for a now-defunct 
book review site – for his editor’s 
email. Then I labored over a pitch let-
ter outlining my experience, detailing 
how I would report the story and why 
it would work for the site.

Writers often get courted based 
on previous work or through rec-
ommendations. But I suspect a lot 
of new writers think getting pub-
lished resembles a fairy tale. One 
day, the humble writer caught the 
eye of the princely editor and every-

one typed happily ever after….
You have to work to get noticed 

before you get noticed. How do you 
do that? 

TAKE INITIATIVE.  
In an ideal world, our talent would be 
a siren song for editors far and wide. 
In a world of tight budgets and staff 

meetings, editors need story ideas – 
and good ones. That means writing a 
pitch letter that shows you know the 
publication and what it wants. 

“What gets me to notice someone 
is I can notice immediately if they 
have a familiarity with the magazine,” 
says Mark Rotella, senior editor at 
Publishers Weekly. “They might have 
mentioned an article they had read or 
a review that they had read. Usually, 
people are pretty specific about what 
section of the magazine they want to 
write for. Basically, if they’re pitching 
me about the magazine, I want to see 
that they’ve read it.” 

MAKE THE JOB EASIER.  
Sara Benincasa, author of Real Artists 
Have Day Jobs (And Other Awesome 
Things They Don’t Teach You in 

“Nothing is worse, 
for me, than if I have 

to spend too much 
time editing because 

of sloppiness.  
That is a real  

discouragement.”
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School), says it’s key to do as much 
work for the editor as possible – 
without overstepping. 

“Don’t expect that your editor has 
a comprehensive knowledge of the 
television show or trend or book or 
political issue that you would like to 
discuss in your writing,” she says. 
“Provide links. Provide easy expla-
nation. Provide assistance without 
speaking down to your editor. Do 
the legwork to show your editor that 
your pitch is for a story that will 
bring in views, will bring in readers 
[and] attention in a positive way.”

FOLLOW UP.  
This isn’t tennis. The ball keeps 
moving only if you keep hitting it. If 
you haven’t heard back after a week 
or two, politely inquire so you can 
either start writing or send your 
idea elsewhere. Rotella, who has 
written for The New York Times and 
American Heritage, says the delay 
could be because the editor is over-
worked or the pitch came at the 
wrong time. 

TRY, TRY AGAIN.  
An editor’s disinterest or silence 
should not be taken as an affront. 
That even applies to repeat clients. 
“I follow up and pitch more stuff 
without being annoying and con-
tacting the editor too much,” Benin-
casa says. “If they liked my work the 
first time, they will respond. If they 
did not like my work the first time, 
they will not respond. I do a pitch, I 
follow up once and if I don’t hear 
anything, I move on.” In other 
words, your confidence in your idea 
should drive you. 

LOOK BEYOND BIG NAMES. 
Chances are you’re not going to 
make it into The New Yorker, and 
not every profile will land in GQ. 

(But don’t be afraid to try.) Get pub-
lished, get paid and use the clips as a 
down payment for more desirable 
venues. Write. Always. That’s the 
only way you get better – and pay 
your bills. 

PROOFREAD A LOT.  
Once you get an assignment, it’s easy 
to get noticed for the wrong reasons. 
Rotella has an aversion to writers 
who cannot meet deadlines or fol-
low directions, but says, “Nothing is 
worse, for me, than if I have to 
spend too much time editing 
because of sloppiness. That is a real 
discouragement.” Be professional. 
Proofread, fact-check and make 
yourself available to address any 
concerns your editor has. 

PLAY NICE WITH OTHERS. 
Veteran freelance journalist Jen A. 
Miller got a big assignment from a 
new publication when a fact-checker 
there remembered Miller’s work at 
another publication. 

“Sometimes that can be an 
incredibly tedious process,” she says. 
“You’re already done with a story, 
you don’t want to deal with it any-
more, you don’t want to deal with 
the fact-checker, but you don’t know 
where that fact-checker is going to 
end up.” 

FINALLY, BE EASY TO FIND. 
That comes courtesy of Miller, 
author of Running: A Love Story and 
a regular contributor to The New 
York Times and Runner’s World. She 
believes every writer must have a 
website. “It sets you up as a profes-
sional,” she says. 

Pete Croatto’s work has appeared in The 

New York Times, Publishers Weekly and The 

Christian Science Monito r. He lives in 

Ithaca, New York. 
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CONFERENCE INSIDER

L eicester, England, has a com-
plicated past, especially con-
cerning immigration. The 
influx began with Polish ser-

vicemen banned from returning home 
after World War II and continued 
through the 1970s, when Indian 
immigrants and Asians from Kenya 
and Uganda made their way to the 
city in England’s East Midlands. The 
latter were not welcomed warmly. The 
city council placed ads in an attempt 
to discourage Ugandan refugees from 
relocating there, but thousands settled 
there anyway. The city and its outly-
ing areas have a population of more 
than 300,000 made up largely of East-
ern European, South Asian and 
Somali immigrants.

In part to address that diversity, an 
upcoming writing event at the Uni-
versity of Leicester’s Centre for New 
Writing focuses on literature and cul-
tural identity. Lead by poet and short 
story writer Sabyn Javeri-Jillani, “Lit-
erature and Cultural Identity through 
Creative Writing” is a one-day work-
shop that will explore heritage, roots, 
transition and reinvention in a multi-
cultural society.

Born in Karachi, Pakistan, Javeri-
Jillani, whose fiction has been pub-
lished in The World Audience, 
Wasafiri, Tresspass and The London 
Magazine, moved to England and 
completed a doctoral degree at Leices-
ter University. “I am very aware of 
how diversity is no longer at the 
periphery but at the center of Britain,” 
she says. “In such a melting pot of 
cultures and ethnicities, how do we 
establish our own identity?” 

The workshop will use “I am” and 
“I am not” writing prompts and pro-
vide excerpts from other writing to 
allow participants to frame their cul-
tural identity in relationship to other 
cultures. Students will discuss their 
findings in both small and large 
groups, and they can use the tools 
they learned in everyday writing prac-
tice to hone personal and cultural 
self-discovery.

Javeri-Jillani is particularly suited 
to lead this charge. 

“She believes that the loss of iden-
tity in young people, especially second 
generation immigrants, and their 
desire to associate with something 
larger – be it globalism, extremism or 
anything else – stems mainly from not 
having a strong enough personal sense 
of cultural foundation,” says Harry 
Whitehead, deputy director of the 
Centre for New Writing.

The goal, says Javeri-Jillani, is to 
help students find a unique writing 
voice. 

“We are always told to be our-
selves,” Javeri-Jillani says. “But how do 
we know who that is? We can debate 
that identity is fluid, but at the end of 
the day, who we are, where we come 
from, what our literary heritage, cul-
tural baggage or religious beliefs are, 
are important in forming who we 
want to be. It is this authentic self, this 
identity that literature and creative 
writing can help us discover.”

The Centre for New Writing fur-
thers the workshop’s goal with its own 
mission to engage and promote local 
and regional writing and writers – 
and not just those students attending 
the university.

“We try to inspire our students 
through the experience of hearing 
writers discuss their work,” says 
Whitehead, “and invite those people 
interested in writing more generally 
– and perhaps those who might oth-
erwise feel intimidated by attending 
a university event – to consider 
their own writing options and to get 
them started.”

Throughout the year, the Centre 
for New Writing offers colloquia, lec-

BY MEREDITH QUINN

A one-day workshop tackles them all in Leicester.

Culture, identity and literature

WORKSHOP: Literature and Cultural 
Identity through Creative Writing

DATE: Tuesday, May 31

LOCATION: Leicester, England

WEBSITE: www2.le.ac.uk/departments/
english/creativewriting
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tures, master classes and seminars, all 
of which are free and open to the pub-
lic. The Centre focuses on four ele-
ments: investigating and promoting 
regional literary cultures, commis-
sioning new writing, creative writing 
pedagogy and literary innovation 
through technology.

An annual creative writing lecture 
features award-winning authors, 
including Booker Prize-winner Ben 
Okri. The 2016 lecturer was Robert 
Macfarlane, and past presenters have 
included Edna O’Brien, Jonathan Coe 
and Laura Esquivel. In November, the 
university hosts Literary Leicester, an 

annual festival celebrating the written 
and spoken word. The three-day event 
includes performances, readings, 
panel discussions and workshops. 

