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is an editor of fi ction and 
non-fi ction at Random House 
in New York. She graduated 
from Yale in 2010 where she 
majored in English, and was an 
editor of the Yale Daily News. 
She grew up in Whistler, 
British Columbia, and now 
lives in New York City. Her 
debut novel, The Futures, set 
against the 2008 fi nancial 
markets crash, is published 
this month by Michael Joseph. 
http://annapitoniak.com/

Dear Reader
How do you follow up one of the biggest books ever? That’s a question 

we were keen to ask of The Girl on the Train author Paula Hawkins, and 

one that she’s been answering for herself since before she knew how 

successful that book would be. And Paula’s answer struck a chord with 

us here. She’s not attempted to write a follow-up, or more of the same. 

In fact she’s been doing exactly what she always has: following her heart 

and head. That global mega-seller was born out of Paula’s frustration with 

trying to fi t into a restrictive template and write something she didn’t feel 

an affi nity with: chick lit. So she wrote the book that had been playing 

on her mind, even though it didn’t obviously fi t into an existing genre, to 

great commercial and critical success. And however Into the Water fares 

commercially (although it’s fair to say it’s going to be one of the biggest 

selling books of the year regardless), it’s already a personal success. 

Paula’s exploring the themes and stories that mean something to her. And 

that – not the acclaim, not the Hollywood adaptation, not the sales fi gures 

– is why she’s a great example for all of us. 

Jonathan Telfer
 Editor

is a regular contributor to 
Writing Magazine, and a tutor 
for WM Creative Writing 
Courses. She has sold almost 
500 stories to women’s 
magazines. She also writes 
articles, ghostwrites and 
has had three how-to books 
published. Lynne says she will 
tackle any writing project apart 
from poetry or pornography. 
She blogs about writing life 
at http://lynnehackles.
blogspot.co.uk

LYNNE HACKLES

always wanted to write 
features. With children to get 
to school, that was a no-go, 
until Writing Magazine gave 
her a chance to write about 
her obsession with the writing 
process. She’s now also 
worked for Britain, History 
Extra, History Scotland, Coin 
News, Dorset Magazine, 
Dorset Life and Premier 
Youth and Childrenswork. She 
blogs at http://sophiebeal.
wordpress.com

SOPHIE BEALANNA PITONIAK

TAP HERE 
TO WATCH 

A WELCOME FROM 
THE EDITOR
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MISCELLANY

THE WORLD OF
WRITING
This month’s wide world of writing includes grave matters, short 

stories and the best advice of all: just write it 

Grave matters reviewed
Funerals To Die For by Kathy 
Benjamin would not be everyone’s 
idea of a lively read. That is, 
unless a person was attracted by 
this blurb: ‘Putting the FUN back 
into funerals, and dark and rich 
like a really decent, expensive 
chocolate, this book looks at the 
history of the funeral.’

This cosy little work is among a 
list compiled by the For Reading 
Addicts website writer Rowan Jones.

So is Rest In Pieces: The Curious Fates of Famous Corpses 
by Beth Lovejoy: ‘This book follows some of the more 
famous figures in history and the deaths they endured, and 
what happened to them after… Their famous genitals, toes, 
teeth, and hearts have wandered the globe mostly without 
their permission.’

And also Smoke Gets in Your Eyes: And Other Lessons 
From the Crematorium, by Caitlin Doughty, 23: ‘Fans of 
gallows humour will enjoy this vivid account of this usually 
depressing subject, dealt with humour and ease.’

Anyone felt a laugh coming on yet?

Figures of speech

The Stylist magazine told us: ‘Short 
stories are rising in popularity, with 
sales in the UK rising by 21 percent in 
2015 from the previous year,’ adding:

‘It is a rare author who hasn’t 
produced one or two 
short stories within 
their body of work. 
Agatha Christie wrote 
153 in total.’

Then, a comment 
which might explain 
why there are more 
adherents to the form: 
‘While novels can take 
time to build up to the 
drama, a good short 
story delivers instantly; 
the twists rapid and 
striking. Generally, short stories can 
be read in a couple of hours or less 
and are usually between 2,000 and 
20,000 words.’

A few tips follow from Stella 

Duffy, author of the bestselling 
Everything Is Moving, Everything Is 
Joined collection.

‘Whether you use ten or 
2,000 words, a good short story 

should “take you 
somewhere else”. 
The form is perfect 
for anyone who’s 
ever had dreams 
of writing a novel: 
a short story will 
teach you to be 
succinct with 
your words and 
will allow you to 
experiment with 
different voices and 
styles. Plus, within 

a couple of weeks (or even hours), 
you’ll have something tangible to 
show for your efforts, giving you 
that much-needed motivation to 
tackle something bigger.’

Hurrah for the short story

More writerly advice came from JK Rowling who said she could 
have used remarks which recently came to her attention when she 
was working on the Harry Potter series in the 1990s. 

The Independent recorded that she had seen a comment on Twitter, 
which said: ‘HEY! YOU! You’re working on something and you’re 
thinking “Nobody’s gonna watch, read, listen”. Finish it anyway.’

JKR added: ‘There were so many times in the early nineties when 
I needed somebody to say this to me… Even if it isn’t the piece of 
work that finds an audience, it will teach you things you could have 
learned no other way.’

The Indy quoted her as adding: ‘And by the way, just because 
it didn’t find an audience, that doesn’t mean it’s bad work. The 
discipline involved in finishing a piece of creative work is something 
on which you can truly pride yourself.

‘You’ll have turned yourself from somebody who’s “thinking of”, 
who “might”, who’s “trying”, to someone who DID. And once 
you’ve done it you’ll know you can do it again.’

You’ve started, so finish

© Alex Hewitt/Writer Pictures
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Revealing insight into how prolific 
Canadian writer Margaret Atwood, 77, 
operates came in an article by Rebecca 
Mead in The New Yorker magazine.

Rebecca disclosed that unlike many 
writers, Margaret Atwood does not require a 
particular desk, arranged in a particular way, 
before she can work.‘“There’s a good and a 
bad side to that,” she told me. “If I did have 
those things, then I would be able to put 
myself in that fetishistic situation, and the 
writing would flow into me, because of the 
magical objects. But I don’t have those, so 
that doesn’t happen.”’

As Rebecca observed, the good side is 
that she can write anywhere, and does so, 
prolifically. ‘On one occasion, over tea, she 
showed me her left hand: it had writing 
on it. “When all else fails, you do have a 
surface you can write on,” she said.’

Handy advice

Don’t hang about, get on with it urged novelist Melodie Ramone, quoted on the 
Goodreads website:

‘Write it. Just write it. Write it on receipts in the car while you wait for your kid to 
finish their piano lessons, scribble on napkins at lunch with friends. Type on crappy 
typewriters or borrow computers if you have to. Fill notebooks with ink. Write inside 
your head while you’re in traffic and when you’re sitting in the doctor’s office. Write the 
truth, write lies. Write the perfect spouse. Write your dreams. Write your nightmares. 
Write while you cry about what you’re writing, write while you laugh out loud at your 
own words. Write until your fingers hurt, then keep writing more. Don’t ever stop writing. 
Don’t ever give up on your story, no matter what “they” say. Don’t ever let anybody take 
away your voice. You have something to say, your soul has a story to tell. Write it. There is 
never any reason to be afraid. Just write it and then put it out there for the world. Shove it 
up a flag pole and see who salutes it. Somebody will say it’s crap. So what? Somebody else 
will love it. And that’s what writing’s about. Love. Love of the art, love of the story, and 
love for and from the people who really understand your work. Nobody else matters. Love 
yourself. Love your work. Be brave. Just write.’

Melodie Ramone from Chicago, Illinois, USA, practises what she preaches, according 
to an Amazon website entry: ‘Words, words. Pens. Ink. It’s always been this way with me. 
Sometimes my fingertips get sore and sometimes I go blind, but I’m never happier than 
when I’m writing or have my nose shoved in a book.’

Just write it… anywhere

The Daily Mail’s Tom Utley was once 
convinced that ebooks represented the future, 
‘and it wouldn’t be long before the paper and 
ink variety went the way of the typewriter and 
the penny-farthing’.

But in a DM article, he admitted that if 
figures from The Publishers Association were 
any guide, he couldn’t have been more wrong.

These show that sales of ebooks ‘slumped 
by 17% last year – while sales of physical 
books were up 8% to £3 billion, the highest 
total since 2012…Whatever people may be 
reading, here is clear evidence that printed 
books are making a comeback against 
e-readers.’

Tom related his own experiences: ‘After 
months of binge-reading on my Kindle, it 
began to dawn on me that something was 
seriously amiss… although I was reading a 
great deal more than before, I was absorbing 
a great deal less… then I started reading a 
paperback given to me by our eldest son for 
Christmas – the first non-electronic book 
I’d opened in an age – and the effect was 
a revelation. Suddenly my concentration 
improved, with words and ideas entering my 
brain and actually staying there.’ 

©
 Leonardo Cendam

o/W
riter Pictures

Long live (real) books
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TITLE

We want to hear your news and views on the writing world, your advice for fellow writers
 – and don’t forget to tell us what you would like to see featured in a future issue...

A curious thing occurred to me this recent month. I am 
an editor for a group of business-to-business magazines, 
but beyond that, I am a web-author who publishes free 
stories online with an option for people to support me with 
donations on a monthly basis. On top of my job, I make a 
tidy income from this ($2,000 a month, if interested).

I consider myself an author because of this. After all, is 
not a professional writer someone who makes their living – 
their profession – from writing?

I was therefore confounded and a little surprised to 
attend a local writing group, and find myself lambasted 
and mocked by several aspiring ‘writers’, who have not yet 
earned a penny for their work, but who somehow felt mine 
was a mockery because it was not bound within pages. It 
was online; it was tainted.

Naturally, I didn’t see the need to attend again after such a 
display, but the message stuck with me, that I was somehow 
not a ‘real author’ because even though I earn a living from 
my fiction, it is online and freely available. How strange, I 
thought, is not writing a story the best way of improving 
your ability? 

I’d enjoy knowing your thoughts, WM. Hobbyists 
though many may be, they ply their craft in a rather 
brutal market, exposing their work to thousands of critics 
online. Do these people not deserve the same respect, no 
matter their age or ability?

MICHAEL FISHER
Lincolnshire

EARNINGS ENVY?

www.writersandartists.co.uk

Write to: Letters to the editor, Writing Magazine, Warners 
Group Publications plc, 5th Floor, 31-32 Park Row, Leeds 
LS1 5JD; email: letters@writersnews.co.uk. (Include your 
name and address when emailing letters. Ensure all 

letters, a maximum of 250 words, are exclusive to Writing 
Magazine. Letters may be edited.) 

When referring to previous articles/letters, please state 
month of publication and page number. 

STAR LETTER

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

The star letter each month 
earns a copy of the Writers’ 
& Artists’  Yearbook 2017, 
courtesy of Bloomsbury, 

THERAPEUTIC 
POWER

Fiction writers, as we know, create heroes, characters we identify 
with and in some cases heroes who are universally loved, but in 
reality it is the writers themselves who are the heroes. 

A few weeks ago I lost my husband. I stood watching 
as the paramedics prepared to stretcher him into the 
ambulance but he died before they reached the vehicle. It 
was very sudden and very shocking. Since then my only 
resort has been reading. Reading has helped me through 
the darkest patch of my life. Any author with the skills and 
imagination to lift a deeply shocked and bereaved person 
out of their grief for hours at such a time is in my book a 
true hero. 

A book fell into my hands. Magic happens sometimes. 
The hero, a woman journalist trying to break into the 
male-dominated field as a war correspondent during WWI, 
showed amazing resilience, courage and independence. That 
remarkable woman inspired me and gave me hope, yet this 
hero could not have existed without its creator. 

I wonder if writers realise that they are potential life-
savers, and that there are readers out there with personal 
tragedies and seemingly insoluble problems whom they are 
literally rescuing. 

VAL MELHOP
Queenstown, New Zealand

Your feature on creativity (WM, June) 
made me wonder if any other writers 
have a similar experience to me. I’m on 
strong medication for mental health 
issues, and find that it numbs me 
creatively. I just don’t have ideas like I 
used to, and I haven’t written anything 
for over a year now. Is this something 
that can be resolved? Do we create 
ideas from outside of ourselves, or is 
creativity from within, and something 
that cannot be forced? I’m going to try 
some of your suggestions in the article, 

the first one being a trip to a museum, and hopefully 
I’ll be back writing again soon! 

ACAYCIA LEWIS
Nottingham

Your feature on creativity (
made me wonder if any other writers 
have a similar experience to me. I’m on 
strong medication for mental health 
issues, and find that it numbs me 
creatively. I just don’t have ideas like I 
used to, and I haven’t written anything 
for over a year now. Is this something 
that can be resolved? Do we create 
ideas from outside of ourselves, or is 
creativity from within, and something 
that cannot be forced? I’m going to try 
some of your suggestions in the article, 

the first one being a trip to a museum, and hopefully 

Creativity is at the core 

of everything we do 

as writers. Without it, 

our protagonists would 

lead mundane lives, 

articles would be boring lists of facts 

and poetry wouldn’t exist. Creativity 

is the fuel that breathes life into our 

writing and adds colour to the worlds 

and characters we create. 

If creativity is a key to writing 

success, are there ways to enhance 

and cultivate this part of us? Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi, psychology 

professor, leading expert in this 

field and author of Creativity: Flow 

and the Psychology of Discovery and 

Invention, believes there are. After 

years of studying creative individuals 

in different fields from science to 

the arts, he found ways we can 

develop our creativity and as a result, 

become stronger writers. It is much 

easier to be personally creative when 

you maximise optimal experiences in 

everyday life, he wrote. 

One of his suggestions is to 

embrace your inner child, because 

children view the world with a 

natural wonder and curiosity. By 

20 JUNE 2017
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developing this approach, you 

will find yourself noticing and 

appreciating things you may have 

missed otherwise. Another idea is to 

make time for rest and relaxation. 

It is important to have downtime 

to recharge, as well as letting new 

ideas or scenes from current projects 

incubate and roll around in our 

minds. Finally, Mihaly says our brains 

like to be challenged and engaged. 

Do something surprising every day; 

maybe change your routine, try a new 

food or strike up a conversation with 

someone you hardly know. 

By using your five senses you 

utilize Mihaly’s advice and awaken 

your creative side. When it is 

time to sit down and write, your 

invigorated senses will help fuel your 

imagination. The activities shared 

in this article will help you find that 

hidden child, open your mind to 

original ideas and provide you with 

new experiences to surprise yourself.  

‘Be open to what the world is telling 

you,’ Mihaly says. ‘Life is nothing 

more than a stream of experiences – 

the more widely and deeply you swim 

in it, the richer your life will be.’

SENSORY

SIGHT
• Leave your writing space and find an interesting location 

to spend some time. Pick a place you don’t visit often; 

something that will spark your curiosity. Bring a journal or 

something to write on with a pen. Sit down and observe 

your surroundings for a few minutes. Soak in as much 

as you can. Now, write down your observations. Be as 

detailed as possible. Allow yourself the freedom to write 

without the constraints of spelling, grammar or fluidity. 

Just write.    

• To stir your imagination, look at photos and artwork 

online or go to a museum. Concentrate on the images and 

pay attention to the colours, the mood and the details. If it 

is a scene, imagine what it would be like to be there. What 

sounds would you hear? What would it feel like? What 

would be going on around you? If you are looking at 

images of people, thing about who they are. What is their 

personality? How tall are they? Are they loud or quiet? 

For abstract art, think about the emotions the colours and 

designs are trying to evoke. A good place to find images is 

Pinterest and the online gallery, DeviantArt.

 
• Colours can impact our writing space and our mood. 

Colleen Story on her blog, Writing and Wellness (www.

writingandwellness.com) suggests if you have an area you 

can play with, consider updating the colour on your walls. 

Even if you can’t paint, pictures or swathes of fabric can 

help bring some variety into your space. Story explains that 

darker colours are more stimulating and white and pastel 

colours are more soothing. No one colour is perfect for 

everyone, so try a variety of colours and combinations. You 

may find you like different colours for different projects.

inspiration
Stimulate your senses and refresh your creative muscles with inspiring ideas from Kerrie Flanagan

p20 Senses.indd   20
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

PROSCRIPTIVE 
RESTRICTIONS

While I can see the usefulness of using 
a restricted vocabulary to communicate 
ideas (The Ten Hundred Word Test, 
WM, June), I would like to point out 
that using this technique for general 
fiction would detract from the beauty 
of literature that can be produced with 
the English language.

This use of a restricted vocabulary 
is not new. I remember, in my youth, 
listening to Voice of America on 
short wave. While this was used as a 
propaganda mouthpiece for the USA, 
it did introduce me to the use of 

‘Special English,’ the word list for which is 
available online and consists of some 1,500 words.

The advantage of the Voice of America list is that it appears to be 
more up to date than the 1,000 word list mentioned in the article. 
An example of this is ‘website’ which does not appear in the 1,000 
word list. However neither list mentions ‘tweet’, which is surely a 
word in frequent use by all ages and would require any restricted 
list to be updated on a regular basis as language develops.

As a final point, since the next generation will surely be using 
electronic books which offer a pop-up dictionary to give instant 
definitions, the need for such restricted sets of vocabulary will 
surely decline.

PETER CAUNT
Harrogate, North Yorkshire

You’re quite right, Peter, that applying the 1,000-word rule to fiction, 
especially, would remove much of its beauty, but that isn’t really the 
point of the exercise. Attempting to use a restricted vocabulary forces the 
writer to address choice of words and meaning, a learning experience 
which then improves all of our writing, using every word at our 
dictionary-burrowing fingertips – Ed

Years ago I met a guy who, like me, had written many poems. His were 
well crafted and historically interesting (not like my lighter efforts).

However, so high was his opinion of his work that, when he entered 
a competition (the only one he ever tried), he fully expected to win 
and was, in his own words, disgusted when he didn’t.

He did not care for the free verse which won, refusing to enter 
competitions ever again, or get involved with any publications. A great 
pity since he was clearly talented. 

His attitude was that he wasn’t going to write ‘that sort of 
rubbish’. He failed to grasp that one can learn from results and try to 
understand what the judges are looking for. 

I was intrigued by the Bayeux Tapestry Poetry Competition winners 
(WM, June). It had me thinking... could I write something similar 
instead of my usual style? I’ll have a go if it means coming closer to the 
winning line.

I don’t want to end up as my fellow writer – now deceased – whose 
work, sadly, remained in a drawer.

LINDA YVONNE KETTLE
Portsmouth, Hampshire

PUBLISH AND 
BE DAMNED

THANK YOU 
MRS HINTON

How do I start? At some point this question applies to all writers. 
Helen O’Mahony’s letter (WM, May), explained that one of 
Hemingway’s solutions was to ‘write one true sentence’. However 
for a total novice it becomes a more fundamental problem. I 
want to write stories and I don’t expect to get published until I 
am competent. In order to become competent I think I should 
write something every day. Therefore the question morphs 
slightly to: What do I write today? 

I would like to share an effective solution that my wife 
suggested to get me started… and I suspect to stop me simply 
talking about it! She provides a character occupation. The 
challenge then is for me to write a 500 word story. The following 
day I rewrite and she then suffers the ordeal of having to read 
it to provide constructive feedback. We then repeat the whole 
process, keeping it fresh and interesting. 

Six weeks on and this simple solution seems to be working 
well, novice errors are reducing, dialogue is easier to follow and 
the last four shorts actually feel like complete stories instead of 
extracts… or worse.

This of course works because I am lucky enough to have a 
willing and supportive partner. So a big thank you Mrs Hinton 
and to all other suffering spouses out there.

GUY HINTON
Dudley, West Midlands

While I can see the usefulness of using 
a restricted vocabulary to communicate 
ideas (
WM
that using this technique for general 
fiction would detract from the beauty 
of literature that can be produced with 
the English language.

is not new. I remember, in my youth, 
listening to 

the days when mice had balls – if you’ll 

pardon the expression – that ball would 

turn two internal wheels when the 

mouse was moved: one wheel measured 

horizontal movement and the other 

vertical movement. There are therefore 

two pieces of input to this computation, 

or – to give them their posh names – two 

input parameters: distance moved along 

the horizontal axis and distance moved 

along the vertical axis.

Here is the same, but simpler and 

using only the most-used 1,000 words:

First, the information is entered. 

When you move the pointer controller, 

the distance it has moved is fed into the 

computer. In this case, there’s actually 

more than one piece of information 

entered. The pointer controller’s position 

is sent as two positions on the screen: 

the left-right position and the up-down 

position. In the past, pointer controllers 

had a ball that turned two wheels, 

but these days they mostly use a red 

light to see changes in the position. 

The changes in the two positions say 

two things about the pointer controller: 

the distance moved left-right and the 

distance moved up-down.

Some more from the book:

Next comes the process. In this case, 

the mouse alerts the computer to a 

change in its position and passes the 

parameters along.
‘Hey!’ says the mouse. ‘This guy just 

moved me five millimetres to the right 

and two millimetres up.’’

‘OK,’ the computer acknowledges, 

‘I’ll get right on it.’
The computer then has to take those 

physical movements and turn them into 

12 JUNE 2017
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D
oes richer language make 

for better writing, or are 

things best kept simple?

People have fought 

over this for years and both sides 

make good points. Consider 

that choosing from a small set of 

simple words can stop you using 

a better word that means almost 

the same thing. On the other 

hand, using the kind of language 

that few people know might turn 

the reader off.
I should say up front that, 

when it comes to writing more 

serious stuff, I like to keep 

things simple. I follow writers 

like George Orwell, who told 

writers to cut words they don’t 

need, get rid of words with 

special meanings, and go for 

short words over longer ones. After 

all, the less a reader has to wonder 

about the meanings of words, the 

more they can fix their attention on 

the business at hand. But can you go 

too far when using fewer words?

The idea
Randall Munroe, the writer of xkcd.

com, took this idea and ran with it 

when he wrote a spin-off book called 

Thing Explainer. As the simple name 

suggests, it explains a number of 

things like ‘the big flat rocks we live 

on’ or ‘the boats that go under the 

sea and carry machines for burning 

cities’. However, all the words in the 

book come from a set of 1,000 of the 

most used words in our language. No 

other words are allowed.

This makes the book both 

interesting and very funny. 

Sometimes the words Munroe 

chooses are clearer than the old 

words: for example, when reading 

about the Saturn V Rocket, its 

‘instrument unit’ becomes ‘ring 

holding most of the computers’. 

Other times it doesn’t so much 

help, rather it makes you laugh, as 

when the ‘launch escape system’ 

is called the ‘thing to help people 

get away really fast if there’s a 

problem and everything is on 

fire so they decide not to go into 

space.’ Even the word ‘thousand’ 

is not in the set of 1,000 most-

used words, meaning Munroe 

has to write ‘ten-hundred words’ 

quite a lot.

Doing it yourself

I found myself wondering what 

it would really be like to write 

something using Munroe’s word set, 

so I decided to try it out. 

A couple of years ago, I wrote a book 

about computers called 

Brown Dogs and Barbers. Here’s a 

bit from ‘Chapter 1’:

First, the input. When you move 

the mouse, the distance it has moved 

is fed into the computer. In this case, 

there’s actually more than one piece 

of information involved in the input. 

Because the computer records the 

mouse pointer’s position as a pair of 

coordinates on the screen, the distance 

is broken down into its horizontal and 

vertical components. Modern mice 

sense movement optically, but back in 

Technically precise language doesn’t always make your writing easier to read. Science writer 

Karl Beecher explores how using a smaller pool of words forces you to consider each one more carefully
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is fed into the computer. In this case, 

there’s actually more than one piece 

of information involved in the input. 

Because the computer records the 

mouse pointer’s position as a pair of 

coordinates on the screen, the distance 

is broken down into its horizontal and 

vertical components. Modern mice 

sense movement optically, but back in 

See the list of the 

1,000 most used 

words in English at 

http://writ.rs/

tenhundredwords 

and check your writing at 

https://xkcd.com/

simplewriter/
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I fully appreciated Michael Allen’s Fiction and Lies (WM, May). It 
got me thinking. Most of us write ‘what we know’. Being cautious 
about upsetting people surely puts constraints on our creativity. 
Doesn’t it?

Didn’t Margaret Forster go ahead and upset her family by much 
of her writing? I remember a hoo-ha after one of her memoirs.

When it comes to using real locations, Sebastian Faulks, Penelope 
Lively, and Ian Rankin, who put Edinburgh on the map and 
increased tourism, did it with aplomb.

As did Lucy Maude Montgomery all those years before, with 
Anne of Green Gables; Prince Edward Island relies on Anne for its 
main industry now: tourism. 

If any of these authors said derogatory things about the places 
they set their characters, I haven’t heard any complaints.

Real places in fiction work.
Bearing all of this in mind, I assume publishers will caution their 

authors, and pulp works that don’t comply.
But what about indie authors? Would every link in their self-

publishing chain be liable?
On a connected topic – legalities – I recently had to edit out 

fragments of music lyrics before Bath Flash could publish my story 
in their new anthology. Researching that issue was an eye-opener, 
and I wonder it’s another area where indie authors could find 
themselves in trouble.

SB BORGERSEN
Nova Scotia, Canada

DISTASTE FOR COMPETITION
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Taking an analytical approach to prose 
composition, with Michael Allen

Earlier this year Simon and 
Schuster published a book 
entitled Nabokov’s Favourite 
Word Is Mauve, by Ben 

Blatt. The subtitle of the book is The 
literary quirks and oddities of our most-
loved authors.

Blatt is distinctly shy about 
biographical info, but he appears to 
be a Harvard graduate, now working 
mainly as a writer for some well 
known US journals. Somewhere along 
the line he seems to have acquired 
a sound working knowledge of 
how to use computers to carry out 
statistical analyses of large amounts 
of data; and in his latest book he 
turns his attention to comparing and 
contrasting the ways in which famous 
writers construct their novels. 

Blatt’s methodology has been to 
upload digital copies of several hundred 
famous novels. These are drawn from 
two main categories: first, so-called 
literary ‘classics’ and post-1945 literary 
prize-winners, such as the Pulitzer and 
Man Booker awards; and second, books 
which have appeared high on recent 
lists of bestsellers, as proclaimed in the 
New York Times and similar sources. 
He has then programmed his computer 
to provide the answers to some 
intriguing questions. 

Let’s begin by disposing of his 
Nabokov-connected title. Blatt 
apparently wanted to know which 
words were used most frequently 
by successful fiction writers: and he 
obtained answers for some fifty authors. 
In the case of Vladimir Nabokov, who 
had eight novels analysed, the three 
‘favourite’ words were mauve, banal and 
pun. In the case of Agatha Christie, 66 
novels analysed, the words were inquest, 
alibi and frightful.

Why anyone should care about 
these facts, and what practical use the 
knowledge might be, I am not sure. 
But fortunately the rest of the book is 
much more down to earth. Here are a 
few examples of Blatt’s research.

Consider the question of adverbs, 
particularly those adverbs which end 
in -ly. Blatt points out that numerous 
‘authorities’ on English prose have 
advised writers to avoid adverbs 
altogether – notably Strunk and White. 
But also Stephen King: ‘The adverb 
is not your friend’, says King; and 
Chuck Palahniuk advises against 
using ‘silly adverbs like sleepily, 
irritably, sadly.’ 

Is there any value in 
this advice? Well, after 
number-crunching his 
way through 167 novels, 
Blatt concludes that 
authors’ books with 
the lowest number of 
adverbs in them have 
usually been their most 
popular. It seems, then, that 
limiting your use of adverbs 
might, perhaps, be a way to make 
your prose more readable and 
thereby improve its sales.

Next, chapter 7, on clichés. From 
schooldays onwards, we are mostly 
advised to avoid clichés like the 
plague. Ho ho ho. When Martin 
Amis published a book of his 
collected literary criticism he even 
entitled it The War Against Cliché. 
And in 2013 Christine Ammer 
published The Dictionary of Clichés, 
which was a list of 4,000 much-
used phrases such as ‘fish out of 
water’, ‘dressed to kill’, and ‘burn 
the midnight oil’. Blatt the number-
cruncher regards Ammer’s book as 
the definitive list of expressions that 
all writers would do well to rephrase. 

I have never felt any reason to 
endorse this advice myself. Clichés, it 
seems to me, often constitute a quick, 
effective, and convenient way to make 
a point. Nevertheless, to give us an idea 
of how widespread the use of clichés 
is, Blatt has produced the numbers for 
us. James Patterson, for instance, in 22 
Alex Cross novels, has used ‘believe it 
or not’ in more than half of them. Enid 

Blyton uses ‘in a trice’ in 21 books. 
Stephenie Meyer, four Twilight books, 
‘sigh of relief ’. And much more besides. 
For me, these figures rather confirm my 
view that with careful self-editing there 
is no need to get too worked up about 
the ‘adverb problem’.

There’s lot more statistical 
info in Blatt’s Nabokov book, 

much of it of more practical 
value than the bits quoted 
above. For example, if you 
were ever taught about 
anaphora at school, you 
will almost certainly have 
forgotten what it, or 

they, are; I certainly had. 
But it’s a useful device, or 

figure of speech, which helps 
to arouse your readers’ interest, 

and hold their attention. An 
example: It was the best of times, it 
was the worst of times, it was the 
age of wisdom, it was the age of 
foolishness… (Charles Dickens.) 

There are also two interesting sections 
on cliffhangers at the end of chapters 
(exclamation marks and question 
marks have their uses), and on how to 
start your book. Danielle Steel, oddly 
enough, begins 42 of her 92 novels 
by mentioning weather in the first 
sentence! I thought only the English did 
that, but she’s an American.

For my part, I bought a hardback 
copy of Ben Blatt’s Nabokov/Mauve 
pretty much on impulse; and 
sometimes I come to regret such 
impulses. But by about the halfway 
point in this one, I was won over. 
This is a very peculiar book, to say 
the least, but it contains a great deal 
of valuable information about how 
authors and publishers actually ply 
their trade. I would recommend it 
chiefly to those who are actually 
trying to write novels. And should 
I ever again succumb to the urge to 
write a novel myself I shall definitely 
refer to it at the planning stage.   

Clichés, it seems to me, 
often constitute a quick, 
effective and convenient 

way to make a point.

“”

It’s all in the numbers

GRUMPY OLD BOOKMAN
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Back soon!

Crime scene
Over the weekend of 20-23 July, 

Theakston Old Peculier Crime Writing 
Festival turns the elegant spa town of 

Harrogate into crime central. 
Watch out for the appearance of WM 

cover star Lee Child.
Website: http://

harrogateinternationalfestivals.com/
crime-writing-festival/

Write and hike
Fancy a week of writing workshops and 
inspiring hikes in Andalucia? Writing 
Axarquía and Cómpeta Hikes have joined 
forces for a writing and hiking retreat from 
4-9 September at Finca Los Pinos.
Website: www.writingaxarquia.com

TLC Writers’ 
Day 2017

This year’s Writers’ Day programme from The 
Literary Consultancy on 24 June at the Free Word 

Centre in London includes sessions on mapping the 
novel, an editor’s perspective and finding markets. 