The workshop on literature and 
cultural identity, however, is particu-
larly responsive to the city’s complex 
and global identity. “This is a topic of 
great interest at the moment as the 
world becomes more and more 
mobile, and is particularly important 
in such a city as Leicester,” says 
Javeri-Jillani. 

Meredith Quinn is a graduate of New York 

University and managing editor of The Writer.
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CLASS ACTION
BY MEREDITH QUINN

Workshops provide mentors and models – and possibility. 

Crystalizing creativity
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After struggling in high school, 
Chloe Caldwell knew college 
wasn’t for her. She moved to 
New York City and realized 

that writing was the only constant in her 
life. She saw one of the iconic yellow 
boxes for Gotham Writers Workshop on 
a street corner and decided to enroll. Her 
parents and employer helped foot the 
bill. She started with Creative Writing 
101 and eventually took Memoir 1 and 2 
before studying privately with Melissa 
Febos. The material she workshopped in 
those classes later became part of her 
2012 essay collection Legs Get Led 
Astray. Her forthcoming collection, 
Women, was featured in the New York 
Times as one of actress Lena Dunham’s 
10 favorite books.

“Gotham was the first place I had 
teachers who modeled what a writer’s life 
looked like, which was really important 
for me,” Caldwell says. “I took classes 
with all women writers, and I just 
remember really needing those kind of 
mentors and models in my life.”

Now she’s the mentor. Caldwell 
applied to Gotham for a teaching posi-
tion and now teachers there – without an 
advanced degree. “They hired me with-
out having an MFA,” she says. “They see 
that I’m a writer, and it’s my 24-hour job.”

Similarly, The Grotto in San Fran-
cisco features a faculty of professional 
writers currently publishing and work-
ing. All of the instructors of the 16 multi-
week classes per quarter are current 
members of the exclusive writing colony, 
and they teach classes in their specific 
genre. “We want the very best teachers 
we can have,” says Meghan Ward, a 
member of The Grotto and its classes 
committee. “We figure if the person has 
published a memoir, then they’re proba-
bly a very good memoir writer and are 
probably going to be the best people to 
teach that class.” 

At most institutions, students can 
choose from one- or two-day courses or 
series that go on for six-to-eight weeks. 
And for some writers, one series is 
enough to workshop their project or at 

least to get the momentum to go off into 
the world and work on the piece alone, 
says Kelly Caldwell (no relation to 
Chloe), dean of faculty at Gotham Writ-
ers Workshop. 

“Others come to us early in the pro-
cess and take more classes,” Kelly says. 
“We have many students who stick with 
us for years, repeating level two classes 
over and over until they finish a first 
draft of their project or until they revise 
their project or whatever personal goals 
they set for themselves.”

The ability to build your own curric-
ulum according to the workshops 
offered by a creative writing center 
means getting the most of your educa-
tion. But it also involves making tough 
choices. With about 50 Gotham courses 
to choose from at a time, Kelly advises 
students to talk it out with a student 
advisor and to follow their instincts. 
“Some students come to us at the begin-
ning of their journey, and they have an 
idea floating around, but they don’t 
know yet if it’s fiction or nonfiction,” 
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she says. “We have a Creative Writing 
101 class that covers both, and we 
encourage students in that situation to 
take that class and play with both, and 
see which one really fires up the engine 
to get those ideas to crystalize.”

In addition to improving craft, stu-
dents also learn the skills necessary to 
launch their books and to build a 
brand. In his publicity workshops at 
The Loft in Minneapolis, Kevin Fin-
ley, founder of Leabhar PR, covers 
topics such as how traditional public-
ity campaigns work, lead times and 
the number of books major outlets 
consider for review. 

“Most marketing budgets are not 
going to have the capacity to do every-
thing possible to promote a title,” Finley 
says. “Authors need to be ready to pro-
mote themselves. They need to be edu-
cated on what can be on their own and 

what role a publicist can play. Taking a 
class and just taking away what to avoid 
can save authors a lot of time, money 
and headaches.”

If classroom time is an issue, many 
centers offer workshops online and 
guarantee the same sense of community 
fostered as if attending in person. More 
than half of Gotham’s courses take place 
online, and replicating the “classroom” 
feeling is something organizers take 
seriously. It starts by creating lounges 
and discussion boards in virtual class-
rooms, where students can share writ-
ing, engage in discussion, chat with the 
teacher and offer feedback on each oth-
er’s projects. “And they are required to 
offer feedback to one another,” says 
Kelly. “It’s not optional.”  

Does enrolling in classes replace 
going to a university for an MFA or MA? 
Maybe not. But Kelly’s own experience 

earning a masters degree helped her 
understand the particular pressures of a 
traditional education. “I wanted to work 
on my projects, I wanted to become a 
better writer and I also had to fulfill 
credits and obligations to graduate,” she 
says. “I was concerned about employ-
ment after graduation, and you don’t 
have that at Gotham. People are here to 
tell stories and improve as writers. And 
that’s it. And it changes the dynamic in 
the classroom.”

Having received a writing education 
from a creative writing center instead 
of a university, Chloe Caldwell offers a 
unique perspective. “It is really inter-
esting that the place where I found my 
career path is now the place that helps 
me pay my bills,” she says. 

Meredith Quinn is a graduate of New York Uni-

versity and managing editor of The Writer.

The Oldest Low-Residency

MFA IN FLORIDA
Fiction | Nonfiction | Poetry

Past and Present Guest Writers and Editors Include:
Richard Bausch, Michael Connelly, Arthur Flowers, Nick Flynn, Roxane Gay, Hal Hartley, 

Amy Hill Hearth, Eli Horowitz, Denis Johnson, Miranda July, Ben Lerner, 
Susan Minot, Rick Moody, Francine Prose, Karen Russell, 

George Saunders, Heather Sellers, Wesley Stace, Deborah Treisman

Learn more at www.ut.edu/mfacw 
or by calling (813) 258-7409.

   Teaching Faculty Include:
Jessica Anthony, Sandra Beasley, John Capouya, Brock Clarke, Erica Dawson (director), 

Mikhail Iossel, Stefan Kiesbye, Kevin Moffett, Donald Morrill, 
Josip Novakovich, Jason Ockert, Alan Michael Parker, Jeff Parker, 

Andy Plattner, Corinna Vallianatos, Jennifer Vanderbes



BY MELISSA HART
LITERARY SPOTLIGHT

O regon naturalist Heather 
Durham wasn’t sure any 
editor would be interested 
in her literary nonfiction 

piece about bats. “It was kind of  
scienc-y, but also personal about the 
summer I spent trapping and banding 
bats and about my work as a park 
ranger,” she says. 

Then she read the contributors’ 
guidelines on the website for Tahoma 
Literary Review – specifically, nonfic-
tion editor Yi Shun Lai’s suggestion 
that writers send “the stuff that you 
never thought would get published 
anywhere.” Durham’s piece appears in 
the two-year old journal run by three 
editors who read every submission.

Tone, editorial content

All three TLR editors graduated from 
the MFA creative writing program at 
the Northwest Institute of Literary 
Arts on Whidbey Island in Washing-
ton state. “One focus of NILA is liter-
ary citizenship,” says poetry editor 
Kelly Davio. “Through contribution to 
the literary ecosystem, we all have the 
ability to make a better environment 
for everyone.” A goal of TLR, she says, 
is to create “the kind of transparent, 
fair, professional journal we ourselves 
would like to publish in.”

With this in mind, editors don’t 
solicit work from friends and estab-
lished writers, nor do they use first 
readers. And they compensate contrib-
utors for their writing. Lai, with a 

background in consumer magazines 
and corporate copy, was shocked upon 
entering her MFA program to find that 
many journals don’t pay. “Literary 
work, which often takes more heart, 
more pain, than reportage,” she says, 
“was deemed as being less worthy. TLR 
wants to make getting paid the norm.” 

Contributors

Editors at TLR regularly submit con-
tributors’ work for the Pushcart Prize 
and to the Best American series. 
“Drones: An Exercise in Awe-Terror,” 
Nomi Stone’s poem, which first ran in 
TLR, appears in Best American Poetry 
2016. “We’ve curated several pieces of 
fiction and poetry that have been 
selected for major anthologies, which 
we hope is a sign that our literary aes-
thetic is well honed,” says fiction editor 
Joe Ponepinto.