Website: http://writ.rs/tlcwritersday2017

An edgy day out
Writers appearing at this year’s Edge Lit science fiction, fantasy and horror writing event 
on 15 July at Quad in Derby (co-ordinated by our Fantastic Realms correspondent Alex 
Davis) include Joanne Harris, Andrew Michael Hurley and Jeff Noon.
Website: www.derbyquad.co.uk

Gay UK: 
Love, Law and 

Liberty
Running from 2 June to 19 September at 

the British Library, this new exhibition uses 
printed material, original manuscripts, oral 
history and campaign material to tell the 

stories of gay men and women.
Website: www.bl.uk/events/

gay-uk-love-law-liberty

An Evening with 
Arundhati Roy

On 9 June at RNCM, Manchester Literature 
Festival presents Booker-winning God of Small 
Things author Arundhati Roy talking about its 
follow up, The Ministry of Utmost Happiness – 
her first novel in 20 years.
Website: http://writ.rs/arundhatiroyevent

Write and hikeWrite and hike
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some resolutions as she is going to 
be travelling in her new motorhome 
from April through to October. ‘Our 
plan,’ she says, ‘is to travel through 
France, Italy, around the Adriatic, 
back through the Alps and across 
to Spain. I’ll be blogging about it 
for anyone who wants to follow our 
travels. While we’re away I intend 
writing each day. I have to – to meet 
the deadlines of my new contract – 
but I also can’t imagine not writing 
for that long. It’s too much part of 
my life now. My resolutions are to 
make the most of the six months 
travelling, to complete the book I 
am currently working on and to be 
about 2/3 through the next book by 
the end of the year.’
• Life happens. Things change. Stay 
calm and do the best you can with 
the time you have.

Specific goals
Pam Fudge set herself five goals back 
in January. ‘I wanted to get back to 
my own writing after ghostwriting 
for two people last year,’ she says. 
‘I decided to do the rounds of 
agents for one ghostwritten book 
and this search is ongoing. I wanted 
my backlist republished by a new 
publisher and now three are already 
out there and another is pending. 
I wanted a new book published 
and now have one ready to offer, 
and finally I wanted to write a new 
novel and am currently working on 
chapter seven.’

12 JULY 2017 www.writers-online.co.uk

Remember those New Year 
writing resolutions you 
made? How are they shaping 
up? Half way through the 

year is a good time to check up on 
their health.

Which ones have gone wrong? 
Have some fallen by the wayside or 
any reached fruition? Which do you 
hope to complete before the end of 
this year and are they on target to do 
so? I asked several writers what their 
experiences have been. 

Write more
Now this one’s easy, isn’t it? We 
probably all decide on the final 
night of each year that we’ll produce 
more work in the coming twelve 
months. But how many of us do?

Novelist Paul Magrs resolved to do 
four work sessions every day – 9am, 
11am, 2pm, 4pm – and work on at 
least two ongoing projects. And he’s 
managed this for the past six months. 

Susan Blackburn hasn’t. She says: 
‘The amount I write suits my lifestyle 

balance so that fell by the wayside.’
• You’ll need discipline and a plan 
if you want to write more during 
this second half of the year. Decide 
when you are going to write and 
how you can fit in those extra 
words. Or, like Sue, be content with 
what you have achieved. A balance 
between writing and living needs to 
be achieved.

Life changes
These can come in all guises. Moving 
house, changing jobs, deciding to 
work full-time as a writer…

The Woolworths Girls author Elaine 
Everest’s husband retired last year 
and she soon realised she’d lost her 
days of wafting through each day 
from writing job to writing job. 
‘As my husband assumed writers 
just write words, don’t research on 
Twitter and FB or graze from the 
fridge, I decided that this year I 
would plan my writing times to 
impress him. This would allow time 
to pop out to the garden centre and 
walk the dog together.’

Has Elaine’s resolution been 
working out? 

‘Three months on I’m still 
wandering aimlessly through the 
day but I do walk more often. We’ve 
booked a second UK holiday this year 
but deadlines still loom and I still 
write at any hour of the day to keep 
up so my plan hasn’t really worked.’

Kath McGurl, author of The Girl 
From Ballymor, needed to make 

Half way through the year is the perfect time to reassess your goals, 
achievements and resolutions, says Lynne Hackles

Status update...

Paul Magrs: ‘Don’t waste time 
comparing your own career 
with anyone else’s. Writing isn’t 
a competitive sport. Keep a 
journal. Everything goes back to 
your journals. Look after them. 
Also, draw – to give you a break 
from words.’© Keith Morris/Writer 

Pictures
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Nicola Burggraf, budding novelist, 
plans to self-publish her first crime 
novel in the summer. ‘I’m on target,’ 
she says, ‘and have started planning 
the second in the series.’

Paul Magrs is producing ‘morning 
pages’ before he does anything else 
each day. ‘Three pages written first 
thing, about anything,’ he says.

‘I want to crack Woman’s Weekly,’ 
says Sue Blackburn. ‘I keep trying 
and I WILL do it, hopefully well 
before the end of the year.’

Simon Whaley wanted to get 
another story accepted by Woman’s 
Weekly. ‘It’s a challenging market,’ 
he says, ‘so I was surprised when 
my first submission this year was 
accepted by them for their May 
Fiction Special. Now I want to get 
another two accepted by them before 
the end of the year.’

Novelist and poet Sue Johnson 
has written a poem a day and wants 
to grow one of them into a novel 
by the end of the year. ‘I also carry 
out one action a day to promote my 
work,’ she says. 
• If you made specific goals/
resolutions and haven’t produced 
anything, now is the time to take 
another look at them. If you haven’t 
started them by now then maybe 
you aren’t interested enough to 
continue. Cross them off your list or 
plan how and when you are going to 
tackle them. It’s not too late.

Health
Health can become an issue. A cold 
can set you back a few days but 
what if you get really sick or even 
lose your mobility? A hit-and-run 
accident resulting in two broken legs 
gave Paul Read, author of The Art 
Teacher, the chance to write more. 

Nicola Burggraf confesses she hasn’t 
written a new short story this year, 
even though she intended doing so. 
‘A lack of energy has hindered my 
multi-tasking,’ she told me. Since 
then Nicola has been diagnosed with 
chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS), the 
current term for ME. ‘My writing 
blog has been very lacking,’ she 
continues. ‘An absence of new ideas is 
due to difficulties focusing and a dip 
in confidence.’ 

Nicola has decided not to focus 
too heavily on short story writing as 

her ultimate goal is to be a successful 
writer of crime novels.

Glynis Scrivens is a long-term 
sufferer of ME and says it’s been a 
blessing in disguise. ‘I’ve been forced 
into the role of onlooker,’ she says. 
‘Can you think of a better boiling 
pot to produce a writer?’

Simon Whaley planned to get the 
research done for his non-fiction book 

but emergency eye surgery meant he 
wasn’t able to drive for the first three 
months of 2017. ‘I’m still hoping that 
writing the book is achievable by the 
end of the year,’ he says.
• If illness strikes, decide which 
writing jobs are important and which 
can wait. Write whenever possible. 
A few words can seem like a great 
achievement. Michael Flatley, Lord 
of The Dance, once said: ‘Pain is 
constant, whether it be physical, 
emotional, spiritual. You have to fight 
your way through it’. And he’s right.

Finding time/losing time
‘I don’t have enough time to write,’ 
is the age old excuse. The truth is if 
we really want to do something we’ll 
find the time. 

Paul Magrs says, ‘TV is mostly 
rubbish, so I resolved to watch less 
and read in the evening after dinner.’

‘I divided out my year’s projects 
into big rocks, little rocks and sand 
after reading something Simon 
Whaley wrote,’ says Glynis Scrivens. 
‘The problem I’ve run into is the 
arrival of another big rock. There 
are problems with my website and I 
need to start a new one from scratch. 
That’s going to eat into my time.’

Simon explains: ‘The most 
important projects are big rocks. 
Lesser important, little rocks. 
Admin, social media and other stuff 

WRITING LIFE

is sand. Time is depicted by a jar. 
Prioritise correctly – big rocks first, 
then little rock stuff, and finally sand 
and you’ll fit it all into the limited 
time you have. But focus on the low 
priority sand stuff, and there won’t 
be enough time/space to fit in your 
big rocks.’
• Keep a note of what you do in one 
day. Play games on the laptop, spend 
an hour on Facebook, watch Jeremy 
Kyle for story ideas (really?)… Now 
cross off what was a waste of your 
time and use it wisely tomorrow.  

Reasonable excuses
‘I resolved to meet regularly with 
other writers,’ says Glynis, who lives 
in Brisbane. ‘Then realised my best 
writing friends all live an ocean away.’ 
• We all now have the ability 
to keep in touch with far-flung 
friends, due to the internet. We can 
all find fellow writers via Facebook, 
Twitter and a host of other sites. 
No, it’s not the same as face-to-face 
meetings but it’s an improvement 
on not having anyone.

Don’t do resolutions
‘I don’t do resolutions,’ says David 
Gilman, author of the Master of War 
series. ‘I know what I want to write, 
schedule a finish date (I am hot on 
deadlines) and then crack on through 
the coal mine. All a bit boring I’m 
afraid but it’s the only way I can 
get through the work that insists on 
being written. And there are contract 
dates with the publisher to be met. 
Writing is a business. There are so 
many people dependant on the writer 
to get the job done on time.’
• If you feel a failure because you’ve 
not achieved any of your 2017 goals 
this year then take heed of David’s 
words. It’s better not to make 
resolutions than to consider yourself 
a failure when you don’t, or can’t, 
stick to them.   

Glynis Scrivens: ‘I begin the year 
with resolutions and high hopes, 
then things change. Opportunities 
arise and others fade. The main 
thing is to hold fast to what you’re 
working on and see it through. 
Keep those resolutions fairly 
open and remember the words 
of Matthew Reilly, an Australian 
action thriller writer – “It can take 
as long as it takes.”’

Simon Whaley: ‘Computer screen 
work has been challenging for me, 
so I resorted to pen and paper, 
which is slower but still moves 
work forward. Sometimes it’s a 
question of looking for alternative 
ways of doing things.’
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what really matters is how many times 
you are willing to revise that draft. 
Some people are preternaturally gifted 
and can dash off a beautiful paragraph 
with no effort, but they aren’t 
necessarily the ones who are willing 
to revise, and revise again, and revise 
again, until their computer screen is so 
cluttered with different drafts that the 
background is no longer visible.

When you are writing, you are 
attempting to communicate an idea to 
the world. In the first draft, the idea 
is still expressed in your own private 
language. It takes many revisions to 
clarify what you are really trying to 
say. As an editor, these are the notes I 
find myself scribbling in the margins 
of so many manuscripts: Clarify. Don’t 
get this. What does this mean? The 
language must be put through the 
wringer, over and over and over, so 
that when a reader finally picks up 
the book, they can say: I know exactly 
what she means.

Remain flexible
In the early stages of writing, it’s easy 
enough to murder your darlings. The 
first draft is probably a mess, and 
everything feels negotiable. But by 
the time your editor comes into the 
equation, you’ve likely gone through 
many drafts, and you’ve reached the 
point where the story has settled 
into itself. As time goes by, it can be 
increasingly unappealing to make 
big changes. The best thing you can 
do is remain fully open-minded to 
suggestions – both minor and radical. 
You might think it too difficult to 
overhaul an entire character, or plot 

14 JULY 2017 www.writers-online.co.uk

Because I’m an editor by 
day, and a novelist by 
night (and by morning, 
and by weekend), one of 
the questions I get asked 

most frequently is: has being an editor 
made you a better writer? 

The short answer is: yes. The slightly 
longer answer is: yes, absolutely. In fact, 
for me, working as an editor was the 
main thing that gave me the courage to 
tackle writing a book. When I began 
working at Random House many years 
ago, I had a simmering desire to write – 
but I often felt too intimidated and ill-
equipped to try writing an entire novel. 
I didn’t know where to begin.

As an editor, it is your job to 
understand why a book works, or 
why it doesn’t. The book may run as 
smoothly as a well-oiled sports car by 
the time a reader has it in her hands, 
but before it reaches that point, an 
editor has spent many hours peering 
under the hood of the machine, 
looking for problems and possibilities. 
Once I had got my hands dirty with 
editing, I felt less intimidated by the 
prospect of picking up the pen (or 
turning on the laptop) and starting. I 
still didn’t know where to begin – but 
now I knew that didn’t matter. No one 
really knows where to begin. You just 
have to start. 

That, perhaps, was the biggest lesson 
I took from my work as an editor. Here 
are a few more of the things I learned 
along the way:

Read everything
I was a kid who was always reading. 
There was nothing that couldn’t 

be improved by the addition of a 
book. A long car ride, a wait at the 
orthodontist’s office – even family 
meals. When I was little, I would 
often ask my mom if we could have 
‘reading dinner’, which meant we all 
brought our books to the table instead 
of talking. It never occurred to me that 
you wouldn’t want to do this. Why talk 
when you can read? 

Maybe I took it a little too far, but 
I was on the right track. Reading is 
the foundation of good writing. Not 
coincidentally, the most talented 
writers I’ve worked with are also the 
writers who have read everything. Of 
course it’s important to read works of 
serious literature. But an aspiring writer 
should read widely, and constantly, 
and without snobbery. Read the high-
minded prizewinning books, but also 
read hardboiled detective fiction and 
pulpy thrillers. Immerse yourself in the 
wide possibilities of the written word. 
Don’t dismiss an entire genre without 
trying it a few times. And if you think 
you hate something, try it again in a 
few years’ time. Taste evolves. My job 
taught me this: I studied English in 
school, so I thought of books as Serious 
Things, but when I began reading for 
work, I realised how much I loved a 
good mystery. Why deprive yourself of 
something you might love, and all of 
the inspiration it might provide to you?

Writing is revision
I can’t stress this enough. The first 
draft is important, because you are 
working out the ideas and the plot on 
the page, and getting that first draft 
finished is an accomplishment, but 

With a view from both sides of the desk, editor turned novelist Anna Pitoniak 
offers a unique insight into the mistakes writers make and how to avoid them

THE EDITOR 
knows best
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arc, or climactic event. That’s the way 
it is, and inertia is too powerful to 
overcome, right? Wrong! You built this 
book yourself, you know it better than 
anyone, and you can rebuild it if you 
have to. I’ve seen what happens when a 
writer is willing to make a big change 
at a late-stage point. Often it’s the very 
thing that ties the book together – it’s 
the magic final ingredient, the umami 
that was missing.

The beginning is the most 
important
The reality of being an editor is that 
we read submissions quickly, and 
form judgments about them from a 
small number of pages. The beginning 
matters; it matters more than any 
other part of the book. As a writer, 
you only have so long to hook the 
reader. It doesn’t matter if, later on, the 
book is filled with gorgeous prose and 
heart-stopping suspense. And editors 
aren’t the only ones who form snap 
judgements about a book – someone 
browsing in a bookstore or using the 
‘look inside’ feature online is doing 
exactly the same thing. If the beginning 
isn’t strong enough, down the book 
goes. It pays to think carefully about 
the beginning, and spend an outsized 
amount working on it. Play around 
with it, try different things. What is 
the right moment, the right voice, with 
which to begin? Is it loud, or is it soft? 
The beginning doesn’t have to contain 
fireworks in order to captivate. But 
it does have to captivate. It might not 
be clear what the beginning ought to 
be until the book is nearly finished, so 
don’t worry about it right away. Get the 
thing written, then go back to figure 
out where it should begin.

Pay attention to pacing
Pacing was one of those things that 
I never actually thought about until 
I was an editor. I took it for granted 
as a reader without understanding 
how it worked. It is one of the more 
mechanical aspects of writing, and 
for a lot of writers, it takes practice 
to become cognisant of pacing. As 
an editor, you start to see that there 
are inflection points, places where 
you feel your attention wandering 
and where the pace needs to pick up. 
Sometimes this means planting a hook: 
a new question or new complication 

that needs resolution, which will 
keep a reader turning the pages. 
Sometimes this means stripping 
the prose down: once a reader 
is immersed in the story, a 
writer no longer needs to 
supply so much detail and 
context (a reader can fill it in 
herself at that point) and the 
story can move faster. Pacing 
doesn’t necessarily need to be the 
first thing you worry about as a writer, 
but it is a layer you must work on after 
the words are on the page.

Skip the stage directions
One thing I always notice when 
I’m editing – and which I notice 
abundantly in my own writing – is 
excessive staging. When I’m working 
out a scene in my mind, I tend to 
think about a character moving around 
a physical space, and I’ll write the 
scene accordingly: she walks across the 
room, she opens the door, she sits down, 
she stands up, etc. To get my character 
from point A to point B, it’s necessary 
for me to visualise every part of it. But 
when I’m editing others’ work, I always 
cut that sort of stage direction (and I’m 
trying to get better at editing it from 
my own work). It’s weight that drags 
on the story. We don’t need to know 
how a character got across the room 
in order to believe that the character 
crossed the room. This is not to say 
that physical movements don’t matter – 
of course they do! Every rule is made to 
be broken, and sometimes you do need 
to know how a character got across the 
room. But if you are going to tell us 
what it looked like, it ought to be for a 
good reason. Which brings me to my 
next point.

Stop clearing your throat
I think of visual staging like the above 
as one form of writerly throat-clearing, 
but this throat-clearing comes in 
many forms. Sometimes it is long 
and intricate sensory description. 
Sometimes it is dialogue that just keeps 
ping-ponging back and forth. These 
are the kinds of things that I tend to 
flag, as an editor. If its existence isn’t 
justified, then why is it there? Often 
it feels like preparation before we 
arrive at the real point – and if you’re 
asking a reader to stick with you for 
several hundred pages, it’s better to 

WRITING LIFE

arrive at the point with expedience. 
Every sentence or passage ought 

to perform a function, whether 
it is moving the action forward, 
or developing a character, 
or deepening an emotion. 
I am wary of writing that is 
merely beautiful. And if you’ve 

convinced me of something, you 
don’t need to keep convincing me 

of it again and again.
It’s hard to be this ruthless on 

yourself in the early drafts of writing. 
You need to get the story on firm 
footing before you can start to see what 
is necessary, and what is superfluous. 
But, this is the great benefit to writing. 
You can be more articulate on the page 
than you are in real life. You might 
hem and haw while you’re speaking, 
but in writing, you have the chance to 
go back through and eliminate all of 
that throat-clearing.

What’s on the page is what 
matters
This is one of the biggest things I’ve 
learned as an editor, and it’s perhaps 
most useful in the latest stages of the 
writing cycle. If you are a writer who 
has found a publisher for your work, 
that is a wonderful thing, but it’s 
important to remember that the work 
will shortly be out of your hands. You 
won’t be able to completely control 
how the work is put into the world. 
You certainly won’t be able to control 
how it is received. What you can 
control is what’s on the page. As an 
editor, I’ve watched manuscripts ignite 
like wildfire across the publishing house 
– people read it, they fall in love with 
it, they can’t wait to talk about it with 
their colleagues. This is the magic that 
everyone hopes for. But the writer isn’t 
able to engineer any of this. The only 
thing a writer can do is write the very 
best book they can. Even when you 
are sick and tired of your own writing, 
when you can’t stand another round 
of copyediting and proofreading, it 
is worth it to ask yourself whether 
you have pushed the story as far as 
possible. Is it the best it can be? Are 
you happy with it? Are you proud of 
it? That is what you ought to strive 
for, because that will always belong to 
you – that satisfaction and pride – no 
matter what happens once the writing 
is out in the world.   

No one really 
knows where to 
begin. You just 
have to start.

Anna Pitoniak’s 
debut novel 
The Futures 
is published 

this month by 
Michael Joseph. 
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Chances are that you’ve 
read, quite possibly in a 
page-turning frenzy, The 
Girl on the Train. Along 

with Gillian Flynn’s Gone Girl and 
Clare Mackintosh’s I Let You Go, 
Paula Hawkins’ global bestseller has 
defined the contemporary, zeitgeisty, 
psychological thriller genre, with its 
domestic noir, unreliable narrators and 
surprise twists.

pleased. But how can you follow up a 
global smash? Chances are you can’t, 
so you might as well set out your stall 
by writing what you want. In Paula’s 
case, it’s a questioning, complicated 
story with multiple narrators that leads 
its readers through some very murky 
waters as it interrogates the secrets 
connected to Nel Abbott’s death by 
drowning in a small town. Writing in 
the New Statesman, Leo Robson nailed 
it with the description ‘dark, feminist 
pulp fiction’.

Paula consciously chose to write a 
book that was a departure from the 
Girl on the Train template. ‘I wanted 
to write something different to the 
book I’d just written,’ she says. In 
the wake of her a) runaway success 
and b) initial critical disappointment 
in some quarters that Into the Water 
hasn’t fulfilled the expectations of The 
Girl on the Train, you might expect 
her to be a little guarded and wary, 
but sitting in a Waterstones café on a 
whistle-stop signing tour, she’s smiley, 
intense and pleasingly down to earth, 
using our interview as the chance to 
grab a cup of tea. 

‘I’m quite ambitious as a writer and 
I had all these ideas about the stories 
we tell about our lives, and how they 
aren’t always true – the relationships 
between memory and reality and 
truth is a shifting thing and it 
affects our identities and how we 
see ourselves. The structure is quite 
complicated and there are a lot of 
mysteries. The Girl on the Train was 
quite stripped down, and a bit more 
one-track.’ We look at each other and 
burst into giggles. ‘Oh yes there are 
lots of train puns!’ she says, laughing. 
‘And water ones.’

Into the Water is different from, 
and more complex than, The Girl 
on the Train but there are distinct 
similarities. ‘Memory. The fallibility of 
memory occurs,’ said Paula. ‘Women’s 
relationships to each other, and 
how they internalise the misogynist 
judgements society throws at them. 
Who judges what it is to be a good 
mother and what is a bad mother. It’s all 
in the public eye these days and people 
are made to feel very defensive about 
these choices – and it’s hard not to go 
on the attack when you have to defend 
your own choices. I’m a feminist. I don’t 
set out to write “a feminist novel” but I 
hope the ideas come through.’

The Girl on the Train has sold more 
than 18 million copies worldwide 
and was turned into a Hollywood 
film starring A-lister Emily Blunt, so 
to say expectations were riding high 
for its follow up is understating the 
case. And when Into the Water came 
out last month, and was a stylistic 
departure from its predecessor, dark 
and ambitious and lacking a single 
central character, not everyone was 

How do you follow up one of the biggest books of the decade? 
Do exactly what you want, Paula Hawkins tells Tina Jackson

CHANGING 
TRACKS
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but it’s written about more now and 
looked at in a certain light. If you’re 
going to write about women and the 
violence there is towards them in a 
society, it’s usually in the home and in 
a domestic setting. It is that horrible 
boy who is your sister’s boyfriend. 
That’s the kind of thing I’m interested 
in writing about. I want to write about 
quite ordinary people, not famous or 
successful, they’re people living their 
lives, could be your neighbour, and 
their lives have gone badly wrong, and 
how it got like that.’

Paula’s trajectory towards dark 
domestic noir began when she was 
commissioned to write a chicklit 
romance under the pen-name Amy 
Silver. It was the first of four. ‘I was 
commissioned to do it and I didn’t 
feel comfortable – the pressure is on 
to have a happy ending, and the cliché 
is that it’s to find a man. Sorted.’ 
A contemptuous snort. ‘I enjoyed 
writing those books and it was great 
training to write them but it wasn’t 
the right genre for me at all. I was 
given a plotline and wrote the first one 
in eight weeks. I was a journalist and 
it felt like a journalistic commission. 
After that, I’d be given a vague idea, 
like Christmas romance. But with 
the Amy Silver books, each one was 

getting darker, but I was in that genre 
and trying to straddle two things. 
So we decided, my agent and I, just 
write a thriller. And I’d had this idea, 
and plotted a novel, that had Rachel 
in it. It was a plot about sisters, but I 
couldn’t get it to work. But I had this 
idea of someone witnessing an event 
from a train – I thought it would be 
a murder. But when I put Rachel on 
a train, I realised what she witnessed 
didn’t have to be a murder. It was a 
kiss, but because of the implications it 
had in her own life, it was significant. 
And it all kicked into place.’ 

Into the Water’s multiple narratives 
(fourteen, some first person, some 
third person) make The Girl on the 
Train’s ambiguous narrative seem clear 
in comparison. ‘I didn’t set out to 
write as many narratives as I ended 
up writing,’ says Paula. ‘I wanted a 
small, contained community, and 
this beautiful, gothic, creepy place, 
so it’s dark and the trees are closing 
in. I thought, if you have somewhere 
where everyone knows everyone else, 
you’d be more secretive, and also, 
perhaps, more likely to be labelled. 
But I’d created this community where 
everyone is keeping secrets so I had a 
choice: either third person throughout 
a wide cast of characters, or a chorus 

I do like subverting and playing 
around with what you can 

expect of a crime novel. There 
are no straightforward heroes 
and villains – I’m not sure I 
believe in either of them.

“”

What she manages wonderfully well 
in both books is the creation of deep 
unease within domestic environments 
– places all the more capable of 
being discomfiting because of their 
associations with warmth and safety. 
‘There’s a huge appetite for these books 
set in a domestic sphere. We have a very 
female book-buying public and these 
books take women’s lives seriously. The 
subject matter has never gone away, 

LISTEN
TAP HERE 
to listen to 
an extract 
from Into 
the Water

TAP HERE 
to buy the 
book from 

Audible
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of different voices. The chorus was the 
only way I could tell all their stories, 
because each one was the only person 
who knew their secret.’

In a literary novel the narrative 
structure wouldn’t give cause for 
concern, and Into the Water extends 
the possibility of what a genre novel 
might encompass. ‘It’s been criticised 
for having too many narrators but 
it takes very little time to sort these 
narratives out,’ says Paula. ‘I know 
you need to persist, a little, but once 
you understand what’s going on, 
you’re in, and there’s enough in the 
narrative to draw you in. It’s not 
that complicated, but it’s not a genre 
novel template either.’

She agrees that she is an author 
who prefers not to play safe and 
write the obvious thing. ‘I do like 
subverting and playing around with 
the expectations of the reader and 
what you can expect of a crime novel. 
There are no straightforward heroes 
and villains – I’m not sure I believe 
in either of them. I write people 
who are very flawed and damaged, 
and these people do exist, but in my 
books I happen to have gathered them 
together.’

Writing these characters is key for 
Paula. ‘I find writing characters who 
are damaged and difficult is where 
the interest is. I’m interested in how 
they live with that. Rachel in The Girl 
on the Train was a specific example 
of that, as is Jules in Into the Water. 
I’m interested in these things: you 
read stories in the headlines of things 
happening to people and wonder, how 
do people live with that terrible thing? 
How do you live the rest of your life?’

Into the Water deals with characters 
who are not just damaged, but 
viewed as damaging, with thematic 
links made between women seen 
historically and in the present day as 
transgressive. ‘I was interested in, I’d 
been reading about, witch trials and 
witch burning, and the scope of it, 
the numbers, are pretty huge,’ says 
Paula. ‘And it’s quite catastrophic, 
the ordeal by water, so I liked it as 
a background. It was a way of social 
control, of punishing women seen 
as transgressive. And you can draw a 
line between then and now: women 
punished in some way for speaking 
out, being different.’

Another theme that interested her 

was family memory; one of Into the 
Water’s key relationships is between 
Nel and her estranged sister Jules. 
‘I wanted to write about a family 
relationship, and chose sisters. I was 
interested in childhood memory, how 
we have these strong memories of our 
childhoods and remember something 
really clearly, and someone will say, 
“No, it wasn’t like that at all.” But you 
could swear you remember it, whether 
it’s a story you’ve been told or a story 
you’ve told yourself. And usually, they 
don’t really matter. But what if it was 
something really fundamental to you? 
With Nel and Jules, Jules has told 
herself a story, and come to believe in 
it completely. For her, it’s a kind of 
protection mechanism. And basically, 
I’d been thinking about that, and 
reading Oliver Sacks on the fallibility 
of memory, so there was that.’

The ‘water’ of the title linked 
thematically to everything else. ‘We 
often have a connection with water 
that goes back to our childhood 
connections, and family memories 
of bodies of water. And mostly it’s 
fun, about holidays. But water is not 
just beautiful and calming, it’s also 
dangerous, and shifting, and it conceals 
things. It’s a perfect metaphor.’

Once the themes were in place, 
Paula started to create Into the Water’s 
characters. ‘I usually start with an idea 
and I build the characters around that. 
With Jules, say, I thought about her 
estrangement from her sister and I 
wanted her to be afraid of the water. 
And then I had to work out why she 

do people live with that terrible thing? 
How do you live the rest of your life?’

Each book brings its 
own challenges and 

complications. It’s like 
writing my way through the 
story, seeing what works, 

stripping things out.

“”

was afraid of the water, and why she 
was estranged from her sister. So you 
build around one character trait, or 
one idea, and build a story.’

Her thrillers are character-based. 
‘I think for me, character comes 
first, and then plot develops around 
them. A basic idea, not flesh on the 
bones. Thriller writers are meant to 
have plot first, aren’t they? But the 
important thing is how characters 
respond, isn’t it?’

There may be more characters 
in Into the Water than in The Girl 
on the Train, but Paula put just as 
much effort into creating each one 
as she did with Rachel, Anna and 
Megan. ‘I feel these characters are as 
well realised as the Girl on the Train 
characters, though I probably know 
Rachel better than any of my other 
characters. I’m not one of those 
writers that fall in love with their 
characters though. For me, I like 
them, but I don’t fall in love with 
them. They’re useful.’ 

Her characters are not reliable 
narrators, and they aren’t very 
pleasant either. ‘People aren’t nice 
in these books! The nicest character 
in Into the Water is Josh but he’s a 
little boy. And [grieving mother] 
Louise – she’s not a bad person, but 
how would you feel if it happened 
to you? How would you cope? I’m 
interested in people under extreme 
pressures. How do you respond to 
grief, to fear? Most of us probably 
don’t respond that well.’ 

As for the ‘unreliable narrator’ 
issue, Paula believes that’s simply a 
result of a first-person point of view. 
‘All first-person narrative is necessarily 
unreliable. People tell white lies, or 
forget things, or tell stories from their 
own perspective. You have to fill in 
the pieces. So to me, first person 
narrative is unreliable. In Into the 
Water, some people are lying and 
some don’t know the truth.’

The tension between unreliable 
narrative POVs and what actually 
happens meant that Paula had to 
work to keep track of events as they 
occurred and to weave the various 
storylines in and out. ‘I write a 
document – not even a chart – this 
is what happened. A timeline. This 
is how it really happened. It’s taken 
me the best part of three years to 
write this book. I took things apart, 
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The puzzle-like structure meant 
Paula had a lot of work to put in. ‘I 
write many, many drafts. I write on 
a laptop. This one, I wrote a draft, I 
wasn’t happy with it, I changed the 
focus, I still wasn’t happy, changed the 
way I was visiting the story. I had a 
head-full of characters and worked it 
out. I’m still figuring it out and each 
book brings its own challenges and 
complications. It’s like writing my way 
through the story, seeing what works, 
stripping things out.’

Her previous career as a financial 
journalist gives her a pragmatic 
approach to getting the job done. ‘I’m 
not flowery, so the economy of style 
comes from journalism. Journalists 
tend to be good self-editors, stripping 
our extraneous words, adverbs. Quite 
simply, I was used to just getting on 
with it. Not precious or pretentious, 
but just getting on with it. There’s 
a practical approach to the job and 
getting words down. They don’t have 
to be the greatest words ever.’

Perhaps even more usefully for her 
brand of fictional ambiguity, journalism 
gave Paula a great insight into the 

put things back in. It’s quite tough 
to know how much weight to give 
different things. There isn’t really a 
protagonist, so this one was tricky, 
difficult in terms of keeping everyone 
in line. It’s puzzle-like.’

She’d already written a big chunk 
of Into the Water when The Girl on 
the Train was first published in 2015. 
‘There was a gap of a year between 
finishing The Girl on the Train and 
it being published, so I’d written 
quite a lot of this. It was already the 
book I was going to write. There 
were pressures in terms of knowing I 
now had a huge readership, but not 
in terms of writing the same thing. 
The pressure came from me, because 
I wanted to get it done, and had 
readers wanting to read what I was 
going to do. I have to spend quite a 
lot of time with these characters. I 
need to find time to immerse myself 
in the characters, and the process 
became complicated because of the 
Girl on the Train publicity. It takes 
time to get into someone’s head, so 
that was difficult. I needed to allow 
them to breathe.’

tension between what people say and 
what is actually going on. ‘As a journo, 
you tend to be reading between the 
lines and working out what people 
mean. People are duplicitous with 
journalists, aren’t they?’

Sitting in a bookshop café, Paula 
makes something of a confession. ‘I 
don’t read a lot of crime when I’m 
writing. A lot of attention has been 
given to griplit, domestic noir, but 
there are some great writers in this part 
of the market, like Clare Mackintosh. I 
hear grumblings that that people have 
had enough of domestic noir, but these 
things go in cycles…’

At this point we turn around to see 
that a trolley piled high with more 
copies than you can count of Into the 
Water has been wheeled to our table to 
be signed. If people have had enough 
of griplit, it doesn’t look like that 
from where we were sitting. Interview 
time is over, Sharpies are passed to 
Paula and as she settles down to write 
in each book, the reality of the life 
of a global, era-defining bestseller is 
brought home: in her own words, ‘just 
getting on with it.’   
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INSPIRING WORDS

For those of us who are not in the first flush of youth, it’s a 
comforting thought. However old you are, you can be a writer. 
There’s no age bar. Chances are, the older you get, the better writer 

you’ll become. There are plenty of examples of writers who became 
famous only in their later years.

Most successful authors agree that if you want to be a writer, the best 
training you can have is to read as widely as you can and to write as 
much as you can. The older you are, the more you’ll have read. That’s 
inevitable. Whatever your taste in reading, the books you’ve read are 
bound to influence and help your writing. 

If you have always enjoyed and dabbled in writing, but have had 
to give priority to work or family commitments, you may have 
accumulated a fair amount of work over the years, perhaps hidden away 
in a bottom drawer or an old computer file. The older you are, the more 
stuff you’re likely to have written; and the more writing you have under 
your belt, whatever its quality, the better. Writing is one activity that’s 
guaranteed to improve with practice.

Getting old has advantages as well as disadvantages. It may mean that 
you are freed from obligations – work, bringing up children, looking 
after older relatives – that left you little time or energy for writing. If so, 
that new freedom could stimulate your creativity. 

Whether you write fiction or non-fiction, your writing will be 
informed by your own life experiences – work, leisure, travel, friendships, 
relationships, love, loss… you name it. The older you get, the more life 
experiences you have to draw on.

Experts tell us that as we grow older it’s important to exercise both the 
body and the mind. For some people, mental exercise means crosswords 
or sudoku puzzles. For a writer, it should mean, above all, writing.

A deadline is great for concentrating the mind. As the deadline for 
submitting this piece to the WM editor approaches, I’m forced to get 
my grey cells working and put fingers to keyboard. Isn’t mortality the 
ultimate deadline? If you have a burning writing ambition, increased 
awareness, as you get older, that you won’t be around for ever to achieve 
it, should provide the most powerful stimulus of all.   

On writing
Tony Rossiter explores great 

words from great writers

‘Age is of no 
consequence 
to the writer.’ 
SUSAN HILL

“” I
t was good to see relative new comer Head of Zeus win 
Small Publisher of the Year award at the British Book Awards 
last month. In an era when the publishing seems ever more 

conglomerated it is good to see a publisher like Head of Zeus 
show such strong growth and demonstrate the virtues of being 
small and nimble in a landscape dominated by giants.

Most authors dream of being published by one of the 
big names: a Random House or a Penguin. In part that is 
because they think, with considerable justification, that 
these houses have the kinds of sales clout that others can 
only dream of. But the fact that they know that absolutely 
everyone who asks them who their publisher is will look 
impressed is I suspect often nearly as big a factor. And why 
not – most authors are fairly realistic about their chances of 
earning their fortune through their writing, so the least they 
can hope for are some bragging rights!

The same also applies to literary agents, although this is a 
more rarefied form of bragging, really only to be deployed 
with other writers – though that make it all the more 
satisfactory – where authors long to be represented by a 
recognisable ‘uber-agent’.

But, so often, from a career perspective writers are far 
better served by both a smaller publisher and a less high-
profile agent. In the end the thing that sells the book is 
the book and a heavy-hitting agent and sales force, while 
they can improve your chances of success, don’t actually 
do so by very much and the benefit of that can often be 
overshadowed by the expectations they place on their 
authors to perform.

Publishing careers are marathons not sprints and most 
people are better served by steady incremental growth than 
they are by charging out into the arena to the roars of the 
expectant crowd. One of the best ways of judging this is 
by looking at the ‘books of the fair’ at either the London 
or Frankfurt book fairs where each year there will be one 
or two debut novels that will sell for eye-wateringly huge 
sums. I don’t want to name any names, but I am hard 
pressed to think of a single one who five years later has had 
a significant career as a novelist.

On the other hand, a novelist like Ian Rankin, who took 
fully ten books to start ‘working’ absolutely exemplifies 
the virtues of being with a smaller publisher, with a tight 
editorial team prepared to really show faith in an author 
they believe in. He will not have earned much money from 
those first ten books – and his publisher Orion will have lost 
money – but when that breakthrough occurs all of that back 
list starts to sell and then everyone begins to make really 
good money.

So in publishing as in life it is not just a case of being careful 
what you wish for, but that very often less really is more.   

Literary agent Piers Blofeld 
explains the benefit of keeping 

things modest

 AGENT OPINION
From the
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Literary consultant Helen Corner-Bryant hands over the reigns to social media ‘guru’ 

Julie Gourinchas to answer a query about the importance of an online presence

Q As someone who isn’t 
constantly on Twitter, 
Facebook and all the rest, 

how important is it ultimately to have 
a strong online presence? I can see the 
importance more if you want to self-
publish and try to get readers in this 
way but that’s not what I want to do 
at this stage. I am building a website 
and can see the logic in using social 
media to promote yourself but so 
many authors seem to be saying that 
they can spend a whole morning 
on social media and not get any 
actual writing done as it can be 
addictive. If you have a very small 
online presence and interest 
in it, will that be a red flag to a 
publisher or agent?

A This is an excellent question and 
one we hear a lot at Cornerstones. 
I thought it best to hand it over to 

my social media guru, Julie Gourinchas.
My boss likes to call me her ‘social 

media guru’. I prefer ‘digital native’: I’m 
a millennial, born in 1993, and I can’t 
remember a time before the internet. 
I’ve also spent a lot of time online, 
and, as you would when you grow 
up speaking a language, the subtleties 
and quirks of online interaction have 
become second nature.

It’s true that social media can grip 
the brain in a vice, distracting and 
detracting from writing. But social 
media does have its uses, and without 
the community of writers I found 
during my teen years, I wouldn’t have 

the confidence I do today. 
As for agents and publishers, all is 

subjective, and I dare say how you use 
your social media matters more to them 
than whether you use it. Authors who 
are engaged and active and willing to put 
in the work to market their novels are to 
agents as shiny pearls are to magpies. Still, 
there are certain protocols that might 
help you navigate the stormy waters of 
social media.

I’ve found a few steps are useful:
• Follow people who share similar 

interests to yours
There’s no point in following 
someone just because everyone 
else is. Your timeline/feed is 

exactly that – yours. Make sure 
that the content you see and receive 

is curated to your interests. The 
internet is overwhelming, and it can be 
easy to give in to a nagging voice that 
tells you that you’re not up-to-date on 
all the latest writing trends, hashtags, 
bestsellers, events, etc. Don’t stress 
yourself out unnecessarily.
• Communicate with the people 
you follow
And especially with those that follow 
you back! Promotion through social 
media almost entirely occurs through 
word-of-mouth. It’s important to carve 
out a community for yourself that you 
can actively engage with and respond 
to. The small things do matter: saying 
‘I hope you get better!’ to someone 
who’s ill is nearly guaranteed to improve 
that person’s day. For debut authors on 
Twitter: I highly recommend finding 

some weekly author hashtag chats (such 
as #storycrafter on Sundays) and engaging 
with a writer community that way. 

Most importantly: if you are asking 
others to read and give feedback on your 
work, you had better be doing the same 
for them. Mutual support on social 
media is crucial to brand growth.
• The internet is not your diary
I am honestly of two minds about this. 
On one hand, it’s important to show the 
internet that there is a human behind 
the screen with human experiences and 
human emotions. Genuineness goes a 
very long way online: people can sniff out 
when someone is only using the internet 
to promote their material. On the other 
hand, employing the Twitter account you 
use to promote your book as a personal 
vent-space can seem unprofessional 
and even immature. If you do need to 
vent online, I recommend keeping your 
accounts separate.
• The entire world is at your fingertips
– and this can be a blessing or a curse. 
People are not shy about sharing their 
opinions online (and neither should you 
be!), so be careful with what content you 
submit for consumption and scrutiny.
• Breathe
Everyone will have bad days on the 
internet. It’s almost impossible to avoid. 
If you get a bad comment, review, 
retweet, or anything – breathe. Sign off. 
Sometimes one of the best things you can 
do for your mental health is to disconnect 
for a few hours or days. The world will 
keep on spinning, and the hashtags will 
still be there in the morning.

We’re here to help, 

on any question about 

the writing and publishing 

process. Please email:  

jtelfer@writersnews.co.uk 

or tweet @writingmagazine 

with #askalitconsult 

#wmcorner

If you 
have a query

Ask a Literary Consultant ?
?

?

?? ??
?
? ?

?
?

?
?

?? ??

??

?

Cornerstones struck a perfect balance 
between encouragement and detailed criticism. 

Their help was invaluable.

Structural editing, copyediting 
and proofreading

Scouts for literary agents

Listed by the 
Society of Authors

Call Helen Corner-Bryant 01308 897374   •   www.cornerstones.co.uk

The UK’s leading literary consultancy
Want to know if your manuscript is good enough to attract an agent?

Has your plot come to a standstill and you need a professional editor’s opinion?
Looking to publish and want to make your manuscript print-ready?

Jake Woodhouse, After the Silence, Penguin, Sunday Times Bestseller

“
”
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I blame Jane Austen for the fact 
my first novel is still on my 
hard drive. I read her books 
over and over again in my teens 
and twenties. It showed when 

I tried to write. If she could get away 
with three chapters of uninterrupted 
backstory, or several coincidences to 
move her plot along, surely I could. 
But she wrote her books over two 
centuries ago. Nowadays they might 
never have made it off the slush pile.

1 Slow starts
Google ‘best opening lines’ and 
the first line of Pride and Prejudice 
invariably comes up in the results. It is 
a truth universally acknowledged, that a 
man in possession of a large fortune must 
be in want of a wife. It has authority 
and interest. It immediately promises 
romance and introduces the conflict 
in the story. How could any agent not 
want to see the rest of the manuscript? 

But not all Austen’s novels grab you 
immediately. Most modern readers 
expect to see the main character 
introduced on the first page, and 
preferably the love interest in the 
opening chapter. Persuasion opens 
from the point of view of the deeply 
unsympathetic Sir Walter Eliot, and 
shows his obsession with rank and 
image before Anne – his daughter 
and the main character – is even 
mentioned. She first moves and 
speaks in chapter two, while Captain 
Wentworth, the male protagonist, 
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arrives in chapter seven.
But Jane Austen knew what she 

was doing. This slow introduction 
serves to show us Anne’s status in her 
family – a small detail in Sir Walter’s 
greater concerns. 

2 Backstory
Before the hero and heroine meet in 
Persuasion, Austen explains that the 
vain Sir Walter Eliot is in debt, and 
needs to rent out the family home 
to reduce his expenses. We watch as 
he prevaricates and then eventually 
decides to move to Bath, leaving Anne 
behind with her sister. We then see 
him rent Kellynch Hall to Admiral 
Croft, who is related by marriage to 
Frederick Wentworth. Finally, she tells 
us Wentworth and Anne were in love 
eight years ago, and the reasons for 
their painful parting. Only then is the 
stage ready for their second romance.

Nowadays, we’re used to social 
media, multiple cable channels and 
instant gratification. No debut author 
would get away with such a lot of 
backstory. Successful novels usually 
start as far into the plot as possible. 
Background information is carefully 
interwoven into the rest of the story. 

 
3 Too many coincidences
Many who fall in love see destiny rather 
than coincidence in their own lives. 
We’re a lot more cynical about other 
people, especially literary characters. 
‘That would never happen,’ we think. 

THE 

GAME
Imagine if Jane Austen was trying to land a 

publishing deal in today’s competitive climate 
as Sophie Beal looks for reasons she might 

get overlooked

Austen’s plots often depend on 
geographical coincidences. In Sense 
and Sensibility, the Dashwoods leave 
Edward Ferrars in Northamptonshire 
when they move to Dorset. When 
they arrive, they are quickly 
introduced to his secret fiancée. 

In Emma, Frank Churchill and 
Jane Fairfax are secretly engaged in 
Weymouth. It just so happens Frank’s 
father lives in Highbury, in the same 
village as Jane. 

Wickham and Darcy were 
brought up together in Derbyshire. 
Estranged, they meet in Hertfordshire. 
Mr Darcy’s aunt is the patron of 
Elizabeth’s obsequious cousin, Mr 
Collins. Darcy adds to his tally of 
Elizabeth and Jane’s embarrassing 
relatives. Elizabeth and Darcy meet at 
the aunt’s home. 

Then, while travelling in Derbyshire, 
Elizabeth is persuaded to visit Pemberley, 
his stately home. She’s told he’s not there 
– he’s expected the following day – but 
he arrives a day early. 

Thus, within the space of a year 
she has met the same man in three 
different counties by chance. But 
Austen does it with finesse so that we 
hardly notice. The changes in setting 
are necessary for the story progression. 
Darcy’s merits are far more obvious to 
Elizabeth when she’s away from the 
tensions at home. 

And Austen intuitively follows one of 
Pixar’s 22 rules of storytelling, allowing 
readers to suspend their disbelief: 

Jane
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‘Coincidences to get characters into 
trouble are great; coincidences to get 
them out of it are cheating.’ 

4 No diversity
Jane Austen’s characters would 
probably all probably identify as 
‘White British’. None of them are 
openly gay. The working classes are 
mentioned only in their capacity as 
servants. She never witnessed men 
talking among themselves, so all her 
dialogue includes at least one woman. 

But she lived in the 18th and 19th 
centuries, a time of less diversity. And 
perhaps her observation of human 
character is so successful because 
she focussed on the small section of 
society she knew. 

5 Old-fashioned values
Nowadays, a writer who saw pre-
marital sex as a disgrace would 
probably be rejected as prudish by 
mainstream publishers. In Pride and 
Prejudice, Austen has little sympathy 
for the sister who runs off with Mr 
Wickham. But how little of permanent 
happiness could belong to a couple who 
were only brought together because their 
passions were stronger than their virtues.

An agent’s sensibility would 
probably be aroused by relationships 
that Austen sanctions. At the end of 
Mansfield Park, the heroine marries 
her first cousin. There is a fifteen-year 
age gap between Mr Knightley and 
Emma Woodhouse – not particularly 
disturbing until he admits ...by dint 
of fancying so many errors have been 
in love with you ever since you were 
thirteen at least.

And there are successful marriages 
of convenience. In Pride and Prejudice, 
Charlotte Lucas weds Mr Collins 
purely to have a home of her own, but 
never appears to regret her decision. 

6 Telling instead of showing
Jane Austen often introduces her 
important characters with a list, 
apparently ‘telling’ rather than 
‘showing’ us what they are like. In 
Pride and Prejudice, Mr Bingley is 
simply described as good-looking and 
gentleman-like; he [has] a pleasant 
countenance and easy, unaffected 
manners. She begins Emma with the 
heroine’s attributes: handsome, clever 
and rich, with a comfortable home and 
a happy disposition. 

But these cursory physical 
descriptions belie careful character 
development. Mr Knightley’s discovery 
of his own heart in Emma is subtle. 
While the rest of the village keenly 
anticipates Frank Churchill’s visit, Mr 
Knightley is ready to disapprove of 
someone he has not yet met. Readers 
may hardly notice his jealous reaction 
among his clear-eyed criticisms of 
other characters including Emma. It 
takes re-reading to find and enjoy.

7 Insipid, passive heroines
Lizzy Bennett is cited by many 
celebrities as their favourite literary 
character. However, several of Austen’s 
other heroines are outshone by more 
interesting supporting characters.

The most obvious is Fanny Price 
in Mansfield Park. Fanny is timid and 
virtuous enough to bore many modern-
day readers – rarely tempted to deviate 
from her strong principles. In contrast, 
Miss Crawford, her rival for her 
cousin’s affections, is playful, flirtatious 
and fun. Edmund is clearly entranced. 

But this was intentional and 
subversive characterisation, part of 
the satire. We know we’re supposed 
to root for Fanny, but we are irritated 
with her, perhaps secretly hoping 
Edmund marries the amoral Miss 
Crawford instead.

8 Main action off-stage
The most important action often 
happens ‘off stage’ and is reported by 
the characters in retrospect. As the 
things most important to the heroine’s 
happiness are being unveiled, she 
usually remains unaware. 

This reflects the gender inequality 
of the 18th century. Women of Jane 
Austen’s class didn’t work outside the 
home. The unmarried were constantly 
chaperoned. It was shameful to be 
seen ‘setting their cap at’ a man. Their 
role in love was largely to wait. All 
of Austen’s heroines at one point or 
another are forced into passivity. And 
her male characters often disappear 
from the story for long periods, during 
which their feelings and actions are 
mostly conjecture. 

In Pride and Prejudice, Wickham 
runs off with Elizabeth’s sister, plunging 
the whole family into scandal. Behind 
the scenes, Darcy looks for the couple 
and when he finds them, bribes 
Wickham to marry her. 

In Persuasion, Anne Eliot leaves 
Captain Wentworth in Lyme with 
Louisa Musgrove, the woman he 
seems likely to marry. But while he 
and Anne are separated, he realises he 
loves Anne, does his best to detach 
himself from Louisa, and by the time 
he and Anne meet again, Louisa is 
engaged to one of his colleagues. 
There is very little standing in the way 
of Wentworth’s and Anne’s happiness.   

Somehow, Austen makes it work. 
After accompanying the main 
character through months of misery, 
we’re there to rejoice when her happy 
ending is presented to her almost 
complete. Jane Austen’s novels, 
perhaps slow on first reading, are 
fun to revisit, searching for the clues 
pointing to the end.  

9 Superfluous characters
Some of Austen’s characters seem 
superfluous to the plots. In stage 
and screen adaptations, these roles 
are often cut to reduce costume 
and casting budgets. Kitty Bennett, 
whose main purpose is to cough 
and complain about her sister’s luck, 
sometimes disappears from Pride and 
Prejudice. Margaret, the youngest 
Dashwood sister, is commonly absent 
from Sense and Sensibility. 

10 Lack of realism
There is one real-time death in the 
whole canon of Jane Austen. Mrs 
Churchill dies off stage towards the 
end of Emma. Otherwise, even the 
villains stay alive. 

Jane Austen could be castigated 
for ignoring reality, then more than 
now. She was surrounded by sickness 
and death. There was a fifty percent 
rate of infant mortality at the time. 
Her sisters-in-law died in childbirth. 
She lived through the Napoleonic 
wars in which two of her brothers 
were in the Navy. She was dying as 
she wrote Persuasion.

  
But who are we to criticise the 

great woman? She made her own 
rules, inspiring countless others 
since and shaping the modern 
novel. True! Nowadays, she might 
have trouble getting off the slush 
pile, but when she did, she would, 
no doubt, find loyal readers. And 
her classics would still be in print 
two centuries after publication. 
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T
o those untrained in 
typography – probably the 
vast majority of people – it 
may not seem that a great 
deal of thought needs to be 

put into the interior layout of a book. 
Publishers and self-publishing authors 
will tell you that this is certainly not 
the case. A well-designed book, both 
inside and out, enables the reader to 
comfortably get lost in the story and 
the author to present their work in 
the best possible way. An inelegant 
layout, however, can lead to strained 
eyes, a distracted reader, and an author 
appearing amateurish.

So what exactly makes a good 
layout? There are a few important 
factors to consider. We are fortunate to 
have years of typographic convention 
preceding us, so we already have a 
good idea of what works and what 
doesn’t. Publishing is a fast-moving 
world – as is the world of literature 
in general – but the way that the 
human brain and eye processes text is 
pretty timeless; some of today’s most 
popular typefaces have been around 
since the Renaissance. 

Here are the SilverWood Books 
team’s four golden rules for a 
professional, elegant book layout.

A great layout…
…is readable
There are many things that need to 
be taken into consideration when 
creating a readable layout, and a 
seemingly insignificant change can 
cause problems that create a barrier 
between the text and the reader. 
The eye should be able to move 
along the line easily with a regular 
speed and rhythm. Ensuring that 
the spaces between words are as even 
as possible and that there is enough 
space between the lines is vital; poor 
spacing can create the impression 
of tightly packed text that is very 
uncomfortable to read.

Typeface choice also plays a role 
in readability. For large blocks of 
text, as seen in most novels, serif 
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Ensure your book design matches the best on the shelves with layout guidelines from SilverWood Books

typefaces are more readable than 
sans serif ones (not to be confused 
with legibility, which refers to how 
easily characters can be deciphered 
as opposed to the ease at which the 
text can be read and understood 
as a whole). Serifs create a baseline 
that guides the eye along the lines, 
making the words easier to absorb.

…puts the writing first
Unlike a book’s cover, the interior of a 
text-only book should not be striking. 
Typography expert Beatrice Warde 
famously compared typography to a 
crystal goblet, saying that a simple, 
elegant crystal glass is the best vessel 
for wine because it ‘calculated to 
reveal rather than hide the beautiful 
thing which it was meant to contain’. 
In other words, the strength of good 
typography lies in the fact that it 
doesn’t attract attention to itself.

With the seemingly endless 
number of typefaces available on 
generic word processing software 
alone, the temptation to opt for 
something distinctive and ornate is 
understandable. However, the novelty 
will wear off quickly for the reader 
and may well end up as an irritating 
distraction from the text. Think of 
the classic typeface Garamond and its 
modern variants. It’s become a classic 
for a reason: it does its job well. The 
reader should be able to focus on the 
words without being distracted by 
typefaces or spacing.

…fits with the author’s brand
Continuity is important in any series, 
and the book’s layout is no exception 

to this. It goes without saying that 
the body of text, chapter headings 
and margins should be consistent 
throughout a book, but this should 
also be the case throughout any other 
books the author has published. 
Many well-known authors have a 
distinct look to all of their books; as 
well as adding to their professional 
brand, it also means their readers can 
immediately tell that they’ve picked up 
a book by this author. 

…suits its genre
You wouldn’t expect an historical 
romance novel to have a similar cover 
to a gritty political thriller, so why 
should they look the same on the 
inside? Different types of book should 
have different layouts to suit their 
content and target readership. For 
example, light-hearted contemporary 
women’s fiction might have its chapter 
headings set in a delicate script 
typeface, with large drops between 
the headings and the main text. This 
might look odd in a fantasy book 
aimed at children, where a simple 
chapter heading but an ornate drop 
cap at the beginning of each new 
chapter would be more suitable.

Ultimately, the secret to a good 
layout lies in its simplicity and 
readability. It is always better to be 
not exciting enough than to be too 
experimental and end up rendering 
the text difficult to read. Where the 
wine should be the focus rather than 
the crystal goblet, the same applies to 
the inside of a book – the focus is, and 
always should be, the writing.   

FOCUS on TYPE

SilverWood loves…
Serifs for large blocks 
of text
• Adobe Garamond Pro
• Bembo
• Goudy Old Style
• Baskerville
• Sabon
• Perpetua

Sans serifs for 
headings and captions
• Helvetica Neue
• Univers 45 
• Futura Light
• Franklin Gothic
• Myriad Pro
• Avant Garde Book

SilverWood Books offers high quality publishing and book 
production services. To discuss your next book please 
contact editorial assistant Rowena Ball:
Email: rowena@silverwoodbooks.co.uk
Tel: 0117 910 5829
Website: www.silverwoodbooks.co.uk
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Beulah Bewley – My Life as a Woman and Doctor

do anything because the Roman Catholic priests were 
always getting at him for trying to do new things. The 
organist had lots of new ideas but they were squashed. 
They did not like him making changes. He used to come 
and tell us his troubles, and talk to my mother who 
was kind to him. He would visit us twice or three times  
a week for half an hour each, and give us piano lessons in 
the morning. The three of us would have lessons; then we 
would have coffee and then he would go.

That was my introduction to the piano. He entered 
us for the Feis.18 I remember being casual about the whole 
procedure. It was held in the large town hall with two 
grand pianos, and it was clear that one was out of tune.  
I got eighty per cent. Maybe one should examine students 
by experience and not by age. Music lessons were an 
important time at school, but you were not allowed to 
choose your own teacher.

I also remember the friar, who first visited in Derry 
and then visited the Kilkenny bank house most days.  
Dr Ignatius was a friend of the family whom my mother 
had met via her brother. In the First World War he had 
been in the British Army. The local Roman Catholic 
Bishop was so jealous of Dr Ignatius that he was trans-
ferred to Dublin. I have a memory of listening in to a 
conversation with my mother when he told her he was  
a spy, and I think she was passing on information.

Mrs Ford, the next-door neighbour, was a great 
singer and she knew everybody who came to Letterkenny 
on a Sunday night. They would come and sing. I would 
sing too. She was a friend of my mother’s. My mother 
played the piano a bit, but she was limited, only playing 
two or three pieces. We all liked music. We went to the 

Chapter 3

1937–1943

I was eight when my father was transferred to Eire (the 
Republic of Ireland) to become Manager in Letterkenny, 
a small town twenty-two miles away and just across 
the border from Derry in Northern Ireland. We went 
to school in Ballymena, and later moved to Kilkenny 
and eventually to Sligo. Letterkenny had benefitted 
economically from the arrangement, and a number of 
young men were in the British Army. Britain was keen 
to keep the peace as much as possible. My mother 
was not pleased with the move because she had begun  
to establish some friends who played tennis, bridge and 
so on. From when I was a schoolgirl I lived in large 
houses. Growing up, I always lived in the bank houses 
apart from the one I was born in – even though that was 
quite big too.

No clergy were seen in our house when we lived 
in Derry, but as soon as we went to Letterkenny they 
appeared: the first was the Scottish organist from St 
Eugene’s Roman Catholic Cathedral in Letterkenny, who 
gave us piano lessons. He was a good teacher, but repeat-
edly said we must practise. He taught us music when  
I was about eight. He was rather lonely and he couldn’t 
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I once went on a total 
immersion language 
course. My bosses at the 
time wanted me to absorb 
Spanish like a sponge, and 

considered the TI method the best and 
quickest way of doing it. Effectively, 
from day one it involved not speaking 
any English. At all. From arrival to 
departure each day it was whatever 
Spanish I already knew (precious 
little) and an awful lot I didn’t (nearly 
everything) being thrown at the wall 
and hoping some would stick and 
attract more of the same. 

I can’t say it worked completely 
because the course folded after a 
few lessons and I was moved on to a 
different priority. I do know I inherited 
one heck of a headache each day from 
the stress of trying to think my way 
around how to phrase something, ask 
for help – even to reading a menu at 
lunch in a Spanish restaurant where I 
swear the waiters had been threatened 
under pain of muerte not to drop a hint 
of assistance.

But some of it worked. I don’t 
know how because my brain can only 
contain so much at any one time 
before it flips into OVERLOAD and 
dumps everything non-essential into 
a waste bin.

What it reminds me of, however, 
now I think of it, is writing. It 
was brought to mind recently by 
a new writer who told me she was 
constantly being distracted by outside 
events and desperately wanted to find 
somewhere quiet in which to write, 
away from other people. Like the 
dark side of the moon.

Join the club, I wanted to tell her; 
that’s a writer’s life. You have an idea, 
you develop it over a period of time, 
first in your head, then on paper 
or screen, gradually building plot, 
characters and all the rest, until you 

have a finished product and can type 
END. Easy, innit?

Actually, no. Unless you lock 
yourself away in an isolated hut up 
a Nepalese mountain or on a desert 
island, there are always distractions. 
Life itself is a distraction. And thank 
goodness for that. The brain has 
a facility, sometimes useful, often 
not, of distracting our thoughts and 
ideas with… well, let’s call it ‘stuff ’. 
Ever get told off at school for day-
dreaming? For not concentrating? For 
staring out of the window like a loon? 
I know I did. It was what held my 
school life together, immersing myself 
in dreams for as long as I could get 
away with it until I had to get on 
with some real work.

Come to think of it, an isolated 
cottage, like the ones you see 
advertised for writers and artists in 
certain magazines, with promises of 
tranquil settings, beautiful scenery and 
the absence of telephone or internet 
to assist the creative flow, would hold 
no more attraction for me than a 
city centre squat with resident rats. 
I’d knuckle down for a bit, certainly; 
do some work, absolutely. I’m not 
a complete wastrel. But the much-
lauded silence and tranquillity would 
soon take over and before long I’d 
be poking about in all that scenery, 
making a noise, not writing and not 
minding my own business, because it 
would be like being back in school. 

Sure, along the way I’d pick up 
some ideas because that’s the way my 
brain – and no doubt yours – works. 
We absorb ourselves in stuff because 
stuff is way more interesting. Put 
another way, place a creative brain 
in certain situations, and it will find 
mischief in which to get. I have 
no great love of ruined castles, for 
example, but put me in one and I’m 
soon poking around in corners and 

Free your mind to fuel your imagination
urges Adrian Magson

crannies (of which there are enticingly 
many), in my element because my 
imagination is working away like a 
ferret down a rabbit hole, questioning, 
wondering and finally becoming 
overloaded with one of every writer’s 
chief tools: supposition. Supposition 
about what really went on here; was this 
a toilet or a rubbish tip? Was it a way of 
quietly disposing of unwanted bodies? 
Did a sleepy castle guard ever sit back 
too far one dark and stormy night and 
fall down the hole? Maybe that’s where 
the saying ‘letting one’s guard down’ 
came from! I jest, of course; it was where 
the saying, ‘I bloody hate sentry duty’ 
came from. Or should have.

However, back to isolation. Little 
nuggets from these situations will form 
here and there, like barnacles on a boat’s 
bum. And some of those nuggets will 
grow and flow into something halfway 
usable. In time, the most usable will 
float to the surface, nudging you like 
a persistent itch in the night until you 
decide to do something with it.

Which brings me back to the word I 
used at the beginning: immersion – or 
inmersión, if memory serves me correctly. 
I’ve learned over the years that too much 
of it is not necessarily as helpful to the 
creative flow as some people think. 
Useful in small doses certainly; a blast 
of intense concentration can do a lot to 
get a rough idea down on paper. But too 
much and the brain will start to wander, 
looking for a distraction.

Instead, let the mind loose 
occasionally. Because no matter what, a 
good idea will eventually get out. You 
just have to give it time.  

 

Daydream 
BEGINNERS

TOP TIPS
•  Value non-writing ‘stuff ’. It helps fuel the imagination.
•  Don’t cut yourself off completely. The imagination 

needs outside stimulus to work.
•  Good ideas arise from being busy – even busy being idle.

believer
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N
ow here’s a strange thing. 
His best known, most 
highly regarded novel is 
The Great Gatsby (1925). 

Yet when F Scott Fitzgerald died in 
1940, it was not even mentioned in 
the Time magazine obituary. During 
his own lifetime he was known mainly 
as a short story writer, screenwriter 
and chronicler of the Jazz Age. He 
achieved real fame as a writer only 
posthumously. It’s a stark reminder of 
how literary fashions can change and 
reputations can ebb and flow. 