He is particularly excited to publish 
Canadian author Katie Bickell’s short 
story about the maltreatment of 
women of First Peoples in Canada. 

As nonfiction editor, Lai receives 
submissions on a variety of topics. 
“The range of memories and knowl-
edge people want to share with us con-
tinues to thrill,” she says, citing 
Durham’s bat essay and Tracy Harris’ 
piece about finding her heritage 
through Bob Dylan. 

Advice for potential contributors

Editors at TLR have varied preferences 
in terms of style and content. As 
poetry editor, Davio gravitates toward 
work that’s big and bold. “I encourage 
people to try me with their challenging 
work,” she says, “their political work, 
their angry work.” She especially 

Don’t dismiss esoteric work as unpublishable. 

Who’d’ve thunk it?
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INSIDE LITERARY MAGAZINES

“The important 

aspect to keep 

in mind about  

magical 

realism,” he 

notes, “is that 

it portrays the 

‘real’ world, 

not a fantasy  

or alternative 

world.”



 writermag.com   •   The Writer   |   41

enjoys long poems of seven or more 
pages such as “This Week on Game of 
Thrones” by Anita Koester. 

“It looks at the wildly popular Game 
of Thrones TV show in the context of 
personal trauma,” Davio explains. “The 
speaker of the poem is healing from 
surgery and finding analogues for her 
pain in the characters on the program. 
It’s a fresh spin on the poetry of per-
sonal pain, and on pop culture, too.”

 Ponepinto looks for stories with 
characters driven by life experience and 
complex motivations. He urges writers to 
“drill deep to find the emotional core of 
your subject,” and prefers literary work 
including magical realism, his definition 
of which appears on TLR’s website. “The 
important aspect to keep in mind about 
magical realism,” he notes, “is that it por-
trays the ‘real’ world, not a fantasy or 
alternative world.”

Lai looks for lyrical and experimental 
essays and narrative nonfiction. “Be 
brave,” she tells writers in her guidelines. 
“Send me the thing you have to take a 
deep breath over before submitting or 
running by your critique group. I’m 
always interested in hearing different 
viewpoints from different sectors of soci-
ety, and work in different forms, too.”

She’s also interested in hearing about 
bats. For her part, Durham is thrilled to 
be paid to put her passion into print. “I 
get to explore the idea of bats as under-
dogs,” she says, “with the hope that peo-
ple will take another look at them and 
not squeal and run away.” 

Melissa Hart is a nonfiction instructor in the 

Whidbey Island MFA in Creative Writing Pro-

gram. She’s the author of Wild Within: How 

Rescuing Owls Inspired a Family and Avenging 

the Owl.

“We welcome your 
poetry, fiction, flash, 
nonfiction and flash 
nonfiction.” 
Tri-annual, print and online 

Reading period: See website

Length: Varies

Submission format: Digital submission  

on website

Contact: Kelly Davio, poetry editor at  

poetry@tahomaliteraryreview.com;  

Joseph Ponepinto, fiction editor at  

fiction@tahomaliteraryreview.com;  

Yi Shun Lai, nonfiction editor at  

nonfiction@tahomaliteraryreview.com

tahomaliteraryreview.com
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»CONTESTS

F THE GREAT BREAK SHORT 
STORY CONTEST Hosted by The 
Writer magazine. Frame a short story 
using any nuance, definition or under-
standing of the word “break.” Guest 
judge Heidi Pitlor, editor of The Best 
American Short Stories series, reads the 
top entries and chooses the winners. 
Max 2,000 words. Submit via online 
portal only. Deadline: April 25. Entry 
fee: $25 for first entry, $15 for every 
additional entry on the same transac-
tion. Prizes: First place receives $1,000 
and publication in The Writer maga-
zine. Second place receives $500 and 
publication on The Writer website. 
Third place receives $250 and publica-
tion on The Writer website. Contact: 
The Writer. tweditorial@madavor.com 
Attn: The Big Break Short Story Con-
test. writermag.com

F AMERICAN FICTION SHORT STORY 
AWARD Seeks well-crafted, character-
driven literary fiction in any genre. 10,000 
words per story. Deadline: June 15. Entry 
fee: $16. Prizes: First place $1,000. Second 
place $500. Third place $250. Contact: New 
Rivers Press. 218-477-5870. Email through 
website. newriverspress.com

F N P AMERICAN LITERARY REVIEW 
LITERARY AWARDS Short fiction, cre-
ative nonfiction and poetry. Online submis-
sions only. Deadline: Oct. 1. Entry fee: $15 
Prizes: Winners receive $1,000 and publica-
tion online. Contact: American Literary 
Review. americanliteraryreview@gmail.com  
americanliteraryreview.com/contest

O AMERICAN ZOETROPE SCREEN-
PLAY CONTEST Looking for next genera-
tion of screenwriters to the leading production 
companies. Winner and 10 finalists will be 
considered for representation and for film 
option by big name studios. Deadline: Sep-
tember. Entry fee: $35 (early deadline), $50 
(final deadline). Prizes: Grand prize winner 
$5,000; the winner and finalists considered for 
representation. Contact: American Zoetrope.  
contests@zoetrope.com zoetrope.com/contests

F AURA ESTRADA SHORT STORY 
CONTEST Annual fiction contest for pre-
viously unpublished short stories up to 5,000 
words. 2016 contest judge is Jennifer Egan. 
Online submission or via regular mail. 
Deadline: Oct. 1. Entry fee: $20 per sub-
mission. Prizes: Winner $1,500 and publica-
tion in Boston Review. Runners up may also 
be published. Contact: Short Story Contest, 
Boston Review, P.O. Box 425786, Cambridge, 
MA 02142. Email via online form.  
bostonreview.net/contests 

F N P AUTUMN HOUSE POETRY, FIC-
TION AND NONFICTION CONTESTS 
Full-length collections of poetry 50-80 
pages, fiction and nonfiction submissions of 
200-300 pages. Final judges are David St. 
John (poetry), William Lychack (fiction) 
and Michael Martone (nonfiction). Dead-
line: June 30. Entry fee: $30. Prizes: Win-
ners receive book publication, $1,000 
advance, $1,500 travel grant. Contact: 
Autumn House Press, 87½ Westwood Street, 
Pittsburgh, PA 15211. 412-381-4261.  
info@autumnhouse.org  
autumnhouse.org/contest-submissions

F N P BEACON STREET PRIZE Fiction 
max 8,000 words, nonfiction max 6,000 
words, or up to three poems. Judged by Amy 
Gerstler (poetry), Alexandra Kleeman (fic-
tion) and Steven Church (nonfiction). 
Online submission. Deadline: April 30. 
Entry fee: $20. Prizes: $1,000 and publica-
tion in Redivider. Contact: Revider.  
contests@redividerjournal.org  
redividerjournal.org

By the rules
Some rules are made to be broken, but in the world of writing 

contests, that’s not always the case. Here are common elements 
to double check before you submit work for the competition. Be 
thoughtful and careful. Don’t be disqualified for a clerical error. 

1 Blind submissions are called such for a reason. If the contest you 

enter stiputlates this, make sure your name and other vital details 

don’t appear anywhere in the submission file. This includes: cover 

page, title line and header/footer. Online submission managers 

have their own ways of identifying you. Trust that.

2 Be sure your submission is within the specified word count. 

Judges may be willing to let 10 or 20 extra words slide, but more 

than that? Make the cuts.  

3 Stick with the theme of the contest. If you are on the fence about 

whether your story can be interpreted in just the right way to fit 

the theme, rethink the submission. 

The following contests are a sampling of what the industry has to 
offer. Visit writermag.com for many more listings, including TW’s The 
Great Break Short Story Contest. 

WriterMag.com
Subscribers to The Writer have online 

access to information on publishers, publi-

cations, conferences, contests and agents. 

Go to WriterMag.com and click on Writing 

Resources.

Information in this section is provided to 

The Writer by the individual markets and 

events; for more information, contact those 

entities directly.

F = Fiction N = Nonfiction P = Poetry

C = Children’s Y = Young adult  O = Other

COMPILED BY MEREDITH QUINN
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F N P BELLEVUE LITERARY REVIEW 
PRIZES Annual award honoring outstand-
ing writing in health themes. Fiction and 
nonfiction up to 5,000 words and up to 
three poems. Deadline: July 1. Entry fee: 
$20, max four submissions per person. 
Prizes: First prize $1,000 and publication. 
Honorable mention winners $250 and pub-
lication. Online submission. Contact: Bel-
levue Literary Review. 212-263-3973.  
info@BLReview.org blr.med.nyu.edu

P BENJAMIN SALTMAN POETRY 
AWARD Recognizes a previously unpub-
lished collection of poetry. 48 page mini-
mum. Submit by regular mail or online. 
Deadline: August 31. Entry fee: $25 per 
submission. Prizes: Winner $3,000 and pub-
lication by Red Hen Press. Contact: Attn: 
Benjamin Saltman Award, Red Hen Press, 
P.O. Box 40820, Pasadena, CA 91114.  
626-356-4760. redhen.org/awards-2/bsa

F P BLACK RIVER CHAPBOOK COM-
PETITION Semiannual contest for unpub-
lished chapbooks of poems or fiction 16-36 
pages long. Online submission. Deadline: 
May 31/spring, Oct. 31/fall. Entry fee: $15 
Prizes: publication, $500 and 10 copies of 
chapbook. Contact: Black Lawrence Press.  
editors@blacklawrencepress.com  
blacklawrence.com

P BOSTON REVIEW ANNUAL 
POETRY CONTEST Submit up to five 
unpublished poems, no more than 10 pages 
total, by regular mail or online submission 
manager. Simultaneous submissions not 
accepted. Entry fee includes three-issue sub-
scription. Deadline: June 1. Entry fee: $20. 
Prizes: $1,500 and publication in Boston 
Review. Contact: Poetry Contest, Boston 
Review, P.O. Box 425786, Cambridge, MA 
02142. Email from website. bostonreview.net

P BRITTINGHAM AND POLLAK 
POETRY PRIZES Awarded annually to the 
two best book-length manuscripts of original 
poetry submitted in an open competition. 
Submissions are considered for both prizes. 
Submit manuscripts between 50 and 90 pages. 
Deadline: Sept. 15. Entry fee: $28. Prizes: 
$1,000 and publication to each winner. Con-
tact: Brittingham and Pollak Poetry Prizes, c/o 
Ronald Wallace, UW Press Poetry Series Edi-
tor, Dept. of English, 600 N. Park St., Univer-
sity of Wisconsin, Madison, WI 53706. 
rwallace@wisc.edu uwpress. 
wisc.edu/poetryguide

F CHANTICLEER BOOK REVIEWS 
AWARDS 14 genre writing competitions 
for books. Work must be at least 40,000 
words. Books may be published, unpub-
lished, indie or traditional. Deadline: Varies. 
Entry Fee: $55. Prizes: 78 first place winners 
receive prize package and marketing pack-
age, 14 grand prize genre winners receive 
$200, one overall grand prize winner 
receives $1,000. Contact: Chanticleer Book 
Reviews. editor@chantireviews.com  
chantireviews.com

F THE CHARITON REVIEW SHORT 
FICTION PRIZE Unpublished short fic-
tion on any theme up to 5,000 words in 
English. All U.S. entrants receive a compli-
mentary copy of the spring prize issue. 
Submit by regular mail or online. Dead-
line: Sept. 30. Entry fee: $20. Prizes: $500 
first place, $200 two or three other finalists, 
all to be published in The Chariton Review. 
Contact: The Chariton Review Short Fic-
tion Prize, Truman State University Press, 
100 E. Normal Ave., Kirksville, MO 63501. 
660-785-7336. tsup@truman.edu  
tsup.truman.edu

F THE CLAYMORE DAGGER AWARD 
Submit the first 50 pages of an unpublished 
mystery or thriller manuscript. Affiliated 
with the Killer Nashville conference. Dead-
line: April 30. Entry fee: $30. Receive a 
written critique for an additional $20. 
Prizes: $3,000+ in prizes, plus possible book 
advance, agent representation and movie 
deal. Contact: Killer Nashville Claymore 
Award, P.O. Box 680759, Franklin, TN 
37068. 615-599-4032.  
contact@killernashville.com  
killernashville.com

P DANCING POETRY CONTEST 
Hosted by Artists Embassy International. 
40 lines maximum each poem. No limit 
on number of entries. The grand prize-
winning poems will be “danced” at the 
Dancing Poetry Festival in San Francisco. 
Deadline: May 15. Entry fee: One poem 
$5; three for $10. Prizes: All winners 
receive ticket to Dancing Poetry Festival 
2016. Three grand prize winners: $100. 
Six first prize winners: $50. Twelve second 
prize winners: $25. Thirty third prize win-
ners: $10. Contact: AEI Contest Chair, 
Judy Cheung. 704 Brigham Ave., Santa 
Rosa, CA 95404. dancingpoetry.com/ 
dpfpoetrycontestrules.html

F THE DAVID NATHAN MEYERSON 
PRIZE FOR FICTION Open to writers who 
have not yet published a book of fiction. 
Submissions under 8,000 words. Deadline: 
May 1. Entry fee: $25. Prizes: $1,000 and 
publication in Southwest Review. Contact: 
The Meyerson Fiction Prize, Southwest 
Review, P.O. Box 750374, Dallas, TX 75275. 
swr@smu.edu smu.edu/southwestreview 

F N P DEBUT-LITZER AWARD Hosted 
by Late Night Library, the contest awards 
debut fiction and poetry books published in 
North America between Jan. 1-Dec. 31, 
2015. Winners selected in each genre. Dead-
line: April 30. Entry fee: $28. Prizes: $1,000 
and features on Late Night Library’s podcast. 
Contact: Late Night Library, 7503 SE Wood-
stock Blvd., Portland, OR 97206.  
paul@latenightlibrary.org  
latenightlibrary.org/ debutlitzer2016

F DRUE HEINZ LITERATURE PRIZE 
Open to writers who have published a book-
length collection of fiction or at least three 
short stories or novellas in commercial mag-
azines or literary journals. Eligible submis-
sions include a manuscript of short stories; 
one or more novellas; or a combination of 
one or more novellas and short stories. All 
must be between 150 and 300 pages. Dead-
line: June 30. Entry fee: None. Prizes: 
$15,000 and publication by the University of 
Pittsburgh Press. Contact: Drue Heinz Lit-
erature Prize, University of Pittsburgh Press, 
7500 Thomas Blvd., Pittsburgh, PA 15260. 
info@upress.pitt.edu upress.pitt.edu

F E.M. KOEPPEL SHORT FICTION 
AWARD Unpublished fiction in any style or 
with any theme. Max 3,000 words. Regular 
mail only. Deadline: April 30. Entry fee: 
$15 for one; $10 for additional. Prizes: First 
place $1,100 and $100 to the editors’ 
choices. All winners are eligible to be pub-
lished on writecorner.com and for inclusion 
in the permanent website anthology. P.L. 
Titus Scholarship of $500 is awarded to win-
ner currently attending college. Contact: 
Koeppel Contest, P.O. Box 140310, Gaines-
ville, FL 32614. contact@writecorner.com  
writecorner.com/award_guidelines.asp

F N P FANSTORY.COM CONTESTS 
Website features multiple contests through-
out the year. An independent volunteer 
community reads. Contest entries receive 
feedback from readers and other authors. 
Deadline: Varies. Entry fee: Varies. Prizes: 
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Vary. Contact: Fanstory.com Email from 
website. fanstory.com

F P FINELINE COMPETITION FOR 
PROSE POEMS, SHORT SHORTS 
AND ANYTHING IN BETWEEN Submit 
1-3 unpublished prose poems and shorts up 
to 500 words. Deadline: June 1. Entry fee: 
$10 per each set of three prose poems/short-
shorts. Prizes: $1,000 and publication in the 
Mid-American Review for first place. Ten 
finalists also receive notation and possible 
publication. Contact: Mid-American 
Review, Department of English, Bowling 
Green State University, Bowling Green, OH 
43403. mar@bgsu.edu casit.bgsu.edu/
midamericanreview/fineline-competition