During his short life (he died at the 
age of 44) he wrote 164 short stories 
and four novels (a fifth, unfinished, 
was published posthumously); and 

Tony Rossiter examines the writer 
who epitomised the Jazz Age

he published four collections of short 
stories and one collection of essays, 
letters and notes. 

How he began
Francis Scott Key Fitzgerald’s first 
piece of writing to appear in print 
was a detective story published in 
the school newspaper when he was 
thirteen. He went to a prestigious 
Catholic prep school in New Jersey 
and then to Princeton University, 
where he was a poor student, often 
missing classes and struggling to 
achieve pass marks. He joined the 
University Cottage Club, a dining 
club dedicated to the ideal of the 
fashionable gentleman. An indifferent 
speller, he dedicated his time at 
Princeton to developing and honing 
his craft as a writer. He became 
friends with future critic and writer 
Edmund Wilson, and wrote for 
several university magazines and 
theatre groups. While at Princeton 
he submitted his first novel (entitled 
The Romantic Egotist) to the New 
York publisher Scribners. Although 
it was rejected, the editor noted its 
originality, praised the writing and 
encouraged him to submit more work 
in the future.

In 1917 Fitzgerald dropped out 
of university to join the army and 
the following year, when stationed 
in Montgomery, Alabama, he met 
socialite Zelda Sayre. Noted for her 
beauty and high spirits, she was 
described by Fitzgerald as ‘the first 
American flapper’. Throughout his 
life, Zelda had a strong influence 
on Fitzgerald’s writing. Soon after 
meeting her, he sent her a chapter of 
the book he was working on; he later 

redrafted the heroine’s character to 
resemble hers. This Side of Paradise 
(1920) was semi-autobiographical, 
with most of the characters drawn 
directly from Fitzgerald’s own life. 
Part narrative and part drama, in a 
variety of writing styles and structures, 
it incorporated letters, free verse and 
poems, including some eighty pages 
of his unpublished first novel, and 
verbatim extracts from Zelda’s diary. 
It was an immediate success, its initial 
print-run of 3,000 copies selling out 
in three days, and this persuaded 
Zelda, accustomed to living in some 
style, to marry Fitzgerald. Her parents 
disapproved of him because of his 
lack of money and his heavy drinking. 
During 1920 and 1921 the novel 
went through twelve reprints, selling 
almost 50,000 copies. Although it did 
not provide a huge income, it gave 
Fitzgerald recognition as a writer and 
enabled him to command substantially 
higher fees for his short stories. 

Paris and Hollywood
In the 1920s Fitzgerald and his 
wife spent a lot of time with the 
American expatriate community in 
Paris; he developed a close friendship 
with Hemingway. By this time he 
was enjoying substantial success 
with his short stories, selling them 
to magazines such as The Saturday 
Evening Post. Back in New York, 
income from his short stories 
supported an opulent and hedonistic 
lifestyle, but he was constantly in 
financial difficulties.

Between 1927 and his death in 1940 
Fitzgerald spent time in Hollywood 
working on several film scripts. He 
reportedly found this work degrading 

The style & technique of

 F SCOTT 
FITZGERALD
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and mocked himself as ‘a Hollywood 
hack’. However, his financial difficulties 
were such that in 1937 he signed 
a lucrative contract with Metro-
Goldwyn-Mayer. Throughout his life 
Fitzgerald was a heavy drinker and 
from 1930 onwards Zelda suffered 
from schizophrenia and depression, 
necessitating continuing (and 
expensive) treatment. Their traumatic 
marriage was the leading influence on 
his writing.

The Great Gatsby
The novel widely regarded as 
Fitzgerald’s masterpiece was inspired 
by the parties Fitzgerald attended on 
Long Island’s opulent north shore in 
the years following the First World 
War. He began planning the novel 
in 1923, and said that his ambition 
was to produce ‘something new – 
something extraordinary and beautiful 
and simple and intricately patterned’. 
The first draft was completed in 
France in the summer 1924, but his 
editor at Scribners (Maxwell Perkins) 
felt that the character of Gatsby was 
‘somewhat vague’ and that there 
needed to be ‘the suggestion of an 
explanation’ for Gatsby’s wealth. 
Fitzgerald took these points on board 
and revised the manuscript over the 
following winter. 

Set in the summer of 1922, the 
story is narrated by Nick Carraway, a 
Yale graduate from the Midwest who 
has served in the First World War. The 
novel revolves around the relationship 
between Daisy (Nick’s cousin), her 
wealthy husband Tom, and Jay Gatsby, 
a mysterious millionaire who gives 
lavish parties attended by lots of 
well-connected people he does not 
know. There are scenes of riotous 
drunkenness, presented negatively in 
the disapproving voice of the narrator 
– an ironic contrast with the heavy-
drinking real life of the Fitzgeralds. 

Part of the novel’s appeal derives 
from the enigmatic character 
of Gatsby, with his mysterious 
background and his idiosyncratic 
formality of speech, frequently 
addressing Nick (the narrator) as ‘old 
sport’: ‘Look here, old sport,… what’s 
your opinion of me, anyhow?’ A little 
overwhelmed, I began the generalised 
evasions which that question deserves. 

In an unguarded moment, he tells 

Nick that it took him ‘just three years’ 
to earn the money to buy his ‘colossal’ 
house. Late on in the story, we 
discover that his wealth derives from 
connections with the underworld and 
involvement in crime – and that he 
was born James Gatz. 

In October 1922 the Fitzgeralds 
had moved to Great Neck on Long 
Island, a haven of mansions occupied 
by newly wealthy New Yorkers; it 
was situated across the bay from Port 
Washington, home to many of New 
York’s wealthiest established families. 
This juxtaposition gave Fitzgerald the 
idea for West Egg, the new money 
peninsular where Gatsby’s phoney 
French mansion (‘imitation of one Hôtel 
de Ville in Normandy’) is set, and the 
old-money East Egg where Tom and 
Daisy Buchanon live in their red-and-
white Georgian Colonial mansion. 

It transpires that Gatsby has bought 
the huge mansion on West Egg so 
that he can look across the bay to the 
home of Daisy, whom he met and fell 
in love with before the war. Daisy, like 
Fitzgerald’s Zelda, requires wealth to 
win her. Much of the story revolves 
around Gatsby’s attempt to get her 
away from the arrogant, unfeeling 
Tom. In the end he fails and Daisy, 
despite her feelings for Gatsby, stays 
with her husband. In the novel’s 
denouement Gatsby is murdered by a 
jealous husband who wrongly believes 
him to be his wife’s lover and driver 
of the car that killed her. In fact, the 
car was driven by Daisy, and Tom 
Buchanon effectively arranges Gatsby’s 
death by allowing his mistress’s 
husband to think that Gatsby was her 
lover and that he was driving the car. 

Tom’s character – a cold-hearted, 
hypercritical upper-crust bully – 
contrasts with that of Gatsby, a loyal 
and good-hearted man. He may have 
a murky past, but in reality he is far 
more genuine than Tom Buchanon 
and the hordes of New York socialites 
who take advantage of his fabulous 
hospitality. As the narrator puts it: 
‘They’re a rotten crowd’, I shouted across 
the lawn. ‘You’re worth the whole damn 
bunch put together.’ 

Wider resonance
From 1919-1937 Fitzgerald recorded 
the progress of his life and career in a 
large, leather-bound ledger, much of 

it devoted to recording his published 
work and his income. One section 
entitled ‘Outline Chart of My Life’ 
gives a month-by-month summary 
of his activities, including the date he 
fell in love with Zelda (7 September, 
1918). Many years also have a brief 
headline: age 14 is described as ‘A Year 
of Much Activity but Dangerous,’ while 
the headline for 1920 reads ‘Revelry 
and Marriage. The rewards of the year 
before.’ Fitzgerald’s philosophy of life 
seems to be reflected in The Great 
Gatsby’s celebrated final sentence: So we 
beat on, boats against the current, borne 
back ceaselessly into the past.

The novel’s East Egg/West Egg 
setting reflects a society obsessed by 
wealth and status; while the sterile 
landscape between Long Island and 
New York, with Doctor TJ Eckleburg’s 
eyes staring out from an advertisement 
hoarding, symbolises the emptiness 
and disillusion of post-war America. 
The novel shows how many young 
Americans with Fitzgerald’s kind of 
background felt in the years following 
the First World War – purposeless in 
a world of excess. And Gatsby can be 
seen as the prototypical American for 
whom everything is possible. 

In his novels and short stories 
Fitzgerald made extensive use of his own 
life experiences, including his hedonistic 
lifestyle and turbulent relationship with 
Zelda. He gives us an unforgettably 
vivid picture of the times.   
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INSPIRING WORDS

I  was always a voracious reader and I do remember as a child wanting 
to write a book like The Hobbit. 

Fast-forward: a degree in History/English, followed by a career 
as a physiotherapist. I was a child, having fun, and observing the 
world. Finally I thought: if I don’t do it now, I never will.

In WH Smith I bought the Writers’ & Artists’ Yearbook, a notepad 
and some pencils. I wrote articles and short stories. I paid to have them 
critiqued. I realised I wasn’t JRR Tolkien, or indeed Hilary Mantel, but 
importantly, I did realise that I had a fertile imagination. 

Very quickly my first short story was published in 2010, followed by 
magazine articles. I went to the York Festival of Writing and amazingly, 
my piece which wasn’t a novel – I hadn’t started one yet – was put on the 
substitute list to read at their Friday Night Mic event.

I went home and started my first novel; the following year at the Hay 
festival I read the novel’s opening, and received a small standing ovation. 
I was on fire. I finished the book which was a historical novel set in the 
Spanish Civil War. I submitted it to various agents. A lot of interest and 
requests for the full manuscript resulted, but it wasn’t picked up, and so I 
thought I’d better try a more commercial genre. 

A strong idea for a psychological thriller emerged; it became a novel that 
I wrote in 2013-14. More interest resulted and, although I had no offers, 
I knew I had something. An agent and publisher (Accent Press) asked me 
to rewrite as they felt, yes, the story did have something. I obliged. The 
agent, Ger Nichol, loved it, signing me up – and subsequently so did the 
commissioning editor for Accent, Rebecca Lloyd.

Not only did I find an agent, I found a publisher too. Also I found 
my genre. And finding what you love to write normally means you have 
found the genre you will be better at writing in.

Like so many novelists I have the first, unpublished manuscript, my 
historical novel, ‘in the drawer’ and one day I will go back to it.

‘It takes ten years or 10,000 hours to write well.’ This is a truism. More 
than talent, a writer needs patience, hefty skin, and discipline. With these, 
you will be successful.

Website: www.jacorrigan.com

Julie-Ann Corrigan’s debut psychological thriller, Falling 
Suns, is published by Accent Press. She shares her path to 

publication with Dolores Gordon-Smith

How I got
 published

For me, it’s all about the work. I’m excited when I find a new 
author who can write with real quality and intelligence.

I receive thousands of submissions a year, but Julie-Ann 
Corrigan’s Falling Suns stood out. It gripped me from the 
start. Falling Suns is a psychological thriller and written 
with such pace that the reader is drawn immediately into 
the darkly disturbing and dysfunctional family at the 
heart of the book.   

When ex-DI Rachel Dune’s small son is brutally 
murdered, her cousin Michael is found guilty of his 
murder and locked away.

Four years later, Rachel discovers that Michael is being 
granted the first steps to freedom. Unable to cope with 
this, she decides upon revenge, assuming a new identity. 
But Rachel’s perception of the truth might not be as 
accurate as she thinks and she might be about to murder 
the wrong man…

I found it an extraordinary and disturbing work 
that, unlike a lot of thrillers, also connected on a 
deep emotional level, with a deep understanding of 
human nature. I didn’t expect to be nearly in tears! 
I’ve already mentioned that Julie-Ann writes with pace 
and intelligence, but the book also delivers constant 
surprises with characters that I could really believe in 
and understand.  

I am delighted that Falling Suns is published by Accent 
Press, a vigorous and energetic publisher. I see Julie-
Ann continuing to develop not only as a strong writer, 
but a prolific one, too. She has a great talent and is a 
very hard worker. Falling Suns will be the first of many 
outstanding books.

Ger Nichol, Julie-Anne Corrigan’s agent 
and managing director of  the Book Bureau, 
Wicklow, Ireland, says:

•  Network at conferences and other literary events. The writers 
you meet go on to be your best readers and often, good friends. 
Every writer needs a good writing buddy.

•  Be careful with whom you share your work. Find someone you 
trust and who READS! Someone who will not mind bruising 
your ego a little, but will also tell you what your writing strength 
is. We all have one.

TOP TIPS:

was always a voracious reader and I do remember as a child wanting 
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‘My mam spat out her tea 
when I told her.’

‘Why?’
‘She said that sort of 

thing was private and 
Mrs Mason shouldn’t have talked about it. But 
my Auntie Vera said it’s better to know what’s 
what.’

‘Your Auntie Vera is nice.’
‘I know. She said it was better than believing 

silly things about storks bringing them, or 
growing them under gooseberry bushes – like 
Julie thought!’

‘I didn’t! Not really.’
‘You did. And Pearl thought... what did Pearl 

say, Marie?’
‘She said babies were a gift from God and 

that you find them in the cellar.’
‘That was it.’
‘Well that’s not that silly. My mum says 

babies are a gift too.’
‘Ha! Roger Hope’s sister doesn’t think so. I 

heard her crying and telling our Gary she didn’t 
want to have one.’

‘I’m not surprised – who wants to get as fat as 
Mrs Mason? Shall we play house?’

‘All right. Are we all sisters again?’
‘Well I think that you and me and Pearl 

and Marie should be the sisters. I’m the 
oldest so I’m in charge, Pearl can be the 
quiet one cos she’ll just want to sit in the tree 
bedroom. And you and Marie can be naughty 
and keep sneaking out of the house when I’m 
not looking.’

‘And who am I?’
‘You can be Julie’s boyfriend, and Marie is 

covering up for her so you two can meet.’

‘Why am I the boy? I’m always the boy.’
‘You’re best at it. You’ve got the shortest hair.’
‘Boys don’t have to have short hair any more. 

I don’t want to be the boy.’
‘Well somebody’s got to be the boyfriend. 

Then Julie can have a baby in her tummy cos 
she’s the fattest... What’s the matter with Pearl, 
Marie?’

‘She doesn’t want to talk about babies in 
tummies, she thinks she’ll get in trouble and get 
smacked.’

‘That’s daft. How will anyone know?’
‘It’s not daft. She’s just scared. She’s always 

getting smacked.’
‘Oh, all right, let’s just pretend that I don’t 

want Julie to go out with Karen, then.’
‘I’m not being the boy again.’
‘Ok, ok... We’ll pretend the boyfriend. You 

can be the neighbour who comes round to tell 
me what Julie’s up to. And you can tell me that 
her boyfriend is a bad lot like your Gary and I’ll 
get all cross’

‘Our Gary isn’t a bad lot, just cos he hasn’t 
got a job...’

‘I thought he was a burglar.’
‘Burglar’s not a proper job, Julie.’
‘Our Gary isn’t a burglar!’
‘Course he is. The police are always round 

your house... So, are we playing this game 

or what?’
* * *

‘You’ll never guess what Roger Hope’s sister 
did.’

‘What?’
‘She tried to kill herself. Last night, my 

Auntie Vera said. She waited til everybody was 
out and she put her head in the gas oven.’

‘Why?’
‘Does that kill you?’
‘Of course it does, it burns your head off.’
‘Ugh. That’s horrid. Is Roger’s sister dead?’
‘No, Mr Hope came home and found 

her. But they had to get an ambulance and 
everything, and Mrs Hope was wailing the 
place down.’

‘What made her want to be dead?’
‘Because she’s got a baby in her tummy and 

she isn’t married so she’s scared her mam and 
dad will be cross.’ 

‘I don’t understand. Why did she get one 
then?’ 

‘...I’m not sure about that. My mam said 
little pigs have big ears and told me to go and 
play in my bedroom so I didn’t hear all of it. 
But my Auntie Vera reckons that Roger’s mam 
and dad would have been ok about it anyway.’

‘Why?’
‘Cos when Roger’s other sister found out 

CB McCall would like to think of herself as a published author 
and social media darling but, so far, her success has been 
limited to selling one 137-character story to an e-zine for 
$1.50 and getting ten ‘likes’ on Twitter. Although her name 
has occasionally cropped up in long- and shortlists for other 
competitions, this is her fi rst WM short story and she is 
tickled pink at the prospect of seeing it in print.

by CB McCall

Winner

1st prize

Let’s Pretend
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Runner-up in the Open Short Story Competition, whose entry is published on www.writers-online.co.uk, was Dominic Bell, 
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Dialogue-only short story competition

she was having a baby they were really horrible 
about it and she ran away and they never saw 
her again. So they won’t make that mistake a 
second time, she says.’

‘I don’t believe that – Roger hasn’t got 
another sister.’

‘It was years and years ago, before Roger was 
born. Roger might not know about it, even, so 
don’t say anything to him. Shall we put it in the 
game, though?’

‘Is one of us going to run away?’
‘No, not in the playground – there’s not 

enough good places to go. But Julie could say 
she’s going to run away because we don’t like 
her boyfriend and then she can put her head in 
the oven and me and Marie can come and pull 
her out. Pearl, you can be in the tree bedroom 
and you hear all the fuss and you run to the 
phone box and dial 999...’

‘...She doesn’t want to.’
‘No? ...Never mind. Marie, you can do 

the phone call then. And Karen can be the 
ambulance driver.’

‘I’m NOT being a boy again.’
‘How about a nurse at the hospital, then? You 

can save Julie’s life. Is that ok?’
‘I could be the sister. We could pretend I’ve 

got long hair and it catches fire in the oven and 
that’s why it ends up short.’

‘Yes, but we’re pretending Gary’s the 
boyfriend and he’s your brother.’

‘Did Roger’s sister’s hair catch fire?’
‘How can you tell? She’s that ginger she looks 

like her hair is on fire all the time anyway.’
‘Shut up, Karen. You might upset Pearl.’
‘Nah. Look at her, she isn’t even listening.’

* * *
‘You know what? Susan’s Auntie Vera was 

right.’
‘What about?’
‘Roger’s sister. She was worrying about 

nothing. Our Gary says she’s back from the 
hospital and her mam and dad are being really 
nice and she doesn’t even have to have a baby 
any more.’

‘Why? What’s she done with it?’
‘Maybe she’s given it away.’
‘Can you do that?’
‘Course you can, to someone who wants one. 

My mum says some ladies can’t have babies. 
That’s why she says they’re a gift.’

‘Well if Roger’s sister’s given hers away 
everybody’ll know whose it was – all the Hopes 
are bright ginger and covered in freckles.’

‘Shhhh!’
‘Don’t take any notice, Pearl. You’ve got 

pretty hair – and your little brothers are really 
cute! My Auntie Vera says freckles are a sign of 
beauty.’

‘Maybe if no one wants a ginger baby they’ll 
just put it back under the gooseberry bush – eh, 
Julie? Or back in the cellar, Pearl... ’

‘Karen, will you stop being mean!’
‘Keep your hair on. I was only pulling their 

legs.’
‘At least I’ve got hair. What are we going to 

play, Susan?’
‘I was thinking, we could have a cellar in our 

house. Under the tree bedroom? ...Oh no! What’s 
up with Pearl now, Marie?’

‘...She’s scared of the cellar. Her dad is always 
saying he’ll put her in theirs if she’s naughty and 
never let her out. He says that’s what happens to 
bad girls.’

‘Oh... Tell you what – we’ll pretend the cellar 
in our house is like a palace with all gold and 
sparkly lights and it’s full of treasure and money 
and we find it, so we can all go on a holiday to 
Skeggy and play on the slot machines? That’d be 
all right wouldn’t it?’

‘And Pearl can always stay in the tree bedroom 
while we find the cellar if she’s worried.’

‘That’s sorted then... Julie had better not have 
Gary for her boyfriend in this story, though, 
because he robs peoples’ houses and he’ll nick all 
our stuff.’

‘I’m going to tell our Gary you said that.’
* * * 

‘Karen! You know you’re not allowed to tell 
grown-ups about the game.’

‘Our Gary isn’t a grown-up, he’s a teenager.’
‘Teenagers are grown-ups. What did you tell 

him?’
‘Only that Pearl’s house has got a real cellar 

and that we were playing at finding money... he 
might have got it a bit mixed up...’

‘He thought it was real life! He must be even 
stupider than everybody thinks.’

‘Did the police catch him sneaking in and 
arrest him, then? Marie said there were lots of 
flashing blue lights.’

‘No! I keep telling you – he’s not in trouble, 
he’s a hero! He dialled 999 when he saw there 
was someone stuck in there and they sent police 
cars and an ambulance and even a fire engine.’

‘And they found Roger Hope’s other sister?’
‘Yes. She never ran away at all, she just couldn’t 

get out.’

‘That’s awful. 
Was she dead?’

‘No. But they 
say she’s not so 
ginger now and 
she’s gone a bit 
mental.’

‘What happened 
about her baby? Was 
that in there too?’

‘Don’t think so – our Gary didn’t say anything 
about it.’

‘Maybe Pearl’s mam found it and that’s why 
Pearl thinks babies come out of the cellar?’

‘No. That’s silly... she’d have found Roger’s 
sister too and let her out’

‘Not if the baby crawled out through a little 
hole – babies are very small compared to people.’

‘Don’t be daft, Julie.’
‘So where’s Pearl? ...Marie, is Pearl at school 

today?’
‘No... My mum said Pearl and her brothers 

have to go and live somewhere else now.’
‘What, because there are lots of policemen 

looking round her house?’
‘Yes. And cos there’s no-one there to look 

after them. Her mam and dad are at the police 
station trying to explain how Roger’s other 
sister got into their cellar. My mum says they 
might be there a while.’

‘Oh... Did they know she was there, then?’ 
‘Do you think Pearl knew?’
‘No! She’d have said something.’
‘Ha! Nobody would have heard her if she 

did.’
‘Shut up, Karen.’
‘I’m just saying. She couldn’t talk properly, 

could she?’
‘She could talk fine, it’s just most people can’t 

listen.’
‘Anyway... do you all want to play or what?’
‘I don’t. I miss Pearl.’
‘We’ll not carry on with the usual game, 

then, while she’s not here. We’ll pretend that 
there are policemen in our house too, and we 
can’t go in.’

‘Why would there be policemen in our 
house?’

‘Maybe all our treasure got stolen? And the 
police are looking for the burglar?’

‘All right. Who are we going to pretend was 
the burglar?’

‘Don’t look at me! I told you, I’m not being 
the boy again...’   
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T
he open competition 
presents poets with the 
easiest and the hardest 
challenge of all. Easy comes 
from the fact that you can 

submit a poem in any form on any 
theme, with only the line limit to 
restrict you. Hard is for the same 
reason. The selection of theme, and 
style you use to explore it, must be 
organised with meticulous care. 

The range of subject areas covered 
in this competition and the quality 
of their treatments made for excellent 
reading. Many poets had clearly come 
upon a good initial idea and then 
considered it fully before developing 
it into a poem. There were inspired 
ideas that made you laugh or made 
you think. There were fresh, original 
pieces, and familiar subjects given a 
fascinating new twist.

Sadly, many terrific ideas were 
let down by problems with their 
execution. There were poems in 
traditional forms that broke their 
set patterns, and free verse poems 
that lacked the music of verse and 
read as prose passages. Some entries 
could have been so much stronger 
if they had been read aloud during 
their construction, so that metrical 
problems, weak or misplaced rhymes, 
and awkwardness of expression could 
have been identified and adjusted.

Some of the entries worked well 
in terms of both content and the 
technicalities of form, but were 
rather too overstated. It can be 
tempting to write yourself into a 
poem, giving all the explanation in 
the first couple of stanzas that you as 

the writer need, but your readers do 
not. It’s equally tempting to say too 
much at the end. The body of the 
poem shows what is happening, so 
summing it up by telling the reader 
what happened is redundant.

When a poem features one or more 
characters, it’s important to think 
about characterisation just as a fiction 
writer would. By coincidence, both of 
the winning poems in this competition 
feature fascinating characters with 
problems, and specific locations.

First place 
Gillian Dunstan of Sidmouth, 
Devon wins first prize with For 
Whom the Bell Tolls, a free verse 
poem narrating a situation and 
then showing the way one person 
responds to it. The characterisation 
of this person is irresistible. Salli – 
and the tiny affectation of i instead 
of y at the end of the name says 
so much about her – works in the 
cosmetics department of the store. 
She can be identified immediately. 

The opening scene is set outside, 
and atmosphere, mood and location 
are revealed from the start. The image 
of mist that slinks like a cat / round 
deckchairs describes its movement 
through that brilliant simile and also 
indicates that we are at the seaside. 
The sibilance of eases / sinuous / 
insidious and long vowel sounds and 
consonant clusters in town / draws / 
obscure help to build up tension.

Words like shroud, muffle and 
obscure both create atmosphere and 
edge readers neatly into the immediate 
situation by introducing the pavement 

WINNERS
Poetry

QUALITY 

Judge Alison Chisholm highlights the 
outstanding winners from our unthemed 

annual Open Poetry Competition

Mist slinks like a cat
round deckchairs, eases through alleys
to the town. Sinuous, insidious, 
it draws in a grey shroud
from the sea, to muffle and obscure

the pavement. A woman trips,
falls softly, lies too still.
Folk gather. Someone gives mouth-to-mouth.
An ambulance howls through the fog.
She’s stretchered off. Dampness clings like soot.
The crowd shivers, mutters
to each other to take care
and melts away.

In the bright lights of the department store,
Salli, make–up immaculate, nails gelled
to perfection, womans her counter.
Her offers prove a draw;
folk gather. 

‘Looks grim out there,’ she smiles,
‘remember Jack?
He lurked in London’s fogs – thank you, Madam,
that’ll be twenty pound. Gutted them, didn’t he?
Blusher was it? Here’s our new range
of gorgeous reds. All those entrails -
doesn’t bear the thinking. Still,
I doubt we’ll find his like
in our small seaside town.
Here’s your receipt. Enjoy.’
She turns to serve again, remarks,
‘But you never know what’s out there
or when your card’s crossed through,
that’s what I always say.’

A frisson of dismay runs through the crowd –
you never know… 

Winner

1st prize

FOR WHOM THE 
BELL TOLLS,

by Gillian Dunstan

over all
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at the opening of the next stanza. 
There’s onomatopoeia here too, with 
trips, falls softly, howls and clings. The 
narrative is simple and recognisable. 
There are attempts to help the woman, 
culminating in her being taken away 
by ambulance, while The crowd 
shivers, mutters and eventually disperses. 
It’s an ordinary scene.

Meeting Salli turns the ordinary 
into something bizarre. She needs 
no description of the physical as the 
nails gelled / to perfection alongside 
her immaculate make-up sum up 
the beauty professional at a stroke. 
And here, at the heart of the poem, 
there’s a mirror image of the crowds 
dispersing, for now a crowd is 
gathering to study Salli’s offers.

The penultimate stanza, with its Jack 
the Ripper theme, intersperses gory 
recollections with shop chitchat, so we 
see Gutted them, didn’t he? in the same 
breath as Blusher was it? And new range / 
of gorgeous reds alongside All those entrails. 
At the end of the stanza, Salli reminds 
everyone of the precarious nature of 
existence, so there’s a strong note of 
disquiet just before the final couplet 
stanza. Then at the end, the slightly 
spooky atmosphere of the first stanza is 
reflected in the metaphorical and literal 
you never know… and we come full circle 
while nameless fears stalk. 

The title of this poem is a perfect 
choice. Originally appearing in a 
meditation by John Donne and 
popularised by Ernest Hemingway for 
his Spanish civil war novel, it is picked 
up here with the baggage already 
clinging to it, and the ominous words 
dance again in this new context. 

Second place
For Whom the Bell Tolls leaves 
fragments of disquiet in the memory, 
and the same is true of Migration, 
the poem in second place, by Pamela 
Trudie Hodge of Plymouth, Devon. 
Here we have two characters, the 
unnamed he and she, together but 
with a rift forming between them that 
nothing can bridge – the fact that they 

They sit on the verandah beneath a chaos 
of bougainvillea, he with the local paper,
mouthing words as he did so long ago
in the innocent John and Janet days of Primary.

After a lifetime of breeze-block flayed
hands, cement-dusted eyebrows, early
redundancy freed him to taste his dream.
This is his paradise, never hers – a white
villa in the foothills, barefoot Maria
mopping tiles, evicting cockroaches.

His wife regards him from lowered lids.
He looks more like a tortoise every day,
sun-scorched scalp, half-moon mouth,
fleshy folds draped between taut sinews.
He consults his watch. Pre-lunch ritual.

She joins him on the dusty road, perspiration
prickling the valley between her breasts, stops
to listen. Birds are gathering in distant trees,
flocks of feathered bundles soaring in drifts
to wheel and return, perch like pegs on a line. 

In the Ex-Pat Club she sits with Rose, takes
off her hat, mops her greying hair. Sighs.
Clarissa, self-styled First Lady, beckons
them to join her giggling coterie. They smile,
waggle dismissive fingers, sip fresh orange
juice slaughtered by tinkling ice-cubes.

He joins the chaps at the bar, subservient
to ex-majors, something-in-the-City has-beens.
He knows his place in the pecking order, talks
footy, Brexit, the increase in the price of gin.

They walk back to yet another warm salad,
blessed oblivion of siesta. She senses change,
listens to silence, shades her eyes to follow
an ever-changing tumult of pulsing wings.

They are flying home, over restless waves, sand,
soaring cliffs. Home to green fields and streams,
to where bluebells, like a fallen summer sky, lie
among the mossy hazel roots in Lippen Copse. 

both want very different things from 
this time in their life. He revels in the 
expat life in sunny exile. She is clearly 
bored by the tedium, and envies the 
birds gathering to fly back to England.

This poem is a masterclass in the 
art of show, don’t tell, so vital for 
poets and fiction writers alike. A 
builder taking early redundancy, he is 
living in his paradise, never hers, while 
she watches him looking more like 
a tortoise every day. Life has already 
slipped into daily rituals, with a walk 
out for drinks in the Club before 
going back for yet another warm 
salad / blessed oblivion of siesta. In a 
world of her giggling coterie and his 
chaps at the bar the rest of the world 
is in caricature. Only the birds seem 
to have got it right, heading home 
to green fields and streams, / to where 
bluebells, like a fallen summer sky form 
a welcoming committee.

Although the free verse of this poem 
is narrative and conversational, it 
retains the edge of poetry and never 
subsides into prose. The language 
bristles with imagery. 

His work gave him breeze-block 
flayed hands and cement-dusted 
eyebrows, and now we see him with 
fleshy folds draped between taut sinews. 
The heat of the day sees her on the 
dusty road, perspiration / prickling 
the valley between her breasts, so we 
understand heat and humidity.

We find all the techniques of slant 
rhyme here. Look at the alliteration 
and assonance in perch like pegs on a 
line, the unaccented rhyme of changing 
/ pulsing / flying, the full consonance of 
senses / silence and half rhyme of listen 
/ distant. All the examples of these 
elements combine to give a poetic 
‘feel’ to the piece.

The message of this poem is 
that the grass is not always greener 
somewhere else, and suggests the 
truth of the saying be careful what 
you wish for. The way it is told 
plays on the reader’s mind; a sure 
indicator of the poem’s quality and its 
worthiness as a winner.   

by Pamela Trudie Hodge

MIGRATION

Also shortlisted in the Open Poetry Competition were: Shirley Anne Cook, Uxbridge, Buckinghamshire; Tracy Davidson, 

Stratford-on-Avon, Warwickshire; Anne Gallagher, Roslin, Edinburgh; Bill Lythgoe, Shevington, Lancashire; Jacqueline 

Pemberton, Chorley, Lancashire; Angela G Pickering, Ely, Cambridgeshire; Joyce Reed, Marple, Cheshire; Barbara Robinson, 

Whitby, North Yorkshire; Jill Stanton-Huxton, Buckingham; Sim Smailes, Braintree, Essex; Sherri Turner, Thames Ditton, Surrey. 