F P GERTRUDE PRESS POETRY AND 
FICTION CHAPBOOK CONTESTS Sub-
mit 25 to 30 pages of poetry or 8,500-10,000 
words of short fiction, multiple stories or a 
novel excerpt. Online or by postal mail. 
Deadline: May 15. Entry fee: $15 by mail, 
$17 online. Prizes: $175, chapbook publica-
tion and 50 free copies of the chapbook. 
Contact: Gertrude Press, P.O. Box 28281, 
Portland, OR 97228. gertrudepress.org

F GIVAL PRESS NOVEL AWARD Given 
to a previously unpublished literary novel 
between 30,000 and 100,000 words. Dead-
line: May 30. Entry fee: $50. Prizes: $3,000, 
publication and 20 copies of publication. 
Contact: Robert L. Giron, Editor. Gival 
Press Novel Award. Gival Press, LLC. P.O. 
Box 3812, Arlington, VA 22203. 703-351-
0079. givalpress.com

F GLIMMER TRAIN CONTESTS Fiction 
contests held every month with various 
themes. Word counts 1,500-20,000. Deadline: 
Varies. Entry fee: Up to $20. Prizes: Range 
from $700 to $2,500. Contact: Glimmer Train 
Press, PO Box 80430, Portland, Oregon 97280. 
503-221-0836. editors@glimmertrain.org 
glimmertrain.com

P GREAT BLUE HERON POETRY 
CONTEST Submit poems for a max of four 
pages/150 lines. One long or several shorter 
poems. Deadline: June 30. Entry fee: $25 
Canada; $30 U.S.; $40 all others. Prizes: 
$600/$400/$200 and publication for first-
third place. Contact: The Antigonish Review 
Contest, Box 5000, St. Francis Xavier Uni-
versity, Antigonish, Nova Scotia B2G 2W5, 
Canada. 902-867-3962. tar@stfx.ca  
antigonishreview.com

P GUY OWEN AWARD Unpublished 
poetry. Submit three-five poems. 10 pages 
max. Deadline: May 31. Entry fee: $20, 
includes year subscription. Prizes: $1,000 
and publication. Contact: Southern Poetry 
Review, Guy Owen Prize, Dept. of Lan-
guages, Literature and Philosophy, Arm-
strong Atlantic State University, 11935 
Abercorn St., Savannah, GA 31419.  
southernpoetryreview.com

F HARD TIMES WRITING CONTEST 
Write about a difficult experience in your 
life, how you overcame this obstacle, and 
how you were changed by it. Unpublished 
stories only. 5,000 words. Deadline: May 30. 
Entry fee: $25. Prizes: First: Two-night stay 
at the Mountain Muse B&B and three work-
shops or 50 pages (or 10 poems) line-edited 
and revised by editorial staff. Second: One-
night stay at B&B and two workshops or 35 
pages (or 8 poems) line-edited. Third: One 
workshop or 25 pages (or 5 poems) line-
edited. Up to 10 honorable mentions. Con-
tact: Hard Times Contest, 387 Beaucatcher 
Road, Asheville, NC 28805. writersw@
gmail.com twwoa.org/contests.html

P HAROLD G. HENDERSON AWARDS 
FOR BEST UNPUBLISHED HAIKU 
Submit up to 5 unpublished haiku. Contest 
held by the Haiku Society of America. 
Deadline: July 31. Entry fee: $5 per 5 haiku 
for members, $7 per 5 haiku for nonmem-
bers. Prizes: $150/$100/$50. Winning haiku 
published in Frogpond and on HSA website. 
Contact: Henderson Haiku Contest, Patricia 
Machmiller, 6116 Dunn Avenue, San Jose, 
CA 95123. hendersonhaikuaward@gmail.
com hsa-haiku.org

F N THE IMPRESS PRIZE FOR NEW 
WRITERS Looking to discover and publish 
new writing talent. Entries are assessed by 
the Impress team and a shortlist produced 
from which a panel chooses the winner. 
Deadline: July 1. Entry fee: £15. Prizes: Win-
ner gets a publishing contract and book 
published in paperback and ebook forms. 
Contact: Impress Books Limited, Innovation 
Centre, Rennes Drive, University of Exeter, 
Devon, EX4 4RN, UK.
enquiries@impress-books.co.uk 
impress-books.co.uk/impress-prize

F IOWA SHORT FICTION Submit a previ-
ously unpublished collection of short stories 
of at least 150 pages. Manuscripts that have 
been published in periodicals are not eligi-

ble. Authors cannot have a published book 
of fiction. Submit by regular mail. Deadline: 
Sept. 30. Entry fee: None. Prizes: Publica-
tion by the University of Iowa Press. Con-
tact: Iowa Short Fiction Award, Iowa 
Writers’ Workshop, 507 N. Clinton St., 102 
Dey House, Iowa City, IA 52242.  
uipress@uiowa.edu uiowapress.org/authors/
iowa-short-fiction.htm

P JANET B. MCCABE POETRY PRIZE 
Submit up to two poems per entry, no lon-
ger than 40 lines each, via online submission 
form. Deadline: June 15. Entry fee: $20, 
includes a free copy of Ruminate. Prizes: 
First $1,500 and publication; second $200 
and publication. Contact: Ruminate maga-
zine. Email via form on website.  
ruminatemagazine.com

P LITERAL LATTÉ POETRY AWARDS 
Send unpublished poems up to 2,000 words. 
All styles welcome and all entries considered 
for publication. Deadline: July 15. Entry 
fee: $10 per set of six poems or $15 for a set 
of 10. Prizes: $1,000/$300/$200. Contact: 
Literal Latté Awards, 200 E. 10th St., Suite 
240, New York, NY 10003. 212-260-5532. 
Email via online form. literal-latte.com

F LITERAL LATTÉ SHORT-SHORT 
CONTEST Send unpublished shorts, up to 
2,000 words. Deadline: June 30. Entry fee: 
$10 per set of three shorts or $15 for a set of 
six; check or money order made out to Lit-
eral Latté. Prize: $500. Contact: Literal 
Latté, 200 E. 10th St., Suite 240, New York, 
NY 10003. 212-260-5532. Email via online 
form. literal-latte.com

F LITREJECTIONS SHORT STORY 
PRIZE The inaugural contest welcomes 
writers from around the world to enter up to 
2,000 words on any genre with a theme of 
rejection. Deadline: April 4. Entry Fee: $25. 
Prizes: First place: $250 and publication 
online. Second place $150, 3rd place: $100. 
Contact: LitRejections. Email via form on 
website. litrejections.com

F LORIAN HEMINGWAY SHORT 
STORY COMPETITION Original unpub-
lished fiction, up to 3,500 words. Open to 
writers whose fiction has not appeared in a 
nationally distributed publication with a cir-
culation of 5,000+. Deadline: May 1 for reg-
ular; May 15 for late. Entry fee: $15 per 
story until May 1; $20 per story between 
May 1 and 15. Prizes: First place $1,500 and 
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publication in Cutthroat: A Journal of the 
Arts; second and third place $500 each. 
Contact: The Lorian Hemingway Short 
Story Competition, P.O. Box 2011, Key 
West, FL 33045.  
shortstorykeywest@hushmail.com  
shortstorycompetition.com

F L. RON HUBBARD WRITERS OF THE 
FUTURE CONTEST Awards short fiction 
up to 17,000 words written by emerging sci-
fi, fantasy and dark fantasy writers. Dead-
line: Quarterly. Entry fee: None Prizes: 
$1,000 first prize awarded each quarter; one 
of these winners also receives the $5,000 
annual “Gold Award” grand prize. Each 
quarter, second place receives $750 and 
third place receives $500. Contact: L. Ron 
Hubbard’s Writers of the Future Contest, 
7051 Hollywood Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 
90028. writersofthefuture.com

F MARGUERITE MCGLINN PRIZE 
FOR FICTION Submit previously unpub-
lished works of fiction up to 8,000 words 
through online submission manager only. 
All entrants receive a one-year membership 
to Philadelphia Stories. Deadline: June 15. 
Entry fee: $12. Prizes: $2,000, an invitation 
to an awards dinner at Rosemont College 
and publication in Philadelphia Stories; sec-
ond place $500; third place $250; both pub-
lished online. Contact: Philadelphia Stories.  
contest@philadelphiastories.org  
philadelphiastories.org/marguerite- 
mcglinn-prize-fiction-0

F N P NEW LETTERS LITERARY 
AWARDS Includes the New Letters Prize for 
Poetry, The Dorothy Cappon Prize for the 
best essay and the Alexander Cappon Prize 
for Fiction. All entries will be considered for 
publication in New Letters. Fiction and essays 
up to 8,000 words. A single poetry entry up 
to six poems. Deadline: May 18. Entry fee: 
$20 for first; $15 for additional. Includes one-
year subscription to New Letters. Prizes: First 
in each category $1,500. Contact: New Letters 
Awards for Writers, UMKC, University 
House, 5101 Rockhill Road, Kansas City, MO 
64110. 816-235-1168. newletters@umkc.edu  
newletters.org/writers-wanted/ 
writing-contests

P OMNIDAWN FIRST/SECOND BOOK 
CONTEST Open to writers who have never 
published a full-length book of poetry or 
who have published only one full-length 
book of poetry. Max 120 pages. Judge: Cathy 

Park Hong. Deadline: June 30. Entry fee: 
$27. Entrants who add $3 shipping will 
receive an Omnidawn book of their choice. 
Prizes: $3,000, publication and 100 copies of 
the book. Contact: Omnidawn Publishing, 
1632 Elm Ave., Richmond, CA 94805. 510-
237-5472. submissions@omnidawn.com 
omnidawn.com/contest

F THE PETER HINCHCLIFFE FICTION 
AWARD Open to Canadian citizens or resi-
dents who have not yet published a first 
novel or short story collection. All submis-
sions will be considered for paid ($250) pub-
lication in the magazine. Submit via online 
form. Deadline: May 28. Entry fee: $40, 
includes a one-year Canadian subscription 
to The New Quarterly. Prizes: $1,000. Con-
tact: The New Quarterly. 519-884-8111 ext. 
28290. contests@tnq.ca tnq.ca/contests

F N P PLOUGHSHARES EMERGING 
WRITER’S CONTEST Open to writers 
who have not published a book or chapbook 
of fiction, nonfiction or poetry. Submit 
three-five pages of poems or up to 6,000 
words of prose. Deadline: May 15. Entry 
fee: $24. Prizes: $1,000 in each category and 
publication. Contact: Ploughshares. 617-
824-3757. pshares@pshares.org pshares.org

P POETRY SOCIETY OF NEW HAMP-
SHIRE NATIONAL CONTEST Open to 
all poets. Winning poems will be published 
in the quarterly magazine, the Poets Touch-
stone. Limit 40 lines. Subject and form are 
open. Poems must not be previously pub-
lished, have won a prize nor be currently 
entered in another contest. Deadline: May 
15. Entry fee: $3 for the first; $2 each addi-
tional. Entries limited to 5 poems per poet 
per contest. Prizes: First place, $100. Second 
place, $50. Third and fourth places, $25 
each. Contact: National Contest Coordina-
tor, Robert Crawford, 280 Candia Road, 
Chester, NH 03036.  
poetrysocietyofnewhampshire. org/ 
contest.html

F RED HEN PRESS FICTION AWARD 
Awards an original story with a minimum of 
150 pages. Open to all writers and themes. 
Submissions accepted via regular mail and 
online submission manager. Deadline: 
October 31. Entry fee: $20. Prizes: $1,000 
and publication. Contact: Attn: Red Hen 
Press Fiction Award, Red Hen Press, P.O. 
Box 40820, Pasadena, CA 91114. 626-356-
4760. redhen.org/awards-2

Call 800-650-7888, ext.W5

Visit www.morrispublishing.com

• low up-front prices
• paperback & hardcover
• 20-day production
• 100 minimum order

Request a FREE Kit
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N RICHARD J. MARGOLIS AWARD 
Awards a nonfiction work that “combines 
warmth, humor, wisdom and concern with 
social justice.” Submit at least two articles, 
published or unpublished, max 30 pages. 
Deadline: July 1. Entry fee: None. Prizes: 
$5,000 stipend and month-long residency at 
the Blue Mountain Center, a writers’ and 
artists’ colony in the Adirondacks. Contact: 
Richard J. Margolis Award of Blue Mountain 
Center, c/o Margolis & Bloom, 535 Boylston 
St., 8th floor, Boston, MA 02116.  
award@margolis.com award.margolis.com

P RIVER STYX INTERNATIONAL 
POETRY CONTEST Up to three poems, no 
more than 14 pages total. Submit online or 
via regular mail. Deadline: May 31. Entry 
fee: $20 (includes a one-year subscription to 
River Styx). Prizes: $1,500. Contact: River 
Styx International Poetry Contest, 3139A 
South Grand Blvd., Suite 203. St. Louis, MO 
63118. bigriver@riverstyx.org  
riverstyx.org/contests

P ROBERT DANA-ANHINGA PRIZE 
FOR POETRY Open to all poets. Submit 
48-80 page collection of poems via regular 
mail or online. Deadline: May 20. Entry fee: 
$25 for hard copy entries, $28 for electronic 
submissions. Prizes: $2,000, publication by 
Anhinga Press and a reading tour of select 
Florida colleges and universities. Contact: 
Anhinga Prize for Poetry, P.O. Box 3665, Tal-
lahassee, FL 32315. info@anhinga.org  
anhingapress.org/robert-dana-anhinga-prize 

F P ROBERT WATSON LITERARY 
PRIZES Entries must be previously unpub-
lished and fiction longer than 25 typed, dou-
ble-spaced pages. Poetry entries can include 
any number of poems up to 10 pages. Submit 
online or by regular mail. Deadline: Sept. 15. 
Entry fee: $14. Prizes: $1,000 and publica-
tion in The Greensboro Review. Contact: The 
Robert Watson Literary Prizes, The Greens-
boro Review, MFA Writing Program, 3302 
MHRA Building, UNC Greensboro, Greens-
boro, NC 27402. Jim Clark, Editor.  
jlclark@uncg.edu tgronline.net/contest

F SATURDAY EVENING POST GREAT 
AMERICAN FICTION CONTEST Any 
genre of fiction between 1,500 and 5,000 
words. All stories must be previously 
unpublished. Electronic submissions only. 
Deadline: July 1. Entry Fee: $10. Prizes: 
Winning story will be published in the Janu-
ary/February 2017 The Saturday Evening 
Post, and the author will receive $500. Five 

runners up will each receive $100 and will 
also have their stories published online. 
Contact: Editorial, The Saturday Evening 
Post, 1100 Waterway Blvd., Indianapolis, IN 
46202. 317-634-1100.
editors@saturdayeveningpost.com
saturdayeveningpost.com/fiction-contest

F SERENA MCDONALD KENNEDY 
AWARD Submit a novella up to 50,000 
words or a 200-page manuscript of short 
stories. Any topic will be considered. Previ-
ously published work is also admissible. 
Deadline: Aug. 31. Entry fee: $25. Prizes: 
$1,000 and publication. Contact: Snake 
Nation Press, 110 West Force St., Valdosta, 
GA 31601. snake.nation.press@gmail.com 
snakenationpress.org

F SHELDON CURRIE FICTION PRIZE 
Submit a previously unpublished work of 
fiction up to 20 pages on any subject. Dead-
line: June 1. Entry fee: $25, Canada; $30, 
U.S.; $40, all others. Prizes: $600/$400/$200 
and publication. Contact: The Antigonish 
Review Contest, Box 5000, St. Francis Xavier 
University, Antigonish, Nova Scotia B2G 
2W5, Canada. 902-867-3962.  
tar@stfx.ca antigonishreview.com

P SLAPERING HOL PRESS SANGER-
STEWART CHAPBOOK COMPETI-
TION Seeks poetry collections by authors 
who have not previously published a poetry 
book or chapbook. Submit 16-20 pages by 
mail or online. Deadline: May 15. Entry fee: 
$15. Prizes: $1,000, publication, 10 copies of 
the chapbook and a reading at The Hudson 
Valley Writers’ Center. Contact: The Edi-
tors, SHP Chapbook Competition, The 
Hudson Valley Writers’ Center, 300 River-
side Drive, Sleepy Hollow, NY 10591. info@
writerscenter.org writerscenter.org