Winner

2nd prize
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A
merican author Thomas H Cook is drawn to places 
of tragedy and suffering. He believes we can learn 
unexpected and profound lessons from them and so 
he travels around the world with his wife and daughter 
seeking them out. He has written over thirty crime and 

suspense novels which are often suggested as required reading for new 
writers wanting to follow in his footsteps. 

During the time he was the book reviews editor of Atlanta magazine, 
his first novel, Blood Innocents, was published. That encouraged him 
to go on writing and two years later, in 1982, his second novel, The 
Orchids, was published and he began writing full time. He says he was 

influenced by William Faulkner, whose book Light in August changed 
the way he thought about how a story can unfold.

His books have won several awards and been nominated for the 
prestigious Edgar Awards seven times in five categories. He won an 
Edgar award for his novel The Chatham School Affair, the Barry Award 
for Red Leaves and Evidence of Blood was made into a film. His strong 
pedigree and very respectable backlist of books deserve to bring him 
to greater renown in the UK. 

His latest book, Tragic Shores, is a departure into non-fiction. 
Published by Quercus, it takes the reader on an evocative and 
emotional exploration of extreme travel writing. 

The crime novelist turned travel memoirist shares his fi ve 
favourite reads with Judith Spelman

I am also quite drawn to true crime as 
a genre. Beyond Belief was written in 
1969 and I have not read it since. It 
may well be dated and there is always 
the chance when recommending an 
older book that should you read it 
now you might be less impressed. But as a 
young man – I was 22 when I read it – I found this work utterly 
engrossing. It was the first true crime book I ever read, and it had 
a great influence on me because of a particular scene. There is a 
moment in the book when one of the victims, a young woman, goes 
around a corner. Williams makes it clear that she will never be seen 
again, and he does so with words so powerful and enduring that 
to this day the scene has never left me. It defined what ‘haunting’ 
means in a work of literary art.

I am a great fancier of travel writing, 
and thus have loved the works of a 
great many authors in a genre that is 
as old as Herodotus. But when I think 
of travel writers, I most remember 
Bouvier. He was Swiss, wrote in 
French, and in 1954 travelled through 
Yugoslavia to Turkey, Iran and finally 
all the way to Pakistan. The Way of the 
World is his account of that trip. It tells of the friendship of the 
author and an artist describing two journeys, one descriptive 
of the road journey and the other meditating on the journey 
towards finding oneself. It is described as ‘one of the most 
beguiling travel books ever written’.  

Bouvier understood that although the traveller begins with the 
belief that he is making a voyage, he will soon learn that it is the 
voyage that is making – or unmaking – him. In my own voyages 
to the far corners of the world, this has proven one of the genuine 
truths of travel and it was never better stated than by Bouvier.

THOMAS 
H COOK

Shelf life: 

BEYOND BELIEF: 
The Moors Murderers, 
The Story of Ian Brady 
and Myra Hindley
Emlyn Williams

THE WAY OF THE WORLD
Nicolas Bouvier
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of Katherine 
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to buy the 
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p036 SHELF LIFE.indd   36 22/05/2017   15:05



APRIL 2017www.writers-online.co.uk

WRITER’S BOOKSHELF

www.writers-online.co.uk 37

Lyall Watson was a South African naturalist, 
botanist and a host of other ‘ists’. Dark Nature: A 
Natural History of Evil is his attempt to confront 
evil as a part of nature. It is a searing antidote 
to any notion that ‘nature’, either human 
or animal, is benign. In fact, the evidence 
suggests that nature is seeded with bottomless 
cruelty, unimpeded selfishness and unspeakable 
violence. My favourite chapters dealt with the killing sprees of wildlife: the 
fact, for example, that ground squirrels murder each other at a rate that, if 
applied to humans, would depopulate a large city in a matter of hours. For 
those with a dark turn of mind, Dark Nature is a must.

No less an authority than Joseph Conrad once 
understatedly noted that the conquest of the earth 
is not a pretty business. King Leopold’s Ghost is an 
unflinching exploration of just how unpretty it 
became for those caught in the brutal history of Belgium’s conquest of the 
Congo. Fuelled by their sovereign’s megalomaniacal ambitions, the King’s 
agents carried out atrocities so cruel, vicious, and indeed at times, so purely 
and unrelentingly sadistic, that even to read of them curls the hair. This is one 
of those books that makes the reader want to bring certain men back to life 
for the sole purposes of forcing them to endure some measure of the misery 
they inflicted upon others. Arrogant, vain, deeply hypocritical and morally 
benighted, King Leopold, himself, would be chief among them. One rarely 
confronts a heart more numbed by the vanity of power.

That Night, set on Long Island in the 1960s, 
comes as close as I have ever seen to being a 
perfect novel. In that way, it rivals The Great 
Gatsby, which, oddly enough, is also set on Long 
Island. There is not a word I would change. It 
tells the story of ‘that night’, the one during which 
a teenage boy and his friends come to claim the 
girl he loves from the neighborhood fathers who 
will not let her go. It is narrated by the girl’s ten-
year-old neighbour, a child only beginning to 

understand the tormented nature of romantic love. Even so, the tone is elegiac, and 
the writing very beautiful. Its ending is deeply, sorrowfully real as the dark truths of 
adulthood begin to erode the romantic illusions of youth.

‘Iwrite combination 
mystery/mainstream 
novel’ and that is a 

big problem, I think, in 
that mainstream readers 
very often never give 
mysteries a chance. I fall 
through a lot of cracks 
and so far, despite 
wonderful reviews over 
a period of twenty-plus 
years, I am still one 
of the best-known, 
unknown writers 
out there.

‘I pretty much 
keep banker’s hours 
when I’m writing. I begin work at around nine in 
the morning and stop at around three or four in the 
afternoon. I write almost every day, though from 
time to time I take a break. But even when I am not 
writing, I am thinking about the book, and often 
composing in my head. So, honestly, I suppose I am 
pretty much “writing” all the time.

‘I do not make a huge number of notes while 
I travel. I find that taking those kinds of notes 
distracts me from actually experiencing the place in 
full. I am blessed with an extremely good memory, 
but even so, it is easy to misremember, so when 
I begin to write about a place, I double check 
my memory against the facts.

‘I don’t plan out my books, I just begin to write 
and watch the story unfold. I don’t wait at all. Also, I 
don’t make very many notes, and never do an outline. 
I want to let my mind surprise me. I just begin and 
let the story tell itself, which it usually does. The 
characters are my writing partners, and sometimes I 
feel as if I am simply recording what they do.  

‘I find when I get to the middle of a book it 
becomes the most difficult. It is the famous second-
act problem. Beginnings are easy as you introduce 
characters and setting and lay down the plot. The 
ending is easy because all that has gone before begins 
to flow naturally toward it. The middle is very hard 
because the story has to maintain tension throughout 
and it is natural for the middle of the book to lag. 
It is a very difficult problem creatively. I see it when 
I write, but I also see the writer struggling with this 
problem when I read. I often quite sympathise with 
the author because I know what he/she is going 
through and it is hard.

‘My advice to any writer is to read. Read all the 
time, and read outside the genre in which you are 
writing. If you are a mystery writer, don’t just read 
mysteries. Read literary fiction, and also read non-
fiction. These readings will help you be a better writer 
no matter what genre you have chosen. Every book is 
a jewel added to the treasure chest of your mind.’  

DARK NATURE: 
A Natural History of Evil
Lyall Watson

KING LEOPOLD’S GHOST: 
A Story of Greed, Terror, and 
Heroism in Colonial Africa
Adam Hochschild

THAT NIGHT
Alice McDermott

mystery/mainstream 
novel’ and that is a 

big problem, I think, in 
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most of our life’s writing. However, 
some writing apps synchronise files via 
a preferred cloud service, so it’s worth 
investigating this before you buy. 

Then there are fears about 
synchronisation difficulties. Not 
handled correctly, files in the cloud 
can get confused or corrupted between 
devices. This can be avoided with some 
planning. Synchronise your devices 
at home before going out, and then 
synchronise again when you return, 
before switching on your desktop. 

However, if your mobile device has 
internet access while out and about 
you don’t need to do this. Syncing is 
automatic, as JT has found. ‘When I 
make a change,’ she says, ‘it shows up 
throughout my ecosystem in the blink 
of an eye. Totally seamless.’

She also recommends learning 
how to use the mobile app before 
working on any big projects. She soon 
discovered a few minor differences 
between the two versions of Scrivener. 
‘Give yourself plenty of grace and 
time to learn how to use it. The 
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Going 

In July 2016, Literature and 
Latte, the company behind 
the popular Scrivener writing 
software, released their 
iOS version, making the 
programme available to writers 

on their iPads and iPhones. At first, 
I was sceptical. Who writes a novel 
on their smartphone with its tiny, 
cumbersome keyboard? 

It all changed for me during a 
delayed hospital appointment. Instead 
of sitting there, wasting time, I 
realised I could review the first draft of 
an article I’d written earlier that day at 
my desk. Out came my smartphone, 
and I began editing. When I got 
home, all those amendments I’d made 
via my smartphone were reflected on 
my desktop version. Amazing!

In the business of writing, being 
productive means making the most 
efficient use of our time, and this is 
where writing apps for mobile devices 
come into their own. 

Freedom and flexibility
For New York Times bestselling author 
JT Ellison, whose latest standalone 
thriller, Lie to Me, is published on 5 
September, having access to all of her 
writing on her iPad has revolutionised 
her writing workflow. Being able to 
use the same writing software on all 
of her devices enables her to write 
everywhere. As a Scrivener fan, she 
couldn’t wait for last year’s launch of 

the mobile app.
‘I’ve been a devotee for over seven 

years,’ she explains. ‘I downloaded the 
first [desktop] version in 2010. Three 
laptops and two desktops later, I’ve 
written almost a dozen novels with it.’

The mobile Scrivener app has given 
her freedom. ‘Before, if I wanted to 
write while I was out for the day or 
on a trip, I had to take my laptop. 
Yes, there were other options, but I 
work exclusively in Scrivener, and 
prefer to keep all of my work in one 
file. Being able to take the iPad to the 
coffee shop, on a plane, on a trip – 
especially vacations – has untethered 
me completely. It’s very freeing, and, of 
course, easier to handle those moments 
of inspiration that always hit the second 
you’re away from your computer.’

To get the most from any mobile 
writing apps copies of our text files 
need to be stored online, in the cloud, 
via services like Dropbox, Apple’s 
iCloud, Microsoft’s OneDrive or 
Google’s Drive. All offer free versions, 
providing ample storage space for 

Can we write a novel on a smartphone, or edit a short story on a tablet? 
Simon Whaley connects with four writers who aren’t chained to their desks.

Mobile software
Scrivener for iOS: Apple devices only, but will sync with desktop Scrivener for Windows 
software: www.literatureandlatte.com/scrivener_ios.php
Ulysses: Apple devices: www.ulyssesapp.com
Microsoft Word for Windows, iOS and Android: https://products.offi ce.com/en-gb/mobile/offi ce
Google Docs offers access to your text on all devices: www.google.com/mobile/drive/
iA Writer: Apple and Android devices: https://ia.net/writer/
Simplenote: Windows, Apple, iOS, Android: https://simplenote.com

JT Ellison: 
“It’s very freeing, 
and, of course, 

easier to handle 
those moments 
of inspiration 

that always hit 
the second you’re 
away from your 

computer.”

Going 
mobile
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iPad version is sightly different from 
the desktop version. It’s written to 
be mobile-friendly. It has its own 
personality. It’s fun and colourful, and 
wants to help you. It’s designed to 
enhance your writing.’

Mobile office
While having access to the writing 
on your desktop machine is useful, 
not every writer has a dedicated 
desktop. Travel writer Jo Fitzsimons, 
who blogs as Indiana Jo and whose 
clients include Wanderlust and The 
Huffington Post, uses an app called 
Ulysses (Apple only). However, 
like me, she finds the keyboards on 
smartphones uncomfortable, so she 
invested in a tablet-sized laptop.

‘As much as I love technology,’ she 
says. ‘I can’t handle the tiny keyboard 
on my iPhone for writing anything 
longer than a message to friends. That 
said, I pretty much always have my 
laptop on me. It’s a tiny 11” Macbook 
Air, so it fits neatly into my handbag. 
I have no qualms about pulling it out 
on a train, or a bus, or in a bar.’

Like JT Ellison, Jo likes having 
her writing all in one place. ‘I use 
Ulysses for everything from blog 
posts to short stories as well as 
keeping snatches of ideas for both. 
I like the simple, clean screen of 
Ulysses, with simple folders that are 
easy to organise. It’s just much more 
visually pleasing.’

Being a travel writer means Jo 
needs to think when she’ll next 
be able to charge her device, so 
she hasn’t completely abandoned 
traditional writing methods. ‘I use 
pen and paper to capture thoughts 
on the go, as well as for “to do” lists. 
But as soon as I have my laptop open 
again I transcribe the notes into 
Ulysses so I have all my notes and 
thoughts in one place.’

Mobile writing has taught Jo one 
important lesson, and one that can’t be 
solved with a good old-fashioned pen 
and notebook either. ‘Back up, back 
up, back up,’ she says. ‘I didn’t once, 
and I lost everything. That was a sad 
day, but a valuable lesson learned.’

Cloud services can help here. Not 
only are our files stored in the cloud, 
but a copy is kept on our main 
device, such as a desktop or laptop 
machine. And even if we accidentally 

delete something, some services, like 
Dropbox, keep a copy of deleted files 
that can be recovered for thirty days.

Ditch the laptop
Other writers have found writing 
apps for their mobile devices mean 
they can ditch their laptop for a tablet. 
Short story and article writer Beatrice 
Charles uses her tablet more frequently 
for writing. ‘In the past, my main tool 
for writing has been Microsoft Word 
on my desktop computer, or a rather 
old, and heavy, laptop used when 
travelling away from home. Writing 
on my iPad is something that I have 
done increasingly over the last 
twelve months.’

‘I do have a bluetooth keyboard,’ 
she explains, ‘which I use if sitting at 
a desk at the library. But for the most 
part I use the onscreen keyboard for 
convenience. It enables me to write 
anywhere, whether in the lounge, in 
bed and when out and about on the 
bus or train.’

Beatrice also finds her iPad ideal for 
those late night inspirational thoughts. 
It avoids having to fumble about for 
a light switch, as you would with pen 
and paper, and offers this tip: ‘Reduce 
the brightness of the screen. It isn’t as 
great an assault on the eyes and is less 
likely to disturb a sleeping partner.’

Beatrice often writes complete 
pieces on her tablet. ‘I do use the iPad 
to type ideas and drafts for stories. But 
I have also completed blog posts, and 
written and submitted short fiction 
and poetry directly from the iPad. For 
a longer piece of work, over 1,000 
words, I am more likely to export it to 
my desktop for review, particularly as 
I don’t have a wireless printer. I find 
it easier to edit a longer piece of work 
when viewed as a hard copy.’

While dedicated writing apps like 
Scrivener and Ulysses make it easier 
to switch between different devices, 
it’s not necessary to use the same 
software on every device. You simply 
have to save your work in a file type 
that is recognised by other writing 
apps. Word’s doc and docx formats 
are recognised by most writing apps, 
but hardly any will be flummoxed by 
the universal rich text format (rtf ). 

‘I use Pages,’ Beatrice says, ‘which 
I find simple to use. I simply type 
and go. It keeps me updated as to 

THE BUSINESS OF WRITING

word count, has spellcheck and track 
changes functions. I can export the 
finished document as either Word, 
pdf, ePub, or Pages, which makes 
submissions easy.’

Portable productivity
Writing apps for mobile devices could 
change the way you write in other ways, 
too. Awen Thornber uses her computer 
for larger projects, but finds her tablet 
ideal for shorter pieces. ‘I use Google 
Docs on my iPad for short stories. I can 
easily transfer it across to the PC later. 
The strange thing is, to write a novel 
I sit at my computer, but for a short 
story or poetry I use my iPad. Maybe 
it’s because I associate a smaller device 
with shorter work, or more likely, I 
can carry it around and write during 
short breaks in travelling, housework, 
gardening and holidays, etc.’

She’s also found a way of avoiding 
the onscreen keyboard. ‘I use the 
dictate facility on the iPad. It’s handy 
for getting down an idea, or choice 
of words. It’s quicker than typing, 
especially when on the move.’

There are numerous writing apps 
for each mobile platform, so it’s 
worth experimenting. Find one you 
enjoy using, because it will increase 
your productivity. If you don’t like a 
piece of software, ditch and switch.

‘For a while I tried Textkraft Lite,’ 
Beatrice says, ‘which, although 
okay for note taking, I didn’t find 
as intuitive as Pages. I’m not tech-
savvy, so I need an application that 
requires minimum effort. Pages 
more closely replicates Word, which 
is the programme with which I am 
most familiar.’

These writers have all found that 
writing on their mobile devices has 
enabled them to lever more writing 
time into their day. Perhaps you 
should try it too. Who knows? Your 
next magnum opus might be drafted 
on your smartphone while waiting for 
a number 42 bus.   

Cloud Services
Most cloud services offer some limited storage for free:
Dropbox: www.dropbox.com
Apple iCloud: www.icloud.com
Google Drive: www.google.com/drive/
Box: www.box.com
Mega: https://mega.nz

Awen Thornber: 
“I use the dictate 
facility. It’s handy 
for getting down 

an idea, or 
choice of words. 
It’s quicker than 
typing, especially 

when on the 
move.”

Beatrice 
Charles: 

“Reduce the 
brightness of 
the screen. It 

isn’t as great an 
assault on the 
eyes and is less 
likely to disturb 

a sleeping 
partner.”

Jo Fitzsimons: 
“Back up, 
back up, 
back up.”
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UNDER THE MICROSCOPE

Andrew Culliart is a retired GP who draws on his own 
experiences as a doctor in his fiction. He originally wrote Death 
of a Cornish Innocent more than twenty years ago, when he was 
working as a family doctor in Cornwall, and having completed a 
creative writing course, he is now rewriting it, and working up a 
plot for a follow-up. Andrew’s writing experience also includes 

humorous and satirical columns, written under pseudonyms, for 
medical publications.

1An intriguing start. Given the 
story’s title and the italics, we sense 

immediately that the ‘work’ alluded to 
probably isn’t flower arranging.

2Lovely. We still don’t know what’s 
happening, but we do know the 

character has some kind of advanced 
manual dexterity.

3The staccato rhythm suggests 
pragmatic rationality while also 

hinting at something more sinister. It’s 
a skilful introduction to the mind of 
our character.

4As we may have feared, it’s a murder 
in progress. The cool, considered 

assessment of her resistance makes the 
attack so much more chilling.

5The short sentences take us inside 
a mind processing the scene 

in real time. We’re locked into the 
perspective of the character whether 
we like it or not. Good stuff!

6The danger of establishing this 
kind of febrile interior perspective 

is that it must remain absolutely 
consistent. I’m assuming our murderer 
is psychopathic (or otherwise 
unbalanced) and so I wonder if 
he’d perceive her desperation or 
acknowledge it. I’d also prefer to see a 
comma after ‘desperate’.

7Again, ‘succumbed’ is quite a 
literary word. It’s been implied that 

he’s a burly manual worker. Would he 
use such a word in his mind?

8But this is perfect. Seemingly 
exactly the terms he’d think in.

9Do we need the word ‘sensation’? 
Every word matters when the 

style is this pared. I’m similarly uneasy 
about ‘flexed’, whose ambiguity 
doesn’t give us the clear image we 
need. We may have assumed it’s 
strangulation, but it’d be nice to 
know.

10Another issue with character 
perspective. We can’t rule 

out that her murderer finds her 
peaceful post-mortem (perhaps 
he’s schizophrenic or has multiple 
personalities), but we don’t know that 
much about him yet and this could 
look like inconsistency.

11And again. This seems almost 
wistful coming from the man for 

whom fatal strangulation is a job well 
done. I think the authorial voice is 
bleeding into the character’s.

12We must assume this is the 
character speaking based on 

his prior knowledge (rather than the 
author telling us so).

13Once again, whose voice 
is this? Maybe he’s in a 

disassociated state (we just can’t 
know at this stage) but this looks like 
inconsistency of tone.

14Same again, but more so. 
Based on the perspective so 

far, it seems unlikely the character 

Under the 
microscope
Author and lecturer James McCreet puts a reader’s first 300 words 
through a forensic micro-critique

His hands were used to different work.1 This was 
surprisingly straightforward.2 Firm pressure. Gradually 
increasing.3 Though slightly built, she managed to find 
strength to resist.4 Momentarily.5 A desperate pointless 
thrashing around.6 She succumbed disappointingly 
easily.7 It was a task well done.8 A popping sensation 
at the base of his flexed fingers.9 Then she was limp. 
Peaceful.10 There was a beauty about her now that was 
absent in life.11 No one would miss her.12 A poor broken 
thing.13 Broken in a different way from him.14 She 
would have spoiled everything.15

*  *  * 

Duncan drove over the brow of Pentargan Hill and 
descended down16 the meandering beach road,17 the 
city of tents and caravans stretching out beneath him 
in an untidy sprawl.18 A few wispy clouds hung in 
an otherwise vivid blue sky.19 The sun was warm, 
the breeze light, ruffling his brown hair.20 He was 
overdue a haircut.21 A solitary magpie flew across 
the bonnet of his open topped sports car.22 He 
instinctively ducked as the black and white bird23 
narrowly missed the windscreen. 

“One for sorrow,” he said aloud.24

At the far end of Pentargan beach people were 
gathered in a tight circle, like ants collecting around 
a crumb of bread.25 As he drew nearer he made out 
an ambulance and a police car parked on the sand.26 
He stopped next to them. PC Stephen Cutts came 
out of the huddle to escort Duncan back to the 
cause of it.

“Nothing much you can do I’m afraid, Doc. She’s 
been dead some time I should say.”27 

The body was lying on its back. It was a woman, 
in her thirties.28 Short in stature, her clothing still 
in place apart from her missing shoes and socks.29 
Green anorak.30 The dark blue roll-neck sweater 
revealed by a half done-up zip.31
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has sufficient self-knowledge to 
acknowledge being ‘broken’, so this 
looks like the author speaking for 
him. It jars.

15But this is right on track again. 
We have a motive. This is a 

powerful opening, but it has two flaws: 
the inconsistency of voice, and the fact 
that it’s far too short. For publication, 
I’d expect to read at least a few pages 
for this scene (my usual prologue 
misgivings aside). There are too few 
words for us to perceive anything 
other than that a maniac has killed a 
woman – something that’s made clear 
a few words later. We know nothing 
more about him or her and so the 
scene lacks depth or purpose.

16Doesn’t one necessarily 
descend down? See also ‘revert 

back’ – another common tautology.

17Is ‘meandering’ the right 
word? It implies the arbitrary 

or random bends of a river – not 
the kind of thing constructed 
purposefully by road-builders. 
‘Winding’? ‘Hair-pinned’?

18Is a ‘sprawl’ ever tidy? Avoid 
tautology.

19A nice bit of concise 
description, but I wonder if we 

need ‘a few’.

20Rather an awkward 
construction. The elision of 

clauses causes a hiccup in flow.

21This is very nice, however. The 
fugitive thought – caught on 

the wind! – deftly introduces us to a 
new character perspective. 

22I’d actually assumed the 
wind was coming through 

the window. Maybe you should 
mention it’s a convertible when we 
first see it so that we don’t have to 
reformulate our internal images later.

23Is it necessary to mention 
that it’s a black and white 

bird? Magpies are pretty well known.

There’s some very good writing 
here. The initial italicised section 
is really quite compelling in tone 
and subject, hooking us into the 
story right away. This kind of close 
character perspective is difficult to 
get right and it’s mostly on target in 
terms of consistency. Unfortunately, 
its quality is part of the problem.

As I said, its length makes it 
inconsequential. It doesn’t tell us 
enough. Moreover, we leave the 
scene just when we’re become really 
engaged with it and so narrative 
tension is lost. I can’t see any 
publisher letting such a short intro 
stand. More worrying for me is that 
the scene with the murderer is much 
more gripping than what follows: a 
pretty standard crime-fiction opening. 
Perhaps inadvertently, you’ve shown 
us that the feverish and messed-
up world of the murderer is more 
interesting than the world of its 
investigation – presumably the world 
that will occupy the meat of the book. 
The writing and the focus is better in 
the first part.

Crime is a tough genre to write 
because so many things have 
already been done. Often, the 
criminal is the most interesting 
character merely because he has 
motives that go beyond mere 
employment. As a commercial genre, 
it tends to settle into a homogenous 
style that must appeal to the 
broadest demographic. It’s a pity, 
and it underestimates the reader. 
I’d hope that the whole of the book 
shows the flair and promise of that 
initial paragraph.

I wouldn’t be surprised if this 
gets published further down the 
road. A sound edit could get it there 
(assuming the overall structure 
works). With a little more effort, 
it could become a psychological 
thriller of genuine quality. The 
ability exists. Strip away all that’s 
predictable and answer the call of 
originality.   

24Do we need ‘aloud’? If he said 
it, he said it. Maybe he could 

say it ‘to himself ’.

25Do we need ‘collecting’? 
‘Gathered’ did the job.

26Wait – he could see the 
people but not the two much 

larger vehicles? Doesn’t sound right, 
unless something was obscuring his 
line of sight (as opposed to just the 
distance).

27Minor policemen and CSIs tend 
to acquire their own, weirdly 

formulaic speech patterns in crime fiction 
and TV scripts. The tone is vaguely 
archaic and overly formal. Maybe it’s true 
to life, but its uniformity and ubiquity 
makes it look like a cliché. It’d be nice to 
see some originality, even in such minor 
characters. Nevertheless, it’s useful to 
know that Duncan is a doctor rather than 
the policeman we might have assumed.

28I like the staccato rhythm. It 
shows us Duncan’s ordered 

thought process. I’m not too keen on 
the comma after ‘woman’, however.

29The rhythm continues, 
though ‘short in stature’ seems 

a tad wordy for internal voice.

30More of the same – good. But 
should we be worried that 

this is the same kind of thought/speech 
pattern we’ve just seen in the murderer?

31 The non-grammatical sentence 
continues the sense that these 

are consecutive but oddly disjointed 
impressions. It’s good.

IN SUMMARY

Read James McCreet’s 
suggested rewrite of this 
extract at http://writ.rs/

wmjuly17

• If you would like to 
submit an extract of your 
work in progress, send it 
by email, with synopsis 
and a brief biog, to:  
jtelfer@writersnews.co.uk
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Proofreading is a necessary part of the life of a published writer. Avoid typos and 
proofing glitches with the help of eagle-eyed Margaret James

I
’ve never read a published novel, 
including those I’ve written 
myself, that didn’t contain at 
least one typo or glitch. It’s so 
easy for these to sidle past even 

the most vigilant author, editor 
and proofreader. There’s something 
about checking through a long work 
of fiction that seems to induce a 
fugue state in most of us. Whenever 
I’m proofreading I find myself 
yawning, too. 

It’s tempting to fast-forward 
through any proofreading – should 
that be proofreading, proof-reading 
or proof reading? It depends who 
you ask – in order to get this most 
boring of literary jobs out of the way. 
Publishers themselves usually want 
this final stage of the process to be 
done as quickly as possible, so we 
novelists frequently find ourselves 
working under pressure, sometimes 

while we’re trying to do half a dozen 
other things too, such as finishing 
a different novel for which the 
submission deadline was yesterday. 

How can you minimise 
those howlers?
You should try to take breaks, even 
very short ones. Make a start on the 
ironing, wash the kitchen floor or 
muck out the hamster’s cage and I’m 
betting even proofreading will seem 
attractive after doing any of that. 

Get someone else to help. I 
used to pay my junior school-age 
children to proofread my novels, 
paying them a piece rate for every 
mistake they found. My first novels 
came out during the days of hot 
metal letterpress and the children 
usually found plenty of glitches, 
many of which had to stand because 
moving that comma or adding that 

line break might have involved 
resetting a whole page or even a 
whole chapter, and this was way too 
expensive to contemplate. 

Nowadays, when most typesetting 
is done electronically, almost all 
mistakes can be fixed with minimal 
technical bother. It’s spotting them 
in the first place that’s the problem. 
But a nerdish ten-year-old boy who 
is currently hankering after a new 
computer game might be tempted to 
spot them for you if you pay. 

Promise yourself rewards. After 
twenty pages you may go and 
make that mug of coffee. After a 
hundred pages you may go and 
watch Emmerdale on the ITV 
Hub. When you have finished 
completely you may order that new 
pair of jeans online. 

Magnify the text. You’ll probably 
be reading on screen and – mistake-

CHECK

CHECK

CHECK
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‘In 1998 I made a 
determined decision 
to move away 
from a fifteen-

year-long career in writing 
for television and to tackle 
my first novel. I’d written, 
script-edited and had a go 
at producing and now I wanted to get back to 
the creative side of things instead of dealing with 
budgets and temperamental “artistes”.  

‘I attended a party at my new agent’s plush 
offices and drank a lake of red wine. A few 
days later I was heartened to find that I’d been 
mentioned in a well-known industry periodical as 
a guest at the party and singled out as “soon-to-be-
published Richard Parker”.

‘I wish I’d known back then that it would 
actually be another decade before my first book 
appeared in WH Smith. 

‘To be fair, my first novel was a pretty warty 
character study that editors seemed to be amused or 
offended by and, if it had been picked up, I guess 
it would have been hard for me to know which 
direction I could have taken afterwards. It was also 
a very difficult book to categorise. During those 
ten years I continued to write and have my work 
rejected. But, crucially, I was also able to work out 
exactly what sorts of books I enjoyed writing and 
wanted to be categorised by.

‘In 2008 my first psychological thriller was 
picked up for commercial publication. I had a 
new agent and his advice to me was: “Now write 
something completely different”. I was grateful for 
his efforts on my behalf but I chose to ignore him. 
Nothing you write is a waste of your time, but ten 
years of rejection taught me that writing what you 
enjoy is absolutely essential.’ 

Richard’s latest 
novel is 
Be My Killer 
(Bookouture)

with Richard Parker

Novelists tell us what they wished they’d 
known right at the start of their careers.

I wish 
I’d known…

NOW Try this

43JULY 2017

Choose a published novel at random and scan it for proofing glitches. 
The chances are you’ll find a few. This might make you feel better 
when you open a published copy of your own novel and see a typo 
straight away!

Richard’s latest 
novel is 
Be My Killer 
(Bookouture)

wise – you’ll be surprised by what 
leaps out at you while you’re reading 
a page of twenty-point as opposed to 
ten-point text. Rogue punctuation is 
especially easy to spot at poster size.

Check for consistency in spellings 
– do you and your publisher 
prefer realise to realize, enquire 
to inquire, and does your spell 
checker (spellchecker, spell-checker) 
sometimes think it knows better 
than you? Your search-and-replace 
tool might be able to help you here, 
but be careful and don’t rely on it to 
deal with every kind of change. 

I once needed to make sure I 
had been consistent in the spelling 
of a character’s name and I ended 
up with a document full of new 
mistakes when I asked my search-
and-replace tool to make sure I’d 
always called my heroine Rosie, as 
opposed to Rose, and to change all 
the Roses to Rosies. So then the sun 
rosie-d, people wore rosiettes and 
the flowers in the heroine’s mother’s 
garden were all rosies, too. 

While you’re checking for 
spellings, check for consistency in 
characters’ names, too. This is the 
point at which you’ll be glad you 
gave your characters very different 
names right at the start of the 
process and haven’t been mixing up 
your Tanias, Tinas and Tonis.

While the proof reader at your 
publishing house will stay safely 
anonymous, you’ll be the one whose 
novel is trashed on Amazon and on 
other websites for having mistakes 
in it. So now is the time to check 
you don’t have two Chapters 24 
and no Chapter 23 (when you’re 
line editing under pressure and are 
amalgamating or dividing sections, 
parts or chapters, it’s very easy to 
mix up your numbering), that Boris 
hasn’t morphed into Brian half way 

through the story, and that Gina’s 
eyes are brown throughout. I read 
for lots of literary competitions 
and I often find a character’s name 
changes in the course of the story. 
Who on earth is Frankie, I wonder, 
but then I realise Frankie and 
Freddie are the same person. 

As a commercially published 
novelist, your proofs will probably 
arrive in portable document format, 
which you might or might not be 
able to change. You’ll need to check 
this pdf document for unintentional 
changes of font (this sometimes 
happens and nobody seems to 
know why) and also for intentional 
changes of font, perhaps in letters, 
flashbacks or when a new character 
takes over the narrative viewpoint. 
Some published novels involve 
the use of so many different fonts 
that I feel they must have been a 
nightmare to proofread. Do you 
want to add a dedication or some 
acknowledgements to the front 
matter? There’s probably still time.

When you’re in the throes of 
creation and writing the first 
draft of a novel, it’s easy not to 
think about what annoying little 
challenges might be waiting for 
you at the end of the process! But 
perhaps you should think about 
them just a little? 

Give your characters very 
different names now, maybe? 
Decide on the spelling of those 
names and stick to it? Correct 
your punctuation, general spelling 
and paragraphing as you go along 
rather than vow to sort all this out 
later? Try not to mix and match 
fonts unless you absolutely must. 
Make sure your chapter or section 
numbering is always correct? 

Then proofreading will hopefully 
not be a task you’ll always dread.   
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TALK IT  OVER

I have to say my immediate 
reaction to your question, 
Lucy, was: ‘rather you than 
me’, but that’s only because 
I have never written a 

historical novel and the prospect 
would terrify me. 

I tend towards the ‘write what 

Past tense

I 
have an idea for a novel which I am very keen to progress. However the plot 
will only work if there is no modern day technology so I am thinking of setting 
it at the very end of the 19th century. My problem is that the last time I studied 
history was as one of my O levels over forty years ago and my knowledge 
of  this period is limited. I love costume dramas and obviously I can research 

things online but do you think this will be enough? How can I ensure I get the 
language right and the clothes? If it’s a good enough story, will it matter if I get the 
odd detail wrong? Or am I being over-ambitious in even attempting to set a book in 
a past I know nothing about?

LUCY PERRATT 
Ilminster, Somerset

you know’ school of novel-creation 
because I’m always one to take the 
easy option, but please do not let 
me deter you. I really enjoy reading 
historical fiction and have huge 
admiration for those who write it.

And I know from talking to 
them, that even if you know little 

about the period right now, it is 
entirely possible to do enough 
research to make the book a 
success, and there has never been a 
better time to try. No longer do we 
have to hole up in the library for 
months – we have Google!

Merryn Allingham has written six 
compelling historical novels – her 
most recent, The Buttonmaker’s 
Daughter (HarperCollins HQ) was 
published in January with its sequel 
The Secret of Summerhayes (also HQ) 
coming out in July. When I put your 
question to her, she was encouraging.

‘If you’re keen to write a story 
set in the past, it means you’re 
already intrigued by that period,’ she 
observes. ‘Don’t be put off by lack of 
knowledge, the more you read, the 
more you’ll know.’

Merryn describes the internet as 
‘a brilliant resource’, particularly for 
visual images. 

‘Pictures of clothes, architecture, 
furnishings, can help you create your 
setting,’ she says. ‘But you need to 
feel the period as well as see it – the 

A reader worried about setting her novel in the past gets research advice from 
Jane Wenham-Jones
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T here’s a huge gap in the public’s 
conception of a writer and the reality 
of it. Why are we all assumed to be 
stinking rich for starters? I blame 

the media. They don’t put jobbing writers on 
the front page when they are scratching a living 
from their words. Only the tiny percentage of top 
earners get into the headlines and even then, those 
celebrity writers disagree with the number of zeros 
on the end of their supposed annual earnings.

Most – maybe all – writers write because they 
can’t not write. The late, great Ray Bradbury said 
that if he went a day without writing he grew 
uneasy, two days and he had tremors. Three and 
he suspected lunacy.

When I began writing, and actually started 
selling words, I didn’t say no to anything, no 
matter what it was. I conjured up advertisements 
for a local garage, wrote a property column for a 
newspaper, ghosted speeches… If asked to write 
an article in Swahili I’d have said yes and found 
a way to do it afterwards. (This was in the days 
before the ability to simply translate it via the 
miracles of the internet.) 

Writers tend to do that. Say yes to everything. 
It’s probably to do with getting your name out 
there, lengthening your writing CV and possibly 
something to do with the glow we all get from 
being asked to produce a few words.

One day, years ago, I decided to write down 
a few words on what I’d learned about writing. 
I left a notebook and pen on the table and 
whenever I thought of a lesson learned I added it 
to my list. It was a while before there was enough 
for a book, and by the time I’d written the book 
I’d learned a whole lot more. 

Keep writing and avoid tremors and worse.   

Novel 
Ideas

attitudes, values, manners and language.’
Interestingly, while she agrees that 

films and reference books are useful, 
she believes firmly that it’s the writing 
of the period that is likely to help 
you most, suggesting you track down 
letters, diaries, speeches and novels of 
the period. 

‘They give you the sense of what it 
feels like to live at that moment and 
in that society,’ she explains. ‘How 
you’d speak  – though you may need 
to tweak the language for a modern 
audience –  how you’d think, what 
social conventions you’d follow and 
how your class and gender affects all 
these things.’

Listening to Merryn, it strikes me 
that the thinking is likely to be the 
most dramatically different from 
modern day, so the social niceties 
observed and courting rituals etc 
are especially important. It will 
be immediately obvious if your 
protagonists behave in a way that 
would have massively gone against 
their upbringing and traditions or 
accepted behaviours of the time. And 
it is those behaviours – acceptable or 
otherwise – that can drive a plot.

The whole of Pride and Prejudice 
would fall apart for example, had 
Elizabeth and Mr Darcy met on 
Tinder or had the opportunity for a 
bit of suggestive tweeting.

It can also really jar if a character 
uses a modern expression in a 
historical book. I don’t know much 
more about the 19th century than you 
do, but I can still wince if a character 
starts speaking as if they are in 
EastEnders rather than Downton Abbey.

So my personal view would be 
that yes, it does matter if you get 
the details wrong – but Merryn – 
although she is now an expert who has 
worked as a university lecturer in her 
subject – takes a slightly more relaxed 
approach and says it depends what 
they are.

‘Accuracy is important, of course,’ 
she says, ‘but don’t obsess over small 
details too much – sometimes it’s 
impossible to find what you’re looking 
for, and then you have to use your 
imagination.’

She finds the 19th and early 20th 
centuries fascinating eras to research 
and her first book, The Crystal Cage, 
had as its background the London of 
1851. You may find it useful to visit 
her site www.merrynallingham.com 
and explore the ‘Behind the scenes’ 
section where she shares what she calls 
‘snapshots’ of the research she has 
undertaken. It is absorbing stuff.

However, Merryn cautions against 
overloading the reader with too much 
factual information. And I do agree. 
There is nothing worse than a great 
information dump just because the 
author has found something out and 
is damn well going to use it. ‘Filter in 
small doses here and there,’ she advises. 
‘You’re writing fiction, not a history.’

This is a very important point. In 
writing any sort of novel, your goal 
should be to captivate and entertain 
your readers and keep them turning 
the pages. To this end, I would say 
you need to concentrate on the 
convincing characters and gripping 
storyline first, and the history 
second. And remember that social 
mores, beliefs and opinions may 
change, but basic human emotions 
remain the same.

As Merry puts it: ‘People are 
people, whatever the century, and 
a universal theme will mean the 
concerns of the novel are relevant to 
a modern audience.’

In summary then, you are not 
being over-ambitious and the general 
consensus is to go for it. Focus 
on your story, do your research 
thoroughly but apply it with a light 
touch, try to immerse yourself in 
that world and, above all, enjoy the 
process. Good luck!   

The reality of writing differs 
dramatically from the public 

perception, says Lynne Hackles
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A write life
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eyes and that he is something of 
an unknown quantity, even when 
Colmore has lived in the house with 
him for some time.

We also learn that other 
characters, including a housekeeper 
and a land agent, know more than 
they are letting on, but are reluctant 
to talk about their employer. Their 
reticence allows information to be 
kept from the narrator and, in turn, 
from the reader.

Triggering the action
Conan Doyle then introduces 
some triggering incidents that 
allow Colmore to get a bit closer 
to his employer, and therefore his 
employer’s secret. Firstly, an accident 
involving one of the children leads 
to Colmore being allowed into Sir 
John’s inner sanctum. 

One important thing to notice 
in the passage following this is the 
first mention of the japanned box. 
It is described in passing and could 
easily have been lost amongst the 
other details of the contents of the 

46 JULY 2017 www.writers-online.co.uk

S ir Arthur Conan Doyle is, 
of course, best known for 
his stories about Sherlock 
Holmes. But he also wrote 
a number of other short 
stories in the genres of 

crime, mystery, horror and science 
fiction, and it’s one of those I’d like 
to look at this month. The Japanned 
Box is a story with a mystery at its 
heart; one that is not revealed to the 
reader until the end. I’d like to look 
at how the author builds up to this 
mystery, revealing layers of intrigue 
to the reader as he goes. As always 
you will get the most out of this 
masterclass if you read the story for 
yourself, and please be aware that I 
am going to give away the ending, so 
read it for yourself first, here: http://
writ.rs/wmjuly17

Mask your intentions
One of the interesting things about 
this story is that it keeps us guessing 
about the direction it’s going to take. 
Note how the opening paragraphs 
could be the opening of a love story 

– an account of how the narrator, 
Colmore, met the woman who was 
to become his wife. One big clue 
that this isn’t the case is the fact that 
he refers to the incident he is going 
to relate as ‘grotesque’.

Notice also that he uses the 
word ‘grim’ when describing the 
otherwise idyllic placement of the 
house of Sir John Bollamore where 
he is engaged as a tutor to two 
small boys, and that he mentions 
that the building chills his heart 
when he first sees it. This is another 
intimation that the story we are 
about to hear is not an altogether 
happy one – although we are then 
distracted by the mention of the 
pretty girl, Miss Witherton, who 
will later become Colmore’s wife, 
who is to be found in the house 
and the roses around the door. 

The author then starts to slip in 
information that will lead us towards 
the heart of the mystery to be 
uncovered at the end of the tale. We 
learn that Sir John is a formidable 
person with weary, hopeless looking 

It’s a 
mystery

Helen M Walters delves into the secrets of 
Arthur Conan Doyle’s Japanned Box
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room, were it not given heightened 
attention as the title of the story. 

Also important is the way in 
which this incident provides a 
pivotal plot point. Because Colmore 
has been into the inner sanctum, 
the land agent Richards opens up 
to him about Sir John’s past. This 
gives the reader a little more of the 
puzzle surrounding Sir John. He 
used to be an alcoholic and was 
only rescued by his wife, who is 
now sadly dead. Richards mentions 
the japanned box in the same 
breath as the ‘guardian angel’ wife, 
and although neither Colmore nor 
the reader realises it at the time, 
this is the clue to the mystery at the 
heart of the story.

There is then a second triggering 
incident. Colmore hears the voice 
of a woman coming from Sir John’s 
private quarters. Miss Witherton, 
who is with him at the time, 
confides that she has heard it many 
times before. For Colmore, and 
the reader, this becomes the central 
mystery of the story. When Sir John 
dismisses a servant for touching 
the japanned box, its importance 
is reinforced in the reader’s mind 
and juxtaposed with the issue of the 
mysterious voice. 

As we move to the reveal, the 
story hovers between possibilities. 
Is it a tale of scandal involving Sir 
John illicitly sneaking a woman into 
the house after dark? Is it a ghost 
story – we are told that the house 
has a long tradition of those – with 
Sir John being haunted by the ghost 
of his late wife?

The true solution, when it comes, 
fulfils the promise of the clues that 
have slowly been revealed to the 
reader. The unexplained voice of a 
woman, Sir John’s past experiences 
as an alcoholic and the presence 
of the japanned box all lead to the 
final revelation. The only thing that 
has been keeping Sir John sober 
since his bereavement is the voice of 
his wife, recorded on a phonograph, 
which is kept in the box that he has 
so jealously guarded.

The mystery is solved neatly and 
the reader can see that the clues 
were there all along. Can you pull 
this clever trick off when you write 
stories with a mystery powering 
the plot?

Keep them guessing
Whatever genre you are writing, from 
romance to adventure to crime, you 
may have secrets or mysteries you 
want to keep from the reader in 
order to keep them guessing. If 
you want to do this, you might 
find the following guidelines – 
plan, place and perplex – helpful.

Plan
People often ask me whether they 
should plan their short stories or 
not and usually I say it’s a matter 
of personal choice. Writers all 
work in different ways and some 
stories need planning more than 
others. However, I think there are 
some types of stories that can really 
benefit from planning and a story 
with a mystery in it is one of them. 
If you know from the start what the 
mystery at the centre of your story 
is and how you are going to reveal 
it, it is much easier to see the steps 
you need to take your reader on to 
get there.

Planning for short stories can be 
quite simple. I usually suggest you 
make a note of your starting point 
– this will probably be the point at 
which the existence of a mystery or 
secret first suggests itself. Then you 
need to identify your ending point 
– in this case the reveal. Then plan 
the steps needed to get there. If you 
look at my analysis of The Japanned 
Box the steps are the places I’ve 
referred to as triggering incidents. 
This will provide you with a map 
of the direction your story needs 
to take, and help you identify the 
points at which you need to 
release information.

If you plan carefully, you’ll find that 
you can see what you need to do as 
you build up to the reveal and make 
information available to your reader.

Place
Place your clues carefully. You don’t 
want readers to guess what the secret 
you are trying to keep from them 
is right from the start, but when 
they get to the end you want them 
to be able to look back and see that 
the clues were there if only they’d 
realised their significance.

In The Japanned Box the box is 
key. That is clear from the start as 
it forms the title of the piece. But 

MASTERCLASS

notice that its true significance is 
only clarified as the story goes on. 

When it is first mentioned, it is 
only in superficial terms as one 
of many items in the room. 
We then learn the box is so 
important to Sir John that 
he always takes it with him 

when he goes away, but we 
are put on the wrong track by 

the assertion that it may contain 
letters. It is only right at the end of 

the story that the true significance of 
the box is revealed.

Clues can inform, but if placed 
carefully can wrongfoot the reader 
and prolong the suspense as well.

Perplex
Keep your readers guessing. You 
know what the mystery you are 
hiding from them is, but make sure 
you give them other possibilities to 
mull over as well. 

Imagine that one of your characters 
is keeping a secret from another 
character. You may have a plot point 
where the character keeping the secret 
receives a furtive phone call late at 
night. Maybe your other character 
overhears part of the conversation. 
Think about how you can keep that 
conversation ambiguous.

Leave the other character, and 
of course the reader, wondering 
whether the call was from a 
secret lover arranging a romantic 
rendezvous, a criminal associate 
wanting to set up a heist, or a long 
lost missing relative begging to meet 
up for the first time in years.

By keeping the reader guessing, 
you’ll carry them through the story as 
they anticipate getting to the end and 
having all their questions answered.

Another thing to consider is that 
if your character is trying to keep a 
secret, what might give them away? 
A slip of the tongue? An involuntary 
action? An unguarded expression 
on their face when they don’t realise 
anyone is watching? See if you can 
subtly place little hints like this 
that may help the reader build up a 
picture of what is going on.

Whatever genre you are writing, a 
secret or a mystery at the heart of the 
story will give your readers something 
to think about and anticipate, and 
help you to give them an ending that 
surprises and satisfies.   

 
Read 

The Japanned 

Box in full at 

http://writ.rs/
wmjuly17
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Share your writing success stories. If you subscribe to Writing Magazine and 
would like to feature here, email Tina Jackson, tjackson@warnersgroup.co.uk

SUBSCRIBER 
SPOTLIGHT

‘I was born reading, or so it seems, as I don’t actually 
remember learning to read,’ writes subscriber David Ardron. 

‘As a teenager I was introduced to the writings of 
PG Wodehouse and James Herriot, and it was their 
work that planted in me the desire to write. However, 
due to the busyness of teenage life, forging a career, 
pop music, girls and beer, I put the desire to one side.

‘In 1990 I took the opportunity of visiting East Africa, 
little realising that Uganda would play a major part of 
my future. My visits progressed through the years, with 
new adventures, new friends, and funny incidents which 
weren’t funny at the time they were happening. 

‘At this time my reading had progressed on to 
travel books, and I realised that some books had been 
written to promote development work in various 
parts of the world. “What a good idea”, I thought. 
Fortunately I keep a journal of my visits to Africa 
which I used as source material for The Adventures of a 
Mzungu. Over several years the book took shape, until 
I felt it was as complete as it could be.

‘Whilst browsing the magazine shelves of a local 
supermarket I came across Writing Magazine. I took 
a copy home, read it, and paid my subscription 
fee for regular copies. In the magazine I spotted 
advertisements for self-publishing and chose 
Matador as my preferred vehicle. Matador offered a 
comprehensive service, steering me through editing, 
typesetting, proof reading, production, and marketing. 
Hence, my book was born.

‘Yes, it was expensive (you get what you pay for) 
and, no, I’m not expecting to make a profit. My idea 
for the book is to promote development in Africa, and 
to encourage others to get involved. The world is wide 
open. Get out there!’
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Look back in Uganda The pull of the the past

‘Since my mother introduced me to books at an early age I have 
loved reading,’ writes subscriber Daphne Breen. 

‘A natural consequence was to want to write. First efforts included 
plays as I belonged to a dramatic society but it was too ambitious. 
Apart from writing at work (application software manuals) and 
studying for professional qualifications, I have written local history 
pamphlets for sale by Stockport Heritage Trust. History, including 
historical novels, is my other great interest.

‘But I always wanted to write a novel. I deliberated on possible 
ideas over several years but kept returning to one. The only 
trouble was that while the first half of the story worked well, 
the rest was not good. Then I thought – why not make it a 
historical novel? It wasn’t just a simple lightbulb moment, it was 
the whole of Blackpool Illuminations switching on! Immediately 
the story began to write itself. Not only did the ending fall into 
place, characters developed and side plots multiplied! Of course, 
this meant a fair amount of research to do with the period and 
Stockport’s ancient market place as this was the main location but 
I enjoyed that. The result was my first novel Twenty Days Dead. 
Aware of the unlikelihood of being accepted by a traditional 
publisher, I decided to self-publish as an ebook on Kindle. 

‘I thoroughly enjoyed the writing experience while realising I 
had much to learn (and unlearn – writing manuals is extremely 
different to creative writing) and the tips I gleaned from two 
years’ worth of Writing Magazine were invaluable. I received some 
encouraging reviews by which time I was keen to use what I 
had learnt and was well into my next novel, a sequel, Ten Days a 
Thief. This has now been recently published as an ebook and as a 
paperback with Amazon.

I should now really devote some time to promoting my books, 
perhaps with a website, but a further book is beckoning. I would 
thoroughly recommend any writer struggling for inspiration to 
consider changing the background, for example to a different 
historical period or location. It certainly worked for me!’
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When you’re sending in submissions to appear on those pages, feel free to 
send us any additional content you have available. Whether it’s an interview 
video, book trailer, podcast, audio extract or anything else, 
we’ll give you as much exposure as we can through our digital edition and 
website. As ever, send your details to tjackson@warnersgroup.co.uk

WE’LL HELP YOU SELL YOUR BOOK!

PLUS

Don’t miss your exclusive chance 
to feature on our website, 

www.writers-online.co.uk

Showcase your book to over 14,000 readers each month in 
the Writers Online Subscribers’ Showcase. We’ll give your 
book its own page, with blurb, cover and a direct link to your 
website or an online store. And if you’re a WM subscriber, the 
service is completely FREE.
See http://writ.rs/sellyourbook for more details

Pearl’s a winner

‘My new book, The Rector’s Pearl, is my eleventh,’ writes subscriber 
Linda Sawley. 

‘This book has had a long gestation – you can tell I’ve been a midwife 
– but I first got the idea at a signing of my third book, The Key, in 2004, 
where I was next to a stand containing Shire Publications. I saw a book 
about Victorian schoolrooms which I bought. 

‘The idea came to me about a woman who was forced to go out to 
work, and she went to work in a Victorian school. My niece then got 
a post as a teacher in a Victorian school in Todmorden and they have 
their own swimming pool at the school. When I heard about this, it 
reminded me of my idea, so that restarted the book, as the character 
started forming in my mind. It is my longest book so far – that is the 
beauty of publishing books in e-format only. When I write a book for 
ordinary printing, I’m very aware that the longer the book, the more 
expensive it will be to have printed. 

‘I often spend a long time planning the book and doing research, 
but then once I’m ready, I can write the book quickly. My record is five 
and a half weeks to write 95,000 words (The Rector’s Pearl). But then 
comes an even longer period of editing and multiple attempts at proof 
reading before it goes to the official proof reader. I cannot believe that 
you can have read the book ten times through, and still miss a spelling 
or grammatical error, or a repeated word. But I suppose you read what 
you think you’ve written. 

‘After I’ve written a book, I usually have a rest from writing for a 
few months, but I know when I start getting plot details and imagine 
dialogue that the next book is on the way. Being a Jane Austen fan, I’d 
love to do a sequel to Pride and Prejudice. Can I be so audacious? Well 
why not? A lot of other people have done. So watch this space!’

The Rector’s Pearl is available as an Amazon download.

White horse, happy 
children

‘I had the opportunity to attend my first “author” school visit 
last year with my book Every White Horse and it was one of 
the most amazing experiences I have ever had as a writer,’ 
writes subscriber Diane Perry. 

‘It was great fun on the days leading up to the event too 
as I bought a cheap glove puppet and made some props, 
including magical water and unicorn food. I also visited some 
local charity shops on the hunt for ideas. I found a tiny white 
horse and a wonderful old leather camera case for very little 
cost that would be perfect to carry everything in.  

‘When I arrived, the teacher showed me into the class 
room where I saw my book projected onto a huge screen. 
I was soon joined by a small group of lively 7-8 year olds. 
Their reaction was wonderful when I introduced myself and 
put on my storytelling cloak, promising they could all try it 
on afterwards. 

‘They gathered round the screen and acted out the story to 
me. It was incredible to see my book so animated by them as 
they read it out and used their own storytelling techniques. 

‘Following that I brought out my props and we passed 
them around and talked about which part of the story they 
came from. They even talked about which was their own 
favourite part of the story and we had a great question 
and answer session. They came up with some really good 
questions and I learned a lot about what this age group are 
interested in.

‘I would highly recommend going into schools for anyone 
writing children’s stories. It’s a great way to get to really know 
the audience you are writing for and great fun making the 
props to support a story. I just can’t wait to do it again.’
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Tigger’s tale

‘I came to writing late,’ writes subscriber 
Wendy Goult.   

‘I wasn’t looking for it or expecting it. It came 
to me out of the blue. Following the death of 
my husband my brain eventually closed down 
and after several empty, frustrating, months St 
Nicholas Hospice gave me the boost I needed to 
kick-start my brain. They introduced me to the 
writing group. Slowly my brain opened up and 
filled with stories.  

‘After a trial run to see if I could carry a 
story through from beginning to end I hit 
upon the ideas which form the basis for 
Chain Reaction, the principle being that each 
action has a reaction and having the picture 
of a body lying beside a stream in my head, I 
decided to write a murder mystery from the 
viewpoint of the deceased.

‘A daring project you may think, bearing in 
mind that for billions, particularly those of faith, 
the prospect of life after death is filled with 
tranquillities, peace and joy. However, those who 
don’t believe in life beyond earth are quick to 
shoot them down. In this story, however, I have 
attempted to explore this enigmatic grey area 
and to look at alternative possibilities.

‘My goal was to leave readers feeling 
comfortable, safe and invigorated with their 
ultimate opinion of what happens after we 
pass. Through the story we take this long road, 
considering all possibilities and allow Kate (the 
deceased) to guide us on a journey we’ll never 
forget. I hope the story is powerful enough to 
awaken your curiosity, to say the very least.

‘It’s a subject seldom explored in fiction, so 
I wanted to write something that would appeal 
to anyone no matter their belief system or 
preconceived ideas. It’s an emotional read but, as 
my reviews are showing, an important one and 
one which I hope leaves the reader with plenty 
to think about.

‘Chain Reaction is available now from 
http://writ.rs/wendygoult.’

‘Tigger, our ginger tomcat, joined us 
in Perth, Australia and accompanied 
us to Maryland, USA, to Melbourne, 
Australia and eventually to England,’ 
writes subscriber Susanne Haywood. 

‘Not your ordinary cat’s life, but 
Tigger was a plucky little fellow who 
managed change with ease and helped 
us stay sane. A tale worth telling.

‘I began his story years ago, but we were back in England and Tigger an old cat 
before I had the time and felt the urgency to complete it. He sat by my side while I 
wrote, my muse and mentor, and died shortly after his story was finished. His legacy 
had to get out there in print.

‘I contacted a couple of agents before deciding this was too time-consuming and 
researched self-publishing instead. I wanted to learn how books are created and sold. 
Matador’s approach appealed to me: I would keep the copyright to my book, they 
took just a 15% share of sales, offered a flexible marketing package and a competitive 
price. I signed up.

‘After a smooth publishing process, I had a great-looking paperback and an ebook 
version of Tigger: Memoirs of a Cosmopolitan Cat accessible from all platforms. Rather 
than take Matador’s comprehensive marketing package, I decided to select items 
from it and do the rest myself. That’s when I realised that establishing a social media 
presence for Tigger, placing articles with key magazines, getting radio interviews and 
arranging book signings was quite time-consuming, too! I learnt a lot, though, and 
gained much satisfaction from every success. My book is now in its second print-
run with over 800 copies sold/downloaded and a dozen genuine five-star reviews on 
Amazon. I’ve achieved what I set out to do, and Tigger would have approved.”

Website: http://bit.ly/CosmopolitanCat

‘With a love of classic detective fiction that 
dates back to my childhood, I always wondered 
to myself if I could write such a novel,’ writes 
subscriber Paul Gregory. 

‘Agatha Christie and Conan Doyle were a 
pleasure to read – but could I devise a crime 
myself, tell an engaging story along the way, 
and knit it all together by the dénouement?

‘Kindly Invited To Murder was the result.
‘I devised the crime and plotting itself many years ago, and wrote approximately 

half the novel at that early stage. But for whatever reason, I never finished it, and 
left it collecting dust in my cupboards.

‘In the winter of 2015, I decided to dust it down, and read what I had penned over 
a decade before. I enjoyed reacquainting myself with my characters, complex plotting, 
clueing and red herrings that I had devised back then, that much that I decided I 
must pick this up again and finish what I had started!

‘This I did during the first half of 2016.
‘Both key writing phases were a labour of love – writing as much for my own 

amusement and satisfaction as any attempt at literary recognition and success, but I 
did (quite rightly) also hope that those I care most for, would enjoy it too. And so I 
then determined that it would make a unique, and highly personal, Christmas gift for 
my immediate family, and had a small run printed in hardback.

‘The excitement when my order arrived, and when I duly gift-wrapped them 
ready, was just reward enough for my labours.

‘By Boxing Day, I did then wonder if anyone else might like to read it, and that 
led me to self-publishing with Amazon, in Kindle and paperback formats.

‘I have received lovely feedback and ratings, to date, and have almost finished the 
first draft of my second novel, which retains the two principal protagonists.’     

A present from Paul

A deathly exploration
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‘I have been writing stories under the 
pseudonym Joy M Lilley for young and 
adult readers since my first retirement 
from a long nursing career back in 2008,’ 
writes subscriber Joy Gerken. 

‘Returning to work six months later 
as a trained nurse in the out-patients 
department on a part-time basis still allowed me enough 
time to continue writing.

‘My first novel Figs, Vines and Roses is an historical 
romance. This book received over 130 four- and five-star 
reviews on Goodreads.

‘The second, a WWII drama, The Liberty Bodice tells 
of the great courage, tenacity and skill of our protagonist 
Gloria, who joins the Special Operations Executive [SOE] and fights as an agent 
with the French Résistance.

‘The third is a novella and tells of a medical romance with many 
uncomfortable twists and turns, however it has a happy ending.

‘These books can be found on Amazon.
‘I have also written several short stories, one of which was published in the 

LitArt magazine, titled Well I never did.
‘The journey of writing for little ones came about from my voice-over work, when a 

client wanted to have several 2-4-year-old children’s stories written and recorded by me. 
There are twelve in all starting with Billy Pink Nose. These all pertain to the rescue cats 
I’ve owned over the years and I’m lucky enough to still have four living at home.’

Website: joythewritersway.blogspot.com

Spreading the Joy A dual success
‘This year Katie Fforde 
awarded her annual bursary 
to two aspiring authors, 
Donna Ashcroft and myself,’ 
writes subscriber Bernadette 
O’Dwyer. 

‘The annual award is 
generously bestowed to a writer who is trying their best 
to be published – previous bursary holders include Sue 
Moorcroft, Jo Thomas and Pia Fenton.   

‘Donna is currently working on a romantic comedy 
with a heroine in training for a triathlon who’s terrified of 
water, and the lifeboat crew man she ends up saving. After 
completing her first draft, she has two novels (the ones 
she hasn’t burnt or buried) to rework. Donna’s goal is to 
write faster, find an agent and to never give up.

‘I am focusing on submitting my debut novel, about 
a foundling seeking the truth, to publishers and agents. 
I am a self-confessed NaNoWriMo addict who eagerly 
awaits the November madness each year. Like Donna, I 
have vowed to keep writing and submitting until I achieve 
the dream of publication. 

‘We are both members of the Romantic Novelists 
Association’s New Writers’ Scheme and are grateful 
for the advice and support we gain from other 
experienced authors.’

Revisiting the past
‘The first version of my traditional Regency novel, Mrs 
Calcott’s Army, was written in 2003,’ writes subscriber 
Lorraine Swoboda. 

‘I have the manuscript and the rejection letter from a 
well-known publishing house in a file on my shelf. About 
six years ago I started something else, which was going 
to take a while; so I looked out the old novel with the 
intention of tweaking it a little, and putting it out there to earn its keep in 
the meantime.

‘I’d learned a huge amount about the craft of writing, and editing, in the 
intervening years. The era and the setting were fine, but the heroine was 
too passive and the secondary characters were having all the fun. This was 
beyond tweaking; a complete overhaul was required.  

‘I always intended to self-publish, not least for the time involved in 
sending it out and waiting for responses, and I’ve written my novel as 
I need it to be, not to a house formula. I write about people, first and 
foremost: people with depth and emotions, humour and heartbreak. I 
don’t think of my work as romance; it’s about love, yes, but trust, betrayal, 
fallibility, and courage, too. 

‘I was once a TV news researcher, which instilled in me the need to 
check my facts. Wimborne as depicted makes use of its famous market, 
the River Stour, the High Street, and the area of Leigh as it was until the 
1960s. The spirit of place is as important as the people who live there.

‘I’ve started the sequel. The setting is Cornwall, and 
old friends will appear along with new ones. Then 
there’s that other novel, waiting for me to get back to it. 
Nothing written is ever wasted if we learn from it, but I 
think I’d better speed up the process.’