P STAN AND TOM WICK POETRY 
PRIZE For a poet who has not previously 
published a full-length collection of poems. 
50-70 pages of poetry, with no more than 
one poem per page. Judge: Angie Estes. Sub-
mit by regular mail or online. Deadline: 
May 1. Entry fee: $30. Prizes: $2,500 and 
publication by Kent State University Press. 
Contact: Stan and Tom Wick Poetry Prize, 
Wick Poetry Center, Kent State University, 
P.O. Box 5190, Kent, OH 44240.  
wickpoetry@kent.edu kent.edu/wick

F N P TERRAIN.ORG ANNUAL CON-
TEST FOR FICTION, NONFICTION 
AND POETRY Original fiction or nonfic-

tion of up to 6,000 words or submit 3-5 
poems or one long poem of at least five 
pages. Submit online only. Deadline: Sept. 
1. Entry fee: $15 per entry. Prizes: $500 plus 
online publication in each genre. Runners-
up may also receive online publication. 
Contact: Terrain.org. info@terrain.org  
terrain.org/submit/contest-guidelines

F N P TIFERET WRITING CONTEST 
Seeks writing that expresses a religious or 
spiritual experience or promotes tolerance. 
Submit fiction or nonfiction up to 20 pages 
or submit up to six poems. Online submis-
sions only. Deadline: June 1. Entry fee: $15. 
Prizes: $500 and publication in Tiferet Jour-
nal for best entry in each genre. Contact: 
Tiferet Journal. editors@tiferetjournal.com 
tiferetjournal.com

P TOM HOWARD/MARGARET REID 
POETRY CONTEST The Margaret Reid 
Prize awards poems with regular meter and/
or rhyme or is written in a recognized poetic 
form. The Tom Howard Prize is given to the 
best poem of any style. Submit online. Dead-
line: Sept. 30. Entry fee: $10 per poem. 
Prizes: $1,500 for each of the two categories. 
Ten honorable mentions will receive $100 
each. Top 12 entries published on the Win-
ning Writers website. Contact: Winning 
Writers. 413-320-1847. Adam Cohen, presi-
dent. adam@winningwriters.com  
winningwriters.com

P VIOLET REED HAAS PRIZE FOR 
POETRY Submit a manuscript of 75-100 
pages. Previously published work is eligible. 
Deadline: Aug. 31. Entry fee: $25. Prizes: 
$1,000 and publication. Contact: Snake 
Nation Press, 110 W. Force St., Valdosta, GA 
31601. snake.nation.press@gmail.com 
snakenationpress.org

F WEST VIRGINIA FICTION AWARD 
AND COMPETITION Open to West Vir-
ginia residents and students. Awards 
unpublished fiction of 500-2,500 words that 
fosters an appreciation of Appalachian cul-
ture and values. The submission may not 
have received any other award, recognition 
or special honor. Deadline: May 1. Entry 
fee: None Prizes: $500 first prize and possi-
ble publication, $100 each for second and 
third place. Contact: West Virginia Fiction 
Competition, Department of English, Shep-
herd University, P.O. Box 5000, Shepherd-
stown, WV 25443. 304-876-5220.  
sshurbut@shepherd.edu 
shepherd.edu/ahwirweb/new_writers.html
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eBook Adaptations
Let us convert your book to eBook, for iPad,  
Nook, Kindle and all other eBook readers,  
all within a couple of days. Professionally  

converted, low prices, easy ordering.

www.eBookAdaptations.com

Writer’s Relief, Inc.

FREE Insider’s SECRETS via e-mail. Subscribe 
to Submit Write Now! Publishing Leads & 
Tips 866-405-3003 – In Our 2  Year!

www.WritersRelief.com

48 Hr Books
We print, bind and ship high quality books 

in 2 days! Hard cover books in 5 days. 
Get 25 free with orders of 100 or more. We even 

answer our phones!  Call us ... 800-231-0521

www.48HrBooks.com

For more information about advertising, please call (617) 706-9080.Website Directory

READERS should use caution when entering into 
any legal contract with a literary service offering 
agenting-type assistance; publishers who charge, 
rather than pay, an author for publication; publishers 
who require a purchase before publication and 
contests that charge high entrance fees. The 
Writer also recommends requesting a list of 
references and submission guidelines before 
submitting a manuscript. If you have any concerns 
regarding the advertiser’s commitment or claims, 
please contact the advertiser and make certain 
all questions are answered to your satisfaction.
ADVERTISERS We do not accept ads from agents 
or businesses that charge a reading or marketing 
fee; Subsidy Publishers: Copy of contract. In 
order to effectively handle questions from our 
readers regarding the products and services of our 
advertisers, the staff of The Writer asks that you 
provide us with some supplemental information, 
especially for first time advertisers. Examples 
include—Contests: Fee requirements, prizes and if 
purchase is necessary to qualify; Correspondence 
Schools: Copy of student’s contract, copy of 
critiqued assignment, documentation if course 
is accredited; Editing Services: Resumes showing 
qualifications of service providers, a sample critique, 
general cost of services; Literary Services: General 
cost of services, resume of service providers, 
verification that at least 50% of business income 
is from commission on sales. For our private 
records, please provide us with a street address 
and contact telephone number. The Writer reserves 
the right to reject or cancel any advertising 
which at its discretion is deemed objectionable, 
misleading or not in the best interest of the reader. 
Send Your Ad To: The Writer, Sales Account Manager 
25 Braintree Hill Office Park, Suite 404 Braintree, 
MA 02184 or call (617) 279-0213  E-mail: cwarren@
madavor.com Major credit cards accepted.

Unlock the potential of your manuscript!

web: withpenandpaper.com, phone: 310.828.8421,  
email: helga@withpenandpaper.com

Helga Schier, PhD, published 
author and editor with years of 
experience at major publishing 
houses offers comprehensive, 
personalized, constructive and 
effective editorial services.

DON’T HAVE TIME to submit your creative  
writing? Submission leads and cover/query letter 
tips. Receive our FREE e-newsletter today! In 
Our 2  Year! Writer’s Relief, Inc.,  
866-405-3003, www.WritersRelief.com

PRINTING/TYPESETTING

EBOOK ADAPTATIONS: We’ll adapt your book to 
an eBook, and we do it fast. You’ll own the files, 
and be able to sell them anywhere. We create 
MOBI (for Kindle) and ePUB (for all other readers) 
Easy ordering, low prices. See the Cost Calculator 
right on our website: eBookAdaptations.com

Classifieds

CRITIQUING
A CUTTING-EDGE EDIT. Respect for your  
voice. Free sample edit. estsellers. 
$ /double-spaced page. BA, UCLA; 2yrs  
Master’s work. 30 years experience. Quick 
response. kathleen_editor@yahoo.com,  
www.bookeditor-bookcovers.net

PROFESSIONAL EDITOR, Award-winning Author 
(Bantam, Berkley/Ace, others) offers extensive 
critiques, respectful in-depth editing. Fiction, non-
fiction, juvenile/YA. Carol Gaskin 941-377-7640. 
Email: Carol@EditorialAlchemy.com or website: 
www.EditorialAlchemy.com

SELF-PUBLISHING 
READY TO SELF-PUBLISH? With over 20 years 
of experience, we understand creative writers and 
their publishing goals. Our experts will help you 
navigate the process of getting your book pub-
lished. Affordable. Learn more:  

WRITING FOR PUBLICATION? Before contacting 
agents, publishers, 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 (Pacific Time) www.editorontap.com

GET YOUR NOVEL OR  
STORY IDEA PRODUCED AS 

 

A MOTION PICTURE 
 

HollywoodWritersStudio.com 
 or write: 1437 Rising Glen Road, LA, CA 90069

Reach the more than
54 million Hispanics in the U.S. 

with your books in Spanish
 

Call or email us for a FREE estimate.
919.942.9493 • ranchopark@gmail.com 

www.ranchopark.com 

Rancho Park Publishing 
Translations for Publications...since 1988

¡Publish in Spanish!

SERVICES
BOOK SIGNING COMING UP? We’ve got you 
covered. We’ll print, bind and ship your books in 2 
days. High quality perfect bound books, full-color 
covers, easy ordering, helpful staff. Order 100 or 
more and get 25 free. Casebound and Coil-bound 
also available. Visit www.48HrBooks.com or call 
800-231-0521 for details. Our authors just love us!