Website: 
https://wordsunderoneroof.wordpress.com/

Staying with the story
‘I’ve always wanted to be a writer,’ writes subscriber 
Karmen Spiljak.

‘I first started to write A Perfect Flaw about ten 
years ago, when it was just an idea. It was the voice 
of a character that stuck with me. Throughout 
the years, this coming-of-age story morphed. The 
characters evolved and grew with me, but the idea 
and plot stayed the same. Growing up in today’s world without 
feeling like a sell-out, this was a story I started to write when I 
was living in Ljubljana. I finished most of it during my time in 
Berlin and I polished it to shine in my current home in Brussels.

‘As it turned out, the main characters had a lot to tell. Zoja, the 
misfit, Tarita, the artist and Daša, the know-it-all, drove the story 
their own way. Once the story was finished, I had it translated 
into English. After reading a few books on how to get published, 
I realised my story needed more work, so I rewrote the beginning 
and added some scenes. This was the hardest part. After reading 
the story many times, I felt I could never look at it again. I 
persisted: after a year, A Perfect Flaw was ready for publishing.

‘I decided to self-publish because the original version in 
Slovenian still existed. I’m now happy I took the time to fix the 

story. I’m very proud of the outcome and the 
positive feedback I’ve got from readers so far. 

‘I gratefully use my lessons learned while writing 
my second novel. Who knows, maybe in twenty 
years or so, I will check in again and see how Zoja, 
Tarita and Daša are doing.’

Website: www.karmens.net
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A dream of a book

‘I have been a subscriber to Writing Magazine 
for many years,’ writes Andree Rushton. 

‘My first novel, The War Baby, was 
published in November by The Book 
Guild. It is the second book I’ve written 
about adoption, but I couldn’t ask Writing 
Magazine to feature the first one because it 
was a true story, written under a pseudonym 
to protect the children concerned. 
Fortunately, there is no such restriction now. 

‘The War Baby begins during World War 
Two, when Florence falls in love with Bill, 
an RAF sergeant. Their passionate love story 
is cut short when Bill goes to France with 
the Normandy landings. After he leaves, 
Florence discovers she is pregnant and then 
finds out that Bill is missing and presumed 
dead. When the Women’s Auxiliary Air 
Force finds out she is pregnant, Florence 
is discharged in disgrace. Heartbroken and 
ashamed, she returns home to yet more 
tragedy; her mother has been killed and her 
home destroyed. Following the birth of her 
son, Will, she contacts Bill’s parents, but 
they refuse to help her. Exhausted and alone 
with a young baby, Florence gives up Will for 
adoption, a decision she never forgets. Later 
on, grown up and curious about his origins, 
Will decides to seek out his birth parents. 

‘As an adoptive parent, the subject of 
adoption is close to my heart, but it took 
me seven years to write The War Baby. Not 
only did I have to learn to write fiction, but 
there were many other decisions to make, for 
example about chronology and viewpoint. 
On the way, I had the help of friends and 
two excellent literary consultants, one of 
whom is Writing Magazine’s Sue Johnson. 
When it came to publication, I tried many 
literary agents and received dozens of 
rejections and no interest at all. A friend 
suggested The Book Guild and they agreed 
to publish and market The War Baby, if I 
paid the bulk of the cost. I was lucky to be 
in a position to agree and I am delighted the 
book is now out.’

Giving birth to 
War Baby ‘It’s always been my dream to write a novel,’ writes 

subscriber Karen H Lawton. 
‘On holiday in France, I had a vivid dream and my 

characters Lydia and Finn, quite literally, came to life. 
They wouldn’t leave me alone! This is how Love on the 
Run, my romantic suspense, began. The book was read 
and appraised by Hilary Johnson and the Romantic 
Novelists’ Association’s New Writers’ scheme, receiving 
positive feedback.

‘However, the book is set in the USA, so I decided 
to use American spellings and self-publish. I was 
inspired by the interview in Writing Magazine with 
Adam Croft. I’ve had writing success with various 
anthologies and stories included in WORDS and 
Scribble magazine and this has given me confidence to 
believe in my writing. 

‘I’ve taken another step on my writing journey, and I’m finding it very exciting. Self-
publishing is something new to me, and I have enjoyed creating the book cover and 
sharing my work online.

‘I’m already writing my next novel based on a writing prompt shared by the writing 
group I belong to. We used random words selected from a dictionary. So from dreams 
to a dictionary, I never know where the written word will take me!

‘I’ve been an avid reader of Writing Magazine for five years because the articles 
are inspiring and helpful. I used the useful information to help me upload my 
work on CreateSpace.

‘Dreams can come true. Whenever I think about Love on the Run, I remember my 
holiday in France where the spark of the idea started.’ 

Website: www.mindfulwriter.co.uk. Twitter @KarenLawton19

Start speaking Spanish
‘I have been reading Writing Magazine for some years and, 
encouraged by many of your articles, have self-published two 
books,’ writes subscriber Sharon Jackson. 

‘The project took nearly nine years to complete and you can 
imagine my delight that I am now the proud author of two 
books which support people learning Spanish.

‘The books aim to bridge the gap between raw enthusiasm 
when first starting out and the proverbial brick wall of 
despondency when struggling to put together vocabulary and 

grammar. Developed from my own experiences, they help the reader to use the 
simplest forms of the spoken language while building confidence.

‘Georgie, The Delightful Story of a Spanish Street Dog and Her Puppies is written in 
the present tense only.

‘It demonstrates how creating sentences with limited vocabulary and one tense is possible.
‘El Camino de Santiago de Compostela builds on this and is written in two 

commonly used past tenses.
‘Included is a page-by-page glossary and plenty of blank pages to make notes and 

construct new sentences for a very personal and easy reference. 
Also included is a CD for ear training and 
accent practice. It took months to find 
the right voice. Her warm smile and clear 
pronunciation narrates the stories in slow 
Spanish beautifully.

‘Thanks to WM and its contributors I 
have learned so much.’
Website: www.lazyspanishlearning.com

‘Included is a page-by-page glossary and plenty of blank pages to make notes and 
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Becoming goes global
‘A few eyebrows were raised when I gave 
up my job to write my debut novel 
Becoming,’ writes subscriber Chris Ord. 
I have no regrets and would recommend 
others follow their dreams. I’m a great 
believer in finding what you love and 
doing it. 

‘Following a successful book launch at 
the Maritime Centre in my home village of Newbiggin by the 
Sea I invited readers to send me photographs of them reading 
the book. Northumberland was a huge inspiration for the 
novel, particularly the dramatic setting of Lindisfarne where 
most of it is set. Part of my dream was to share my passion for 
the county with readers. I invited followers on my website and 
social media sites to send me their photos of the book from 
around the world and was blown away by the response.

‘So far I’ve had photographs from Hong Kong, Norway, 
Jersey, Malta, Greece, Cyprus, Mexico, Spain, Corfu, Australia, 
New Zealand, USA, Canada, Ireland, India. My personal 
favourite is from the Falkland Islands! Someone read the book 
in Cuba and passed it onto a Canadian couple telling them to 
read it and pass it on. It’s strange to think of one of your books 
travelling the world in this way.

‘The novel Becoming is a dystopian coming of age story, with 
dark twists and turns. It follows a group of teenagers trapped on 
Holy Island. I’ve been overwhelmed by the positive response to 
the book and there are more to come. I’ve finished a mystery set 
in 19th century Northumberland. It mixes real life events with 
local folk stories. I will publish that this year. I’ve also written 
half of the follow up to Becoming. It was always my intention 
that Becoming would be a series. The question I get asked the 
most now is when is the follow-up coming out.

‘For me the real success was writing the book. Yet the feedback 
I have received from readers has been fantastic. To know that my 
story is entertaining people around the world is a tremendous 
feeling. One of the most satisfying things has been how many 
people have said they love the descriptions of Northumberland. 
Those who know the county say it reminds them of home, and 
it has inspired a few to visit which has to be a good thing.’ 
Website: http://chrisord.wixsite.com/chrisord

‘During some meetings 
acquaintances often remarked 
that after all the years of 
experiences with all sorts of 
people, properties and planning 
practices, we could fill a novel 

with anecdotes, information and exploits,’ writes 
subscriber Ann Little. ‘I began to think. 

‘I enjoyed re-living in my mind our triumphs 
and remembered disappointments. Characters 
sprang to life. Situations formed.

‘From an early career straight from school into a major clearing 
bank, I wanted to write. When I had our children and worked 
intermittently in the bank or designed and made children’s clothes 
that I sold, I wanted to write.

‘I went back to work, in that bank, to pay the mortgage when my 
husband went out on a limb to work as a surveyor who also drew 
house plans and calculated the structures. I helped him. I wrote 
reports. Our growing children 1,2 and 3 helped immeasurably. Now 
partially retired, I still write reports and have completed two novels 
presently lurking within my computer to be edited one day.

‘My anecdotes formed and, some based on fact and the others 
swelled by imagination, were published earlier this year. My book 
Trust me, I’m a Surveyor tells of a young couple with no money but 
energy and enthusiasm with their family on an adventure. Taking a 
huge chance of survival in the financial jungle and business red-tape 
in the 1980s we survived by our shirt tails when many didn’t in the 
ensuing crash.

‘The events spanned the first year in our office together, depicting 
crazy, busy times and family loyalties where we struggled and 
laughed and learned.

‘I am looking forward to seeing my book hopefully being sold and 
more hopefully that it is enjoyed. Maybe I will compile a sequel. I 
used Joanna Bates, my grandmother’s name, rather than my own as I 
always wished I had known her.’

Surveying the past

A recipe for telling tales
‘Logic reminds me that I have visited Thailand 
approximately sixty times – plus I have lived there 
for three and a half years,’ writes subscriber David 
Milton Parsley, who writes as Milton David. 

‘I think the latter was my greatest education, 
although I was well prepared for it.

‘The three and a half years started as my working 
life finished. I was expecting to retire but I had 
put my faith in a scam and all the millions I was 
expecting to finance my life of luxury vanished when 
the website crashed. 

‘I asked myself what I have learned from 
Thailand. I, of all Brits should know what Thailand 
is really like. So I decided to write – a work of 
fiction. Well all fiction is based on fact and my 
book Thai Soup contains far more information 
than a tourist guide. It is based on the sum total 
of impressions that I had during my time living in 
Thailand and of course my memory – this book 
was totally written in Bournemouth.’
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to publicise or to suggest tips for other groups, email Tina Jackson, tjackson@warnersgroup.co.uk  

CIRCLES’ ROUNDUP

ASA SPOTLIGHT ON… 

This year sees the 
third Olga Sinclair 
Open Short Story 
Competition held 
by Norwich Writers’ 
Circle, writes chairman 
Phyllida Scrivens. In 
January 2017 the 
Circle published its 
first anthology of 
thirteen winning 
entries from the 
2015 and 2016 
competitions. The 
introduction of this 
successful competition 
has captured the 
imagination of writers, with entries arriving from 
all over the world. Our first inspirational themes 
were ‘mustard’ and ‘shoes’, both iconic industries 
from the past in Norwich. For 2017 we have chosen 
‘strangers’, celebrating the city’s reputation for 
welcoming incomers over many centuries (see p88 for 
entry details). The prize-winners’ Gala evening will be 
held on 17 October, just one highlight in an exciting 
2017-18 season. The Circle will welcome, amongst 
others, successful novelist Elly Griffiths, teen fiction 
writer Hayley Long and poet Heidi Williamson, with 
the number of interactive workshops and critique 
evenings increased at the request of members. 
Norwich Writers’ Circle meets in Norwich city 
centre on the first and third Tuesday evenings of 
each month from September to July. Details of how 
to purchase a copy of Stepping Out or to learn more 
about competitions, membership or events please see 
the website at https://norwichwriters.wordpress.
com or email norwichwriters@hotmail.co.uk.

IAWN is the Independent Authors of Wales Network, here to raise 
the profile of indie authors and their work, writes Remy Dean. Just 
launched, IAWN are looking for writers in Wales (and beyond) to 
help build the network and to support each other in a dynamic 
interactive community.

IAWN will provide the expected online and social media support 
for its members, but perhaps more useful, will be its annual festivals, 
competitions and a member review scheme. This opt-in service should 
be of particular benefit to younger, up-and-coming authors, or writers 
changing direction with their work.

The inaugural IAWN writing competition, ‘A Year of Legends’, has 
already been outlined: http://writ.rs/IAWNlegendarylit

I’m the indie author behind IAWN. I’ve written for a wide variety of 
journals and national newspapers along with more than a dozen books 
published over thirty years or so, some through very small presses, 
some by the biggest publishers in the business… I’m also co-editor of 
The Scrawl, a literary ezine recently recognised by the National Library 
of Wales as having ‘important heritage value’.

Along with my partner, I am co-founder of IAWN. When Literature 
Wales scrapped its Writers of Wales Database, which was one of the 
few services that provided continual support to authors in Wales, we 
started out with an idea to fill that gap. The core of IAWN will be 
our database, and each member listed will also be given a dedicated 
webpage, but we have since recognised many more ways that the 
writers of Wales can be of mutual benefit.

IAWN offers full-membership, associate membership and a 
‘friend’ option, and welcomes authors, storytellers, poets, bloggers, 
song-writers… any artist working with words! IAWN works on the 
cooperative model, so every author who subscribes, helps every other 
member. Subscriptions are being initially offered, at a special rate, via 
the IAWN Kickstarter project.

The IAWN Database is currently being compiled, meanwhile you 
can also find out more at their new weblog: https://iawndiolch.
blogspot.co.uk/

Independent Authors of 
Wales Network

There Are No Civilians: An 
Anthology of the Theatre of War
The Beaconsfield and Gerrards Cross WEA Writing Group has 
produced our first anthology, based around the theme of war, writes 
Ron Newall.

Each member of our group has contributed a piece, based on our 
experiences and memories of the Second World War, while there is one 
poem on the First World War.

We encounter air raids, doodle bugs, gas masks, Anderson shelters, 
destroyed homes, evacuees, displaced populations, the involvement of 
other nations and acts of remembrance. 

The anthology is available from Amazon, at £2.88.

Norwich Writers’ Circle 

DRAM
A

QUEEN
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To paraphrase Shakespeare, 
all life is drama, and we are 
all actors on its stage. Little 
surprise then, that for all 
writers, and especially those 

who write plays or for the screen, there is 
nothing better than seeing your words and 
vision come alive through actors. Scriptwriting 
is so much more than words on a page and 
writers of prose and poetry can still learn a lot 
from the scriptwriters.

Writing can be a lonely occupation and 
when the words are going down onto the page 
we can become too close to our own work. 
The story might not be working as well as we 
would like. It’s time to step away and look at 
it from a whole new angle. This is where your 
writing group comes to the rescue.

The setup 
This workshop is designed to let you see 
your short story or poem play out in front 
of you. It may need some prior planning 
so be prepared. Ask group members to 
bring in a section of a short piece of 
writing they are working on. It doesn’t 
matter what it is – non-fiction, short story, 
poem, script. Make sure you have enough 
copies of the section you want to work on 
to pass round.

If it is a short story, allocate your ‘actors’ 
(group members), to a specific character 
and you may also need a narrator. If you 
have a piece of writing that doesn’t have any 
dialogue then a narrator or two will suffice. 

The exercise 
Give the group around 10-15 minutes to practise 
their piece with the writer of the piece acting as a 
director. You could divide the group into several 
sub-groups to cover more people’s work, if time 
and numbers of members allows – each sub-
group would cover a different piece of work. 

Once they’ve had a practise, it’s time for the 
big performances with the rest of the group 
acting as the audience. But the audience is not 
just sitting there passively – no – they have 
work to do. Ask them to note down their 
general impression of the piece of work. They 
are not concerned with the quality of acting 
but purely the words spoken. Does the dialogue 
flow naturally? Are the words appropriate for 
each character? Does the speech move the story 
along, for example. 

Ask those taking on the role of any of the 
characters to describe how they see the character 
and how they decided to play the character 
purely from the words on the page. Did the 
character and scene come across as the writer 
thought it would or were they interpreted and 
shown differently? 

Did the audience feel the piece was well 
written and engaging? Did they want to hear 
more? What did they feel was the theme of 
the piece and did they have any ideas about 
how it might progress? What did they feel were 
the best points and what did they think could 
be improved and how? The person giving the 
feedback should be able to give an explanation 
why they thought what they did – even if it 
wasn’t as positive as the writer would have liked. 

We need to know the good the bad and the ugly 
in order to improve. 

The lessons
It is one thing reading what is written on a page 
in your head but quite another to hear it out loud 
being spoken by someone else. Sometimes the 
page reveals to us what we want to see, not what 
we actually wanted to convey. To hear it out loud 
gives us as writers the opportunity to edit and 
review our work in a completely different way. 

When the performance is over the audience 
can ask the cast and the writer questions about 
the writing and then suggest ways in which the 
writing, based on the performance, might be 
improved. If the cast are willing and there is 
time – try to put some of the suggestions into 
practice and see if it helps. Sometimes we can’t 
know if something is going to work on the page 
or not unless we experiment and try it out. 
Have the writers of the piece discuss with the 
group how they found the experience and what 
they have learned through watching their piece 
performed or read out. 

This workshop enables writers to move 
forward with their work through seeing and 
hearing it in a different way, which gives it 
an extra dimension – one they wouldn’t have 
through reading it from the page by themselves. 
This collaborative approach can help them to 
fix potential problems with any aspect of the 
piece, making their writing and that of the 
whole group better. The most important thing, 
though, is that it is fun, and that is something 
all writing groups need. 

See your writing play out in front of you with your group’s support in an exercise from Julie Phillips

BE A 

DRAM
A

QUEEN
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Each month, we give you a few sentences which would all benefi t from 
some careful use of your red editing pen. As writers, and regular readers of 
Writing Magazine, you should not fi nd any of these too diffi cult. But if you 
would welcome a little help, you can always check out Richard Bell’s 
suggested solutions below.

Within the writers’ circle, Celia was famous for her short stories but was 
regretfully less skilled at writing full-length novels.

Ben had a dry sense of humour, dryer than most writers, which he used 
to develop his characterisation which was otherwise neither realistic or 
convincing.

Teresa walked passed the shop on her way to work each morning, but on 
that particular day she slipped on frozen ice on the pavement – for which 
she was keen to criticize the shop owner.

1 The use of famous in our first example sentence needs 
a little consideration. We normally use famous to imply 

widespread acclaim, but when we a referring to reputation 
within the narrow confines of a writers group then famous 
is perhaps a bit excessive. As an alternative, noted would be 
fine, but perhaps well known would be the best option.

The next word to think about in this sentence is regretfully 
– or should this be regrettably? There is an important 
difference between regretful and regrettable – the main 
difference being that regretful is about feeling regret 
for something we have done (or have not done) whilst 
regrettable has to do with the regret that others may feel 
for whatever we have done (or not done). In the context 
of our example sentence, it is unlikely that Celia is feeling 
regret for her lack of skill (she probably thinks that her 
novel writing is just fine!) but it is very likely that the other 
members of her group would be very conscious of her 
lack of skills and would regret to see that lack. We would 
therefore be best to use regrettably less skilled.

2 We can all recognise a dry sense of humour, but how 
should we handle the comparative expression of the 

adjective dry? In our example sentence two, we have used 
dryer to do this, but dryer is a noun derived from dry (as in 
hair-dryer or a tumble-dryer).

It is drier that we should use for the comparative of 
dry, and we should therefore say that Malcolm’s sense of 
humour was drier than most writers.

At the end of example two, we describe the 

characterisation as being neither realistic or convincing. We 
should, however, always remember that neither is used as 
the first half of a pair of correlative conjunctions, the second 
half being nor to form neither… nor. Other examples of 
correlative conjunctions are: either… or and not only… but.

In our example sentence we have neither realistic or 
convincing, but neither… or is an incorrect pairing; the 
correct pair of correlative conjunctions should be: neither 
realistic nor convincing.

3 We open our example sentence three with the phrase 
she walked passed the shop in which we use – 

incorrectly – the word passed as a preposition. A preposition 
is a word we can use to complete the sentence: It went… 
the thing. We can use by, over, through, under, and so forth; 
so all these words are prepositions. We can also use past 
(as in it went past the thing) and that would be the correct 
choice of preposition here.

Now let us look at the frozen ice on which Teresa slipped. 
Ice is, by definition, frozen water, and to say frozen ice is 
therefore to be guilty of a tautology. We should therefore 
delete the adjective frozen.

Near the end of the sentence we use the verb criticize 
and we spell it with the -ize ending rather than the -ise 
alternative. Here in the UK, either ending is acceptable but 
the -ise version is nearly always used and should generally 
be our choice. It is different in the US where -ize is regarded 
as the acceptable choice. But here, Teresa should normally 
criticise the shop owner rather than criticize.

Red Editing Pen

SUGGESTED SOLUTIONS

Here are this month’s examples:

1
2

3
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STILL TIME TO ENTER

NEW COMPETITION!

Whisk us away for this month’s creative writing competition, 
for travel narrative, whether fi ction or non-fi ction. 

Your entry should be 1,500-1,700 words and the 
closing date is 15 August. 

The winner will receive £100 and publication in 
Writing Magazine, with £25 and publication on 
www.writers-online.co.uk for the runner-up.

With its closing date of 15 
July, there’s still time to enter 
last month’s competition for 

stories incorporating the three 
words bag, cheese and upload. 

Prize and entry details are as 
above. See p99 for entry details.

SEE P99
FOR ENTRY 

DETAILS, FULL 
RULES AND 

ENTRY FORMS

STILL TIME TO ENTER
With its closing date of 15 

July, there’s still time to enter 
With its closing date of 15 

£125 
TO BE 
WON

TRAVEL COMPETITION

Poetry for Children
Any form, theme or style; 

forty-line limit. 
First prize is £100, £25 

The closing date is 15 August. 
See p99 for details.See p99 for details.

£125 
TO BE 
WON

£125 
TO BE 
WON
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FAO: Mrs Sonia Blackwell
PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL: TO BE OPENED BY 
ADDRESSEE ONLY

12 Leybourne Place
Holland Park

London
06.10.2016

Dear Mrs Blackwell
 I’ve been wracking my brains as to how to break this to 

you, but I think in the end it’s best to get straight to the point. I saw 
something in your house today that gave me quite a turn, and being of a 
very sensitive nature I don’t feel I’m able to return, so I’m handing in my 
notice immediately. Sadly you weren’t around this afternoon otherwise 
I would have spoken to you in person. I did think about ringing of 
course, but I was worried that your husband might answer and I’ve 
never warmed to Mr Blackwell, if you don’t mind me saying so. 

I won’t go into any more detail in this letter, but if you’d like to ring me 
when Mr Blackwell isn’t at home I’ll be more than happy to have a chat 
with you. 

In the meantime I’d be grateful if you could send me a reference as I’ll 
need to start looking for another job right away. You’ve been very kind 
to me in the few months I’ve known you and I’m sure you won’t have 
any problems finding a new cleaner. 

  Yours sincerely
   Gillian Crabbe

Mrs Gillian Crabbe
43 Stanhope Terrace

Willesden
London

08.10.2016
My Dearest Gillian

I was shocked and dismayed to receive your resignation, and insist I get to the 
bottom of this problem, whatever it is, at once. I’ve tried phoning but I must 
have transposed two digits or something because the line simply will not connect. 

I implore you to write to me again, giving the exact details of the incident 
that upset you so much. It is imperative that I know because I shan’t sleep a 
wink until I’ve found out. Roger is deeply upset; he and I thought you were 
so happy here. 

I will await your reply with bated breath!
 With kindest regards
 Sonia Blackwell

FAO: Mrs Sonia Blackwell
PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL: TO BE OPENED BY 
ADDRESSEE ONLY

12 Leybourne Place
Holland Park

London
11.10.2016

Dear Mrs Blackwell
 Thank you for your reply. It was good of you to take the 

time to write a letter by hand. I would have thought you’d have typed 
it on that fancy tablet thing of yours. And I’m guessing you had 
someone drop it in my letterbox, to get here so quick! Anyway, you 
wanted to know what happened last Thursday so I’ll tell you, though 
my hands have started trembling again with the thought of it. 

I’d come in as usual and read the note you left on the table, explaining 
you were out shopping. So I went through the house, leaving the 
kitchen until last as I normally do. But when I started cleaning the floor 
I noticed that the mop head was scratching on those lovely Italian tiles 
of yours, so I began rooting round for an old rag to put underneath it. 
There was nothing under the sink, so I took the liberty of fetching the 
key for the cellar, in case you had a spare mop down there. 

Well, the minute I opened the door I noticed this strange smell, most 
unpleasant it was, like a bit of old meat that had gone off. I switched on 
the light at the top of the steps and waited a minute or two for my eyes to 
adjust, because those modern bulbs do take a while to get bright, as you 
probably know. Anyway, from where I was standing I could just make out a 
few boxes and bits of old junk, and something that looked like one of those 

NOTICE IN WRITING,
by Sadie Fleming

Sadie Fleming is an accounts administrator 
living near Battle, East Sussex. She has been 
writing short stories for many years, in any genre, 
although she has a particular fondness for crime, 
paranormal and speculative fi ction. She has had a 
few stories published online and been shortlisted 
in several Writing Magazine competitions but is 
delighted to have achieved her fi rst win.

EPISTOLARY SHORT STORY COMPETITION

Competition winners 
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Runner-up in the Epistolary Short Story Competition, whose entry is published on www.writers-online.co.uk, was Raphael Wilkins, 

Barnard Castle, Co Durham. Also shortlisted were: Dianne Bown-Wilson, Drewsteignton, Devon; Patsy Collins, Lee-on-the-Solent, 

Hampshire; Clare Louise Cooper, West Midlands; Linda Nicklin, Heighington, Lincolnshire; Karmen Špiljak, Brussels, Belgium; 

Victoria Walklate, Norwich; Mary Waters, Calne, Wiltshire.

workbenches, just like my old Jack used to have, rest his soul. 
There was something else too, something that struck me as a bit odd. 

On the floor were some clothes, white silky material with little pink 
rosebuds from what I could make out. They reminded me of those pyjamas 
you showed me once, the ones Mr Blackwell brought back from Paris 
when he was working away that time. All in a pile they were, and clean 
looking, not covered in dust like everything else. So I went down a couple 
of steps to get a better look, and that’s when my blood went cold. Propped 
up in a corner was a black bag, one of those thick bin liners you’d put 
garden cuttings in. Full of something-or-other it was, all bulging out at 
odd angles, and where it was tied at the top I swear I saw hair sticking out! 
Human hair it looked like, fair coloured, not unlike your own. Although 
this was all lank and straight, not wavy and full of volume like yours. 

Well, I ran back up those steps in jiffy and locked the cellar door, but 
I’d started to shake all over, like a jelly I was! I was still leaning against 
the fridge feeling quite peculiar when your husband walked in. I was 
going to tell him what I’d seen, but he was looking at me so strangely. 
He was very short with me, demanding to know where I’d been and 
what I’d been doing, like I’d been snooping around or something! 

To be honest I wasn’t able to do a stroke of work after that, so I’m 
sorry if you were disappointed when you came back and found I 
hadn’t finished the kitchen. 

The whole thing has left me as jittery as a hamster, and I hope that 
explains why I won’t be coming back. 

  Yours sincerely
   Gillian Crabbe

Mrs Gillian Crabbe
43 Stanhope Terrace

Willesden
London

13.10.2016
My Dearest Gillian

 What a terrible experience for you! But please don’t fret; I can put 
your mind at ease immediately. There is no doubt whatsoever that you are 
an intelligent and perceptive woman, and I do hope you haven’t told anyone 
about this, because although you have been ingenious in putting two and 
two together, I’m afraid you’ve made five!

You see, I also noticed the smell coming from the cellar the moment I 
arrived home, and sent Roger down there to investigate. It turned out to be 
a dead rat, nothing more, and I’m relieved to say it’s now safely buried in 
the garden. I’m concerned that there may be a nest somewhere, but the pest 
control man is coming next week to lay some poison, so it’s all under control. 

The pile of clothes you saw were indeed pyjamas, but only an old pair that 
are no longer any good. I’m gathering some of my clothes together to put into 
the charity shop, but as you saw the cellar is in a bit of a mess, so I threw 
them down there until I can find a half decent box to put them in. 

As for the hair – Roger and I did have a giggle about that, we hope you 
don’t mind – it’s actually a wig! Roger dabbled in amateur dramatics for a 
while, and what you spotted was the wig he wore when he played the part of 
Peep-Bo in the Mikado at the Community Hall last year. Of course, he’ll be 
painfully embarrassed to know I’ve told you, but the truth is out! 

So now that I’ve explained, will you come back? It’s so terribly difficult to 

find a good cleaner. As an added incentive we’d 
like to offer you a pay rise of five pounds per 
hour. I know that seems extravagant, but it 
would be worth every penny to have someone 
like you looking after our home. 

Please reply and say you’ll return.
 With love and best wishes
 Sonia xx
  

Mrs Sonia Blackwell
12 Leybourne Place

Holland Park
London

15.10.2016
Dear Mrs Blackwell

 I must say I do feel a bit foolish now. I’ve been so skittish 
these last few days. I even woke up a couple of nights ago thinking 
I could hear someone creeping around outside. The alleyway behind 
my house isn’t lit, so I couldn’t see anyone when I peeked through the 
curtains in the back bedroom, but I was absolutely certain someone 
was trying the handle on the back door. 

I suppose it’s my silly nerves that have caused all this nonsense. I 
came round yesterday to apologise but nobody answered. Surprising 
really, because your car was on the driveway, and I remember you 
telling me you don’t go anywhere without it. I’m guessing you might 
have been having a nice relaxing bath or something. 

Anyway, I would like to come back, and the pay rise would be very 
useful. What day would you like me to come? I don’t want to disturb 
Mr Blackwell if he’s working. 

  Yours sincerely
   Gillian Crabbe

Mrs Gillian Crabbe
43 Stanhope Terrace

Willesden
London

18.10.2016
My Dearest Gillian,

 I can’t tell you how pleased we both are that you’ve changed your 
mind! Your usual Thursday afternoon will be fine. 

Now, unfortunately I’m not going to be here when you arrive. I’ve joined 
a book club, and the first meeting is on Thursday so I can’t miss it. Roger 
will be here though, and the first thing he wants to do is to show you the 
wig, and where he found the rat (urgh!). As a favour to me you will humour 
him, won’t you? He feels it really is the only way to put your mind at ease 
and get you back to your old self. We can’t have you waking to imaginary 
noises in the night!

 With love and best regards
 Sonia xx

PS I know it sounds strange, but would you mind bringing all the letters I’ve 
sent you when you come round? We need to destroy them in order to put this 
whole traumatic episode firmly behind us. Don’t you agree?   

To read the judge’s comments go to: http://writ.rs/wmjuly17

EXPERT analysis
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A familiar topic, approached from a new angle, in a 
reader’s poem analysed by Alison Chisholm 

There are some 
experiences common to 
all human beings, and 
the most significant of 
these are our arrival in 

this world and our departure from it. 
As poets, we need to record intense 
moments of existence; but because 
they are universal, it’s difficult to 
find a way into the subject that has 
not been covered thousands of times 
before. We are looking for a new way 
to describe something every one of 
us has in common. We seek original 
insights, a fresh approach… anything 
that will make the reader think ‘I’d 
never thought of it like that before’ 
instead of ‘so what?’

Liz Beber of Northamptonshire has 
accomplished this near-impossible 
task in her poem, and managed 
the double whammy of creating an 
upbeat, feelgood poem about a very 
difficult situation.