ACAPELLA BOOK COVER DESIGN 15 years 
experience in designing eye-catching book covers 
for print and ebooks in all genres. Cover designs 
featured in Time, Wired, SiriusXM and national 
publications. www.acapellawebdesign.com 
acapellabookcoverdesign@gmail.com
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HOW I WRITE
BY ALICIA ANSTEAD

Wil Haygood has a 
voice you never for-
get. And yes, we 
could be talking 

about his deeply rich speaking 
voice. But as a journalist, he has a 
distinct voice as well. Clear. Smart. 
Probing. Unstoppable. When he 
started writing books – seven now 
– he bumped up the stakes narra-
tively. His work now, he says, is 
done with his own “painterly 
brush..” His newest biography Show-
down: Thurgood Marshall and the 
Supreme Court Nomination that 
Changed America was published last 
year. An earlier book The Butler: A 
Witness to History, about a long-
term butler at the White House, was 
the inspiration for a 2013 film. Hay-
good has also crafted biographies of 
Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., Sammy Davis, 
Jr. and Sugar Ray Robinson. He has writ-
ten for the Boston Globe and Washington 
Post, and holds the position of distin-
guished scholar at the department of 
media, journalism and film at Miami 
University in Oxford, Ohio. The follow-
ing is an edited version of our conversa-
tion last fall at the Miami Book Fair. 

Process for biography

The lives I’ve tackled have been epic. In a 
big way, the journalism has lessened my 
fear because when I look at a book proj-
ect like Thurgood Marshall, I have to 
look at it chapter by chapter by chapter. 
And each chapter to me is like seven 
long magazine articles. In that way, I 
don’t get overwhelmed by the scope of 
the project. 

Narrative moments

If you study enough about the person’s 
life and the people around that person, 
things start to click.

Beyond journalism 

When I first started out making 
the transition from journalism to 
books, my editor would see my 
writing and say it was too much 
like journalism. He said this – 
and I’ll never forget it – he said: “You 
have to get inside the skull of Adam 
Clayton Powell’s head. You have to 
become the authority.” That’s a leap from 
journalism. In books, you’re in the same 
barn, but it’s a different animal. 

Crafting nonfiction books

Book editors expect you to dance a little 
bit. They expect you to climb the darkest 
side of the mountain at midnight. They 
want you to tell the book reading public 
what they are not going to find in news-
paper or magazine articles. They want 
you to take it to a higher plateau. 

Discovery

Before John McClellan died, he said the 
archives could not be opened until 50 

years after his death. I started 
research on this book 50 years and 
three weeks after his death. I flew to 
Arkansas for one of the most poi-
gnant moments during five years I 
was researching this book. I was 
plowing into the John McClellan 
archives, and I come across a letter 
that was written on the second day 
of Thurgood Marshall confirmation 
hearings. It was written by Barbara 
Ross from Texarkana, Arkansas. 
She never got an answer from the 
McClellan staff but she wrote: 
“Dear Senator McClellan, I listened 
to the second day of the hearings. I 

can tell you’ve 
already made up 
your mind, and 
chances are the nomi-
nation will be turned 
down..” Her last para-
graph brought tears to 
my eyes: “Mark my 
words Senator. Some 
day there will be a 
Negro president of the 
United States.” She pre-

dicted Obama. I sat in a little archival 
room in Arkansas looking at this letter 
and I could hardly move. I had to 
make this decision. Do I use that letter 
at the end? Or do I show my hand 
early? And that comes from the simple 
knowledge that the writer of a nonfic-
tion book is now out of the pool of 
journalism, and the water is so deep 
you have to be confident you can make 
it from one shore to the buoy and rest 
and keep going to the next buoy and 
not be afraid to be washed down 
stream. I said to myself: It’s my book. I 
found the letter. I will put it where I 
think it goes. 

Alicia Anstead is editor-in-chief of The Writer.

Wil Haygood
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CREATIVE WRITING
 School of Professional Studies

MASTER OF ARTS/MASTER OF FINE ARTS IN

Creative Writing
• Work closely with faculty through workshops and individual 

mentoring.

• Take advantage of the best features of residential and low-

residency programs.

• Choose from specializations in fiction, creative nonfiction  

and poetry.

• Refine your writing skills in convenient evening courses in  

Chicago and Evanston.

The fall quarter application deadline is July 15.
sps.northwestern.edu/cw  •  312-503-2579
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Reginald Gibbons

Goldie Goodbloom
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You’ve only got a few seconds to grab a buyer’s 
attention. Make those seconds count with Gold or 
Silver Foil Stamping!

Look at today’s bestsellers. Virtually every one has 
a foil stamped cover. The big publishers know that 
foil stamping is well worth the added cost, because it 
attracts attention from potential buyers.

Until now, foil stamping just wasn’t an option for 
self publishers. But that’s all changed now, because 
48 Hour Books offers foil stamped book covers at 
a very reasonable cost, and a great turn-around time. 
You’ll still get a beautiful full-color cover, but now you 
can add Foil Stamping as well. So make your next book 
stand out from the crowd ... because people really do 
judge a book by its cover.

Stand Out from the Crowd with

Foil Stamped Book Covers

We’ll take $50 off 

Use discount code: 

Writer2016

valid thru 6/30/16

Foil Stamping only adds three days to our production time.

800-231-0521
info@48HrBooks.com
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48 Hour Books:
Fastest Book Printers in the World
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N o t e s  f r o m  t h e  b l o g o s p h e r e
NAME  

Jenny Lawson,  
The Bloggess

Destiny R  @Destinyvamp333 

starts day 2 and chapter 3 #amwritng #selfpub

Kate M. Colby  @KateMColby 

Even when I don’t procrastinate, there aren’t enough 

hours in the day. #writerlife #indieauthor #selfpub

Katie  @TigersJungle  

Working on the formatting for the ebook version of my 

novel. A little trickier than I thought. #amwriting  

#selfpublishing

f’reez  @freezeegluu 

Choose font. Adjust spacing. Fully justify. Etc. Fooling 

myself that it’s ritual. More like procrastinating  

#amwriting #writersproblems

TS Hottle  @tshottle  

I love it when a story goes from space opera to James 

Bond and back. #mywana #amwriting #sciencefiction

Ishki  @jamlamlaser  

I have FINISHED MY SHORT STORY ROUGH DRAFT 

WOOHOO! #amwriting 

..somebody get me some cookie dough ice cream?

Cait  @PaperFury  

Me: Here let me write a 80,000 word book.

Me: And now I have to sum it up in 1 paragraph.

Me: What an easy career I want.

#writerslife

K.B. Jensen  @KB_Jensen  

Feeling really jazzed today. Good things are in store.  

A million things to do but #ampublishing soon!

Caitlyn Armistead  @CaityArmistead  

Just hit page 100 of final edits! #almostthere #gettingreal 

#ampublishing

PUB-FEST
We may all write for ourselves, but it’s a 

bonus to get published. Right? Or is the 

point of writing to be published? Whatever 

their motivations, writers take to Twitter to 

discuss the process. Here are some MTs of 

their journey.

You are very open about being 

an introvert and feeling anxiety. 

What are some strategies for 

coping through various public-

ity events?

Hiding behind podiums. Except the 

ones that Barnes & Noble uses are 

clear so it just looks like I’m trapped 

in a plastic cage. I’m very honest 

about my anxiety issues and that 

makes it easier because I know if I 

panic people will understand and 

throw Xanax at me like confetti. It’s 

still not easy, but it’s so much eas-

ier. I use the mantra that Neil 

Gaiman gave me: PRETEND YOU’RE 

GOOD AT IT. It’s written on my arm 

every time I go out on stage.

•
The tribe of followers you’ve 

accrued is remarkable. How 

important is it to have a commu-

nity and what are some tips for 

building one?

For me, my community is one of the 

most amazing things in my life. 

They listen. They help. When I’m 

hiding in a bathroom at 2am and 

can’t leave, I can talk to them and 

they invite me into their imaginary 

pillow forts. They give me so much 

more than I can give back. They’ve 

saved lives by sharing their own 

stories and encouraging others. I’m 

so lucky.

When it comes to building com-

munity, I think a lot of it is just 

organic, but a good hint would be to 

join other communities that have a 

similar tone as yours and leave great 

comments that make people laugh 

or cry and make them want to check 

you out. There is so much room in 

the world for voices and so many 

opportunities to make us feel a little 

less alone, so creating a safe place 

where people can be themselves 

can be such a wondrous thing. 
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