The mood of the poem is set right 
from the title. This sounds like an 
American children’s verse, bubbly and 
bright. The colloquial opening line 
and specific images describing the 
things you would expect to find in 

the paper bag sound almost jokey. 
The shock of the third line jolts 

the reader out of any illusions, and 
then there’s an immediate return 
to the sensible, the practical, with 
the reflection that we’d have had to 
specify and pay. There is no hint 
of resentment or of sentiment. The 
stanza deals in practicalities.

Practicality also permeates the 
second stanza, where the task of 
disposal is a burden despite the 
absence of the drudgery of digging. 
The solution, a simple placing of 
the ashes into the ground on public 
land, provides the same facility as a 
graveyard for a sister to revisit the site 
and the narrator to choose not to, 
but remember in a different way.

Liz Beber recalls the occasion, 
saying: ‘The poem did actually come 
from one of those “I don’t know 
if to laugh or cry” moments. The 
scattering of the ashes was quite 
funny – it was a very windy day 
and she did manage to get in our 
eyes – “awkward to the end” we all 
commented.’ 

It would be difficult to read this 
poem without identifying with the 

IN 
THE 
BAG

modern dilemma of ashes disposal, 
and where you would choose. It also 
communicates the message that it’s 
okay to laugh as well as cry, and to 
appreciate the togetherness of this 
intimate ceremony. So a poem about 
a common experience, written in the 
specific terms of this piece, gives the 
reader much food for thought.

The form of this poem, with two 
free verse stanzas of almost equal 
length, works well. The poet points out 
that, ‘I did consciously think about the 
best form and ruled out a set metre or 
rhyming pattern as I didn’t think the 
subject matter suited it.’

This is a good observation. It 
would be difficult to achieve the 
spontaneity of the piece in a more 
formal setting, and the spontaneity is 
part of the attraction.

The poem is enriched by well 
chosen vocabulary. In the first stanza, 
this enhances the imagery. Pear 
drops and cheese pasties produce 
smell, taste and texture images 
alongside visual ones. The crisp, 
white parchment has appearance 
and texture, but there’s also an 
implication of sound, as there is with 

It wasn’t what I was expecting – after all,
paper bags are for a quarter pound of pear drops, 
cheesy pasties or dirty magazines.  
I assumed you’d be in an urn,   
but then we’d have had to specify and pay.
Instead there you were, presented in crisp, white parchment 
placed in a cardboard box. A very modern sort of dispatch – 
clean and convenient, uncluttered by the drudgery of digging. 
 
But where to rest what remains? You slept 
in the spare room while we decided. Finally agreeing
and, looking over our shoulders, should The Council catch us, 
we teased back the turf and planted you from the paper  
into the Civic earth: a dead good disposal surrounding your stone. 
My sister diligently dispenses flowers at regular intervals. 
I do neither. My remembrance  
of you is wrapped fish-and-chip-like in yesteryear’s tab,
ashes fallen from the fag-end of a life lived outside the bag. 

MAMA’S GOT A BRAND NEW BAG
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Some of the forms used in poetry can be 
somewhat daunting, especially for beginners. 

Percy Bysshe Shelley had no difficulty when 
he wrote his famous Ode to the West Wind, for 
he used a form known as the terza rima. Each 
stanza of this has three lines, usually in iambic 
pentameter, although nowadays poets do 
not always use this. These stanzas, known as 
tercets, have a pattern of chain rhyming, which 
is: aba bcb cdc ded efe, etc.

There is an extra line, or couplet, at the 
end which rhymes with the middle line of the 
last tercet.

I always find it best to have an example of 
the form in front of me as a template, as in 
the opening tercet from Shelley’s poem.

 O wild West Wind,thou breath of  
 Autumn’s being,(a)
 Thou from whose unseen presence  
 the leaves dead (b)
 Are driven like ghosts from an  
 enchanter fleeing.(a) 

As a variation from the terza rima you 
might wish to try a syllable-count form. 
Syllabic poetry is measured by the number of 
syllables in each line rather than by any metre 
or rhyme. 

Cinquain is the general term for any five-
line stanza and also the form that does not 
rhyme but follows a syllable count of two in 
the first line, four in the second, six in the 
third, eighth in the fourth and two in the 
fifth. The poem builds as each line becomes 
longer until the last line, which is suddenly 
short and allows emphasis to fall on the 
words and meaning of the ending.

 I see
 in today’s light
 a touch of springtime joy
 and winter’s dark is banished now
 I live.

During the 1950s and 1960s poets 
experimented with syllable poetry, often 

choosing their own number of syllables per 
line. This may read like free verse but it is not 
the same. 

There are many syllabic forms, perhaps the 
most well known of which were introduced 
into English poetry from Japan. The forms 
that are determined entirely by a set number 
of syllables other than the cinquain include 
haiku, renga and tanka. These can be written 
as poems in their own right or be the starting 
point for longer poems.

Experiment with some restrictive forms with advice from Doris Corti

Poetry in practice
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natural flow of language, indicating 
that this has the music of poetry.

Free verse also requires plenty 
of slant rhyme to hold the poem 
together with its similarities of 
sound. Right from the start, the 
slant rhyme is evident. In the first 
line, every word begins with either 
a vowel or the semivowel w. So 
although the line is conversational, 
there’s a certain edginess there that 
might just signpost less-than-easy 
subject matter. There’s consonance 
in the first three words, with the 
plosive t sound ending each, and 
assonance with the same vowel 
sound in wasn’t / what. There’s 
alliteration of p in the second line 
and assonance with the ee sounds in 
the third. By this time, the essence 
of free verse is well established.

The final line of the first stanza 
rounds it off beautifully with 
dovetailed alliteration in clean / 
convenient and drudgery / digging and 
assonance of clean / convenient and 
uncluttered / drudgery.  

In the second stanza, too, there’s 

consonance with the t sounds in but 
/ rest / what / slept, d sounds in dead 
/ good and s in dispenses / flowers / 
intervals, as well as the alliteration of 
rest / remains, teased / turf and fallen / 
fag-end, and assonance in rest / slept, 
while / decided / finally, turf / earth 
and fish / chip / in.

Each single example of the devices 
would mean little on its own. 
Combined together, they urge the 
writing into an irresistibly poetic piece.

There are a couple of phrases 
towards the end of the second stanza 
whose logic takes a moment to grasp, 
where surrounding your stone, I do 
neither and yesteryear’s tab require 
a touch more thought. There’s 
nothing wrong with this, and the 
meaning can be teased out, but in 
such an accessible poem they may be 
regarded as more enigmatic than the 
piece requires.

Whether Liz Beber decides to make 
any further amendments or not, this 
remains a stunning poem, and an 
object lesson in how to find a new 
way into a much-used theme.   

If you would like 
your poem to be 
considered for 

Poetry Workshop, 
send it by email 

to: jtelfer@
writersnews.co.uk

the digging in the last line.
In the second stanza, there is 

graveyard vocabulary embedded in 
the lines. Words like slept, earth, 
disposal, stone, remembrance and 
ashes are clear references. There’s also 
some informal usage such as turf and 
planted, and more formal resonances 
with the biblical diligently and the 
dated elegance of yesteryear. 

The second stanza has deliciously 
subtle undertones. You slept / in the 
spare room would be so ordinary 
and expected of a guest, but has 
a neat irony when the sleeping is 
permanent. The use of capital letters 
for The Council imposes a frisson of 
sinister bureaucracy onto that body, 
picked up again with the capital C 
for Civic. The image of we teased 
back the turf suggests a surreptitious 
approach, linked to the reaction 
to The Council, and gets close to a 
‘naughty schoolchild’ reference. 

The best free verse has poetic 
rhythm running through its lines. 
Read this poem aloud to listen to the 
way the voice rises and falls in the 

Write a poem, rhymed or unrhymed, on 
the subject of Seasons

Use three-line stanzas (tercets). The poem 
can be as long or short as you wish.

Exercises
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Poet Alison Chisholm guides you through the language of poetry

ONOMATOPOEIA is the pleasing 
effect created when a poet uses a word 
whose sound resembles the word’s 
meaning, such as fizz, pop and splash.

The ORAL TRADITION of poetry 
relates to its earliest roots. Pre-dating 
writing, it refers to a time when 
information, traditions and lore were 
passed down from one generation to 
the next via the spoken word, and made 
memorable by the adoption of poetry 
devices such as rhyme and metre.

OTTAVA RIMA is a poetry form 
consisting of any number of eight-line 
stanzas written in iambic pentameters 
and rhyming: a b a b a b c c  

The form originated in Italy, and 
is thought to have been used first by 
Boccaccio in the fourteenth century. It 
works well in both serious and lighter 
subjects. The former is demonstrated 
in this stanza, translated around 1600 
by Edward Fairfax from Torquato 
Tasso’s Jerusalem Delivered.

It’s interesting to contrast this 
with a lighter example, which 
demonstrates the flexibility of the 
form. In Don Juan, Lord Byron 
has taken a few liberties for comic 
effect, using the slant rhyme of man 
/ one / sun and near-rhyme in the 
final couplet, and completely turned 
the metre about in the penultimate 
line to produce a longer line of six 
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trochees. This is in addition to the 
regularly used variants of iambic 
pentameter, with initial trochaic 
substitution in the first line, and 
feminine endings in the second, 
fourth and sixth. The quirk of 
placing ‘it comes to mind’ in Italian 
is another mildly comedic touch.

EXERCISE: Write a poem on a 
serious theme and another that’s more 
frivolous using one or more ottava 
rima stanzas. Which works better? 
Which do you prefer?

The OULIPO POETS began in 
1960 as a movement started by 
two Frenchmen, the mathematician 
Francois de Lionnais and poet 
and novelist Raymond Queneau. 
They were fascinated by ‘puzzle’ 
poems, poetic forms with a ludic 
quality, poems based on word 
games or quirky wordplay, and 
tricksy patterns. The name of the 
movement is a contraction of ouvroir 
de littérature potentielle (workshop of 
potential literature).

In poetry terms, OVERSTATEMENT 
means not only exaggeration but also 
giving too much information to the 
reader. The poem is overstated, for 
example, if the text shows something 
and then hammers the point home by 
repeating it to tell the reader again, or 
by over-explaining it.

Perfect your 
poetry with 

a WM Creative 
Writing course. 
See http://writ.rs/

cwcourses

An OXYMORON is a form of 
figurative speech, a contradiction in 
terms, such as love-hate relationship or 
tragi-comedy. 

A PALINDROME is a word or phrase 
that reads the same in both directions, 
such as pop, radar or a man, a plan, a 
canal – Panama.

In a PALINODE, a statement that has 
been made in an earlier poem is retracted.

A PANEGYRIC is a poem or passage 
from a speech praising something 
or someone. Wordsworth’s sonnet 
Composed Upon Westminster Bridge 
could be described as a panegyric 
about London.

PANTOUM will be covered in depth 
next month 

A PARADOX, like an oxymoron, 
involves a contradiction, but in this 
case the contradiction is described 
in a phrase or sentence, or even 
a number of sentences, rather 
than within two words. Clichéd 
paradoxes include being cruel to be 
kind, the beginning of the end and 
nobody goes there – it’s too crowded. 
In Wordsworth’s poetical fragment 
that begins My heart leaps up, we 
find the paradox: the child is father 
of the man.

EXERCISE: Begin with a paradox, 
a familiar one or one you’ve just 
invented, and write a poem that 
incorporates it. The poem can be in 
any form and on any theme… but 
if it helps to have a set subject and 
form, write an eight line piece rhyming 
alternate lines: x a x a x b x b on some 
aspect of teenage conduct.   

These strifes, unless I far mistake the thing,
And discords raised oft in disordered sort,
Your disobedience and ill managing
Of actions lost, for want of due support,
Refer I justly to a further spring,
Spring of sedition, strife, oppression, tort,
I mean commanding power to sundry given,
In thought, opinion, worth, estate, uneven.

Wedded she was some years, and to a man
 Of fifty, and such husbands are in plenty;
And yet, I think, instead of such a ONE
 ‘T were better to have TWO of five-and-twenty,
Especially in countries near the sun:
 And now I think on ‘t, ‘mi vien in mente,’
Ladies even of the most uneasy virtue
 Prefer a spouse whose age is short of thirty.
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power of poetry
For over a hundred years The Poetry Society has been a lively 
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enjoyment of poetry to an ever-growing community of people. 
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and news – plus the chance to submit your poetry
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Whip your crew into shape to delight young readers with tales of adventure 
on the high seas, with advice from author Amy Sparkes

et me give you a word: 
Pirates. What springs to 
mind? Do you see a galleon 
sailing on the sea? Or a 

person with an eye patch and hook? A 
map where X marks the spot? Phrases 
like ‘yo ho ho’, ‘me hearties’ and ‘shiver 
me timbers’? And what feelings do you 
associate with pirates? Fearlessness? 
Bravery? Freedom? The chances are the 
word ‘pirates’ elicits a strong reaction 
because, from children’s dressing-up 
costumes to blockbuster films, pirates 
are undeniably part of our culture. 

The world of children’s fiction 
responds to and nurtures our love 
of pirates. The ageless appeal of 
pirates makes them suitable material 
for fiction across all age ranges and 
reading levels, from picture books to 
young adult fiction. 

How can you create your own pirate 
story to captivate children? First of all, 
have a look at why exactly pirates are so 
successful in children’s fiction.

Adventure
Children love an adventure, whether 
experiencing one first-hand or living 
it through someone else’s eyes. Pirates 
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and adventure are extremely happy 
shipmates. Although few children will 
have the opportunity to jump aboard 
and sail the high seas in search of 
adventure, they can live this experience 
through the characters of a story. The 
ocean is seemingly boundless, providing 
endless opportunities for exploration. 
No barriers, just freedom. 

Add a handful of skirmishes (the 
nature of which obviously depends on 
the age group), a sprinkling of daring 
deeds, a pinch of rebellion and a dash 
of the unpredictable elements of water 
and air, and you have the essential 
ingredients for a cracking story.  

Quest
Why are pirates sailing the seas? It’s 
unlikely to be for a pleasure cruise. 
Pirates are often on a quest, whether 
this is a treasure hunt for conventional 
treasure, or a mission to acquire 
something else of worth. A story based 
on a quest is always effective – the plot is 
driven along by the characters’ desire to 
obtain something. Pitfalls and disasters 
along the way serve to reveal more about 
the characters themselves as well as 
providing an exciting and gripping read. 

Characters
Pirate characters are great fun to write, 
whether you go for a traditional or non-
traditional portrayal. Try to make your 
characters as memorable and original 
as possible, so they have a lasting 
impact on the reader, rather than being 
lost among the many hundred pirate 
characters already sailing the seas of 
publication. Can you give your pirate a 
special ability? Or distinguishing feature? 
Or mannerism? 

Although piracy may have been 
dominated by males historically, 
remember there were also some 
fabulous female pirates around. Strong, 
female characters should always be 
encouraged – could you create a 
memorable female pirate?  

It’s wonderful news that the 
publishing industry has been waking 
up and embracing diversity in children’s 
books. Also bear diversity in mind when 
you are creating characters. Historically 
speaking, pirates originated from many 
different countries around the world. A 
port (whichever form that takes) would 
be a perfect setting for different cultures 
to meet and engage.   

Setting
There is a surprising degree of flexibility 
in the setting of a pirate story. Your first 
thought might be a galleon sailing in 
the middle of the sea. Although this is a 
fun setting in itself, there are many more 
opportunities to be explored.

In a traditional pirate tale, think 
about all the different places that an 
ocean-going pirate might visit: islands, 
towns, other ships, underwater... All 
these locations can be as interesting and 
dynamic as you make them. Then think 
about a non-traditional pirate tale: does 

Genre: Choose a genre. What appeals to you? Science fiction? Humour? Adventure?
Character: Create a pirate character. Remember to include personality quirks and something 
which makes your pirate original and memorable. What are your pirate’s strengths and 
weaknesses? How could these be linked to a story idea? 
Plot: What does your pirate want to achieve? What are your character’s goals? Conflicts? How 
could these influence a plot? What could stop your character reaching their desired goal?
Setting: Where will your story be set? Can you create an interesting setting? What makes it special?
Pitch: Can you develop these ideas and word it into a high-concept story pitch? How is your story 
fresh and original? 

Now Try � is

All aboard
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the ship sail on the water… or in the 
sky? Could it be a time-travelling ship? 
Are the pirates travelling in outer space? 
The settings and locations in your story 
can actually be very open-ended.  

Series potential
Pirates lend themselves well to a series, 
which is good news for publishers 
and agents. With an endless ocean (or 
alternative setting!) to explore, there is 
usually material for future stories. This 
is especially the case when you have 
created a high-concept idea. 

A high-concept idea is one which can 
be clearly explained in a sentence. When 
someone asks what your story is about, 
can you answer in one sentence? If you 
can, your idea is probably high-concept. 
The advantage of these type of ideas is 
the way it can be communicated: you 
can easily and concisely explain the 
concept in a cover letter to an agent; 
an agent can easily pitch the idea to 
a publisher; a publisher can easily 
communicate the idea to their sales 
team; the sales team can easily pitch 
the book to booksellers, nationally and 
internationally. People are more likely 
to latch onto ideas that are memorable, 
strong and high-concept. 

For example, when I came up with 
my Pirate Blunderbeard idea and was 
discussing it for the very first time with 
my agent, Julia Churchill, I described 
Blunderbeard as ‘Probably the worst 
pirate in the world.’ This even became 
a tagline for the book which stayed 
with the publishers (HarperCollins) 
and was included on the front cover 
up until a couple of months before 
publication, when we revised it. It was 
a phrase that people could latch onto 
and clearly communicated the premise 
of the book. 

International appeal
Historically, pirates roamed the world, 
and so they are a well-known concept 

internationally. There are a few 
countries around the world who do 
not embrace pirate stories, for various 
reasons. However, generally speaking, 
most countries are interested. From a 
publishing point of view, this is again 
good news as international deals may be 
more easily acquired.  

Genre
By their very nature, pirate stories nearly 
always fit into the adventure genre but 
the stories can also overlap into other 
genres, depending on how the book is 
written. You could place it firmly in the 
increasingly popular historical fiction, 
and write a dramatic, realistic and 
action-packed story (just remember to 
keep it age-appropriate). Note too that 
in contrast to their real life counterparts, 
fictional pirates tend to be more about 
derring do than moral darkness, and 
usually hunt lost treasure more than 
they pillage it.

Alternatively, pirates and humour go 
together very well, especially when you 
use larger-than-life characters. The day 
to day chores of running a galleon (if 
you choose to have one) offer plenty 
of slapstick opportunities. And, of 
course, you can play with the traditional 
perception of pirates as tough, scary 
characters who terrorised the seas. 

Depending on how you develop your 
idea, your story could also cross over 
into several other genres, such as science 
fiction, steampunk, high fantasy, low 
fantasy or animal fiction. What if one of 
the pirates discovered a magical artefact? 
Or if the pirate characters were all rats? 

Fresh ideas
As so many pirate stories have been 
written and published, it’s important 
that your story offers something original: 
a new spin on the concept of pirates or a 
dynamic new type of character. 

When I created Pirate Blunderbeard, 
my main focus was on creating a young 

Picture Books
Pirates Love Underpants, Claire Freedman, 
illustrated by Ben Cort (Simon & Schuster)
Pizza for Pirates, Adam and Charlotte Guillain, 
illustrated by Lee Wildish (Egmont)
The Night Pirates, Peter Harris, 
illustrated by Deborah Allwright (Egmont)

Young Fiction
Adventures of the Steampunk Pirates, 
Gareth P Jones (Stripes)
Captain Firebeard’s school for Pirates, Chae 
Strathie, illustrated by Anna Chernyshova (Scholastic)
Pirate Blunderbeard, Amy Sparkes, 
illustrated by Ben Cort (HarperCollins)
Space Pirates series, Jim Ladd, 
illustrated by Benji Davies (Nosy Crow)

Middle Grade/Young Adult
Pirates!, Celia Rees (Bloomsbury)
Piratica, Tanith Lee (Hodder)

The Very Nearly Honourable League of 
Pirates, Caroline Carlson, illustrated by Dave 
Phillips (HarperCollins)

Recommended reading

pirate who was completely rubbish 
at being a pirate. A disastrous pirate 
would allow many opportunities for 
humour and adventure. Then ‘what 
if ’ I made it a bit bigger? ‘What if ’ 
this disastrous young pirate is also a 
keen inventor, whose crazy inventions 
unintentionally add to the ‘disastrous’ 
in spectacular fashion? 

Although it’s good to mix and 
match, it’s important not to cram in 
too many new ideas. So rather than 
having my disastrous pirate inventor 
also sailing through space or another 
unusual setting, I chose a traditional 
pirate setting, to avoid the story concept 
becoming over-complicated. However, 
that didn’t stop me having great fun by 
throwing in some very modern ideas 
occasionally. Using incongruities like this 
in the narrative can lend humour, depth 
and opportunity to the story. 

How can you make an idea for a 
pirate story feel fresh and energetic? 
What can you bring to an already 
exciting concept to make it a 
brilliantly exciting concept? Good luck 
with your writing, me hearties, and 
happy swashbuckling!   
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CRIME FILE
Chris Simms combines two ongoing series in his latest novel. 

He explains how, to Chris High

Chris Simms’ ninth Jon 
Spicer novel, Death 
Games, is a masterclass 
in storytelling, with 
tight descriptive prose 

and more twists than a 1950s dance 
track. It also brings Spicer together with 
Chris’ other protagonist chief, Detective 
Constable Iona Khan. 

‘A few factors came into play in 
deciding these two should work together 
in Death Games,’ the Manchester based 
author explains. ‘I wrote Khan to be 
the opposite of Spicer – physically and, 
to an extent, mentally. Jon is a hulking 
great brute, she almost qualifies to play 
a hobbit; she’s just over five feet tall. 
He likes to act first and think later; 
she likes to hold back and assess. He 
enjoys sparring with his colleagues in 
the police station gym; she’s more likely 
to challenge them to chess. When it 
occurred to me how fascinating it would 
be to see them in the same novel, part 
of me wondered why I hadn’t thought 
of it before. That opportunity came 
when Spicer burned his last bridge in 
the Major Incident Team at the end of 
Sleeping Dogs. Thinking his career in 
the police was over, Jon is in the mother 
of all sulks... until the call from the 
Counter Terrorism Unit comes and a 
move in his career comes about.’

In Death Games, Spicer has been 
demoted, although his expertise and 
knowledge still shine through. Was 
it difficult keeping him restrained? 
‘The offer from the CTU came with 

a condition – he would have to start 
back as a DC. It turns out to be quite a 
growing-up experience for him. Yes, he 
has the expertise – but knows he can’t 
charge off as he would have done in the 
MIT and Spicer trying to be tactful was 
quite fun to write! Over the course of 
the novel, his peers start to realise he is 
a league above them – but Spicer knows 
he cannot afford to show up the senior 
ranks and their errors of judgment.’

Iona is becoming more and more 
rounded with each novel, so how 
much foundation work does Chris put 
in to achieve such three dimensional 
characters? ‘I did think her through 
quite carefully – partly because she is a 
mixed-race female and I realised I could 
look really stupid if I didn’t get it right. 
I spoke to a friend who is mixed race 
about her experiences of growing up in 
rural Wales. Another factor that might 
help with the 3D thing is how I sketch 
each character in quite close detail. 
It forces you to think through what 
clothes they’d choose, which shoes, what 
type of haircut. From there, you then 
start thinking about hobbies, interests, 
hopes and fears. From there you can 
then consider how they would react to 
the situations they find themselves in. 
Getting to know your characters is really 
important, I think.’

Chris is also the editor of The Crime 
Readers Association ezine newsletter and 
member of Murder Squad, the author 
collective that also includes Margaret 
Murphy, Cath Staincliffe, Martin 

Edwards, Ann Cleeves and Kate Ellis. 
‘The ezine is really taking off with 

over 10,000 subscribers now and a 
professional design company is finally 
producing it. Lots of members of the 
Crime Writers’ Association are sending 
me details of their new books to be 
profiled and did I mention subscribing 
is free? Just visit the Crime Readers’ 
Association website and look for the 
panel on Case Files to sign up. As for 
Murder Squad, well, I feel in rarefied 
company nowadays. Two of our little 
collective of crime writers have had 
massive years. Ann Cleeves – who is 
behind the novels that Shetland and 
Vera are based on – just gets bigger 
and bigger and was recently awarded 
the Diamond Dagger by the CWA. 
And Martin Edwards’ books about the 
Golden Age of British Crime Writing 
have taken America by storm. He’s 
also just been named as the new Chair 
of the CWA. It’s all going spectacularly 
well. Sing Me To Sleep, my recent 
supernatural thriller, has been 
optioned for a film and I’m currently 
trying to cowrite the screenplay. To 
be honest, I’m amazed by the scale 
of the changes that need to be made. 
You’d imagine that, because the film is 
based on the novel, there wouldn’t be 
too much work involved. Silly me. It’s 
an entirely different beast – and one 
that keeps sneaking up behind me and 
tripping me up.’

Death Games is available now.
Website: www.chrissimms.info   
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Getting rejection letters is part of a writer’s lot. 
Jan Snook offers a light-hearted interpretation of what editors actually mean

If you’ve never had – and never 
expect to get – a rejection letter, 
stop reading. Right now. (If you’re 
still reading just to sneer at us poor 

unloved rejected writers, please go away.)
Okay, they’ve gone. But you’re still 

with me? Oh good, I’m not alone then.
As a regular reader of Writing 

Magazine, you will have read – and 
taken on board – all the good advice on 
coping with rejections. There are many 
excellent (well maybe not excellent, 
but possibly halfway valid) reasons 
why editors reject submissions, and 
it’s important not to take rejections 
personally. Perhaps the editor in 
question has just received an almost 
identical treatment from another writer. 
Or maybe they’ve received threatening 
phone calls from the finance 
department about not exceeding 
their budget ever again. Which is all 
perfectly understandable. Or maybe 
the real reason is that they think the 
writing is rubbish (less understandable, 
and obviously wrong)… But wouldn’t 
it be nice if, just for once, they’d say 
what they mean? 

The trouble is, editors, agents and 
publishers are, for the most part, nice 
people. They don’t want to hurt our 
feelings, so they won’t usually tell us 
what we really need to know (but 
probably don’t want to hear). Which is 
laudable… but decidedly unhelpful. 

So I’ve been doing some research into 
how to interpret what they say. And in 
case you think ‘research’ is too grand a 
word for a few idle thoughts, I should 
tell you that I’ve been gathering evidence 
tirelessly on your behalf (for years) from: 
a) my own rejection letters (enough 
to wallpaper my study – or maybe the 
whole house – several times over)
b) shamelessly eavesdropping on other 
writers’ one-to-one interviews with 
agents and editors at workshops and 
conferences, and
c) coaxing real live editors (the ones who 

actually buy my stuff) to tell me what 
fraudulent phrases they routinely come 
up with.

So these are the phrases to watch 
out for:

• …we felt it lacked depth = I was 
bored rigid
• …there were no surprises = the story is 
predictable to the point of idiocy
• …there wasn’t enough tension = I lost 
the will to live
• …you might do better attempting a 
different genre = you are delusional
• …a different publisher may feel differently = 
never darken my doors again
• …there were occasional typos = a pre-
school child can spell better

On the odd occasion that you meet 
with a straightforward (but perhaps 
rather rude) response it could be because 
you’ve written to them twice a week for 
the last five years, pestered them with 
phone calls (email if you really must), 
you’ve argued with them about their 
reasons for rejecting you, or you’ve 
copied and pasted a generic covering 
letter and forgotten to change the 
editor’s name at the top… 

Even positive comments need 
careful handling. Where an editor 
suggests alterations, but modifies 
them with the words ‘…but these 
are only suggestions, feel free to 
disregard them…’, they really 
mean ‘ignore them at your peril’. 

More serious is when they say: 
‘We’re really enjoying your serial, 
but I wonder if you could just 
make a couple of small “tweaks”?’ 
It means ‘drop everything and 
cancel all appointments for the 
foreseeable future, pull a sickie at 
work if you must and rewrite the 
whole damn thing’.

Sometimes you’ll get a response 
which isn’t a fully-fledged rejection 
– a kind editor may suggest that you 
resubmit a rewritten version. And 
sometimes, by the time you’ve carried 

out all their suggestions, the story 
will bear no relation to the one it’s a 
‘re-write’ of, but heigh-ho… It will go 
something like this:

‘Jan, we really liked your story, but 
we feel the heroine should be more 
sympathetic. Also, we weren’t sure about 
her living in Antarctica. And the love 
story between her and the penguin 
lacked credibility. But other than that it 
was absolutely fine…’

On the bright side (‘There was a 
bright side? Why didn’t you say?’ I hear 
you ask)… Come on, this is about 
interpreting rejection letters, you didn’t 
expect it to be all fun, did you? Anyway, 
as I was saying, on the bright side:

Any specific feedback about your 
story, novel etc. is a good sign. Email 
back right away to say thanks for 
taking the time to give such valuable 
advice. Nothing else. No disagreeing, 
arguing, pointing out the errors of 
their ways.

A personal letter (rather than a 
tick-box form or standard rejection 
letter) is a step forward. You’ll 

recognise the standard letter when 
you’ve had exactly the same one a 
few (okay, many) times and can 
recite it by heart. 

Acceptances usually announce 
themselves in the first two or 
three words (‘I’m delighted to 
tell you…’, ‘We all loved…’, 
or simply ‘Congratulations!’). 
I wouldn’t like you to think I 
never get any. 

So next time you get a 
rejection, try to see it in a 
positive light – part of your 
research into the mysterious ways 
of editors – and definitely use 
it as an excuse to have a glass of 

wine (unless you’re getting ten a 
day, that is). 
And if I’ve been lucky and you’re 

reading this, well, an acceptance 
deserves a glass of wine too…   

Not quite what 
we’re looking for
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N
o, it’s not some sort of 
special Halloween food 
product, but a term 
for a wide-ranging and 
very popular type of 
online horror story. 

Often proliferated first on internet 
message boards or video sharing sites 
like YouTube, these are tales of terror 
that have their roots on the web and 
have gradually become ‘viral’. You could 
see the creepypasta as a sort of modern 
urban legend, not spread by word of 
mouth from person to person but more 
widely – and quickly – online. There 
are many very famous examples – some 
of which you may have encountered 
without even knowing it – that have 
left an indelible mark on our culture. 
But is there anything a horror writer in 
the wider field can take away from this 
particular new stretch of nightmare?

Coming to the boil – A Brief 
History of Creepypasta 
The term ‘creepypasta’ comes from the 
idea of stories providing sustenance to 
those who like all things creepy, derived 
from ‘copypasta’, a web term for viral 
text snippets, which often lose meaning, 
or gain new ones, through being shared 
without context. That doubt about 
its authenticity is fundamental to the 
success of creepypasta writing.

As pasta feeds many of us, 
creepypasta feeds the darker parts of the 
imagination. It is, by its nature, edgy 

and disturbing, so non-horror fans may 
prefer to steer clear. 

One of the first creepypastas – Ted 
The Caver – was told in the form of a 
blog that began in 2001, closing with 
a final, inconclusive blog post in 2005. 
The most famous examples would 
undoubtedly be Slender Man – a new 
urban legend that began in 2009 with a 
series of photoshopped images showing 
an incredibly tall, gaunt figure in a 
black suit with no facial features at all. 
He was said to target children, and has 
become a popular figure in a wide range 
of horror video games since. There was 
also a much more tragic impact of this 
creepypasta in 2014, when two twelve-
year-old girls stabbed a classmate in the 
woods in what they said was an attempt 
to impress Slender Man. 

Another very popular tale is that of 
Jeff the Killer, a young boy who was 
bullied before being severely injured and 
having his face bleached. The strange 
image of the near-faceless figure with a 
smile permanently etched onto his face 
has again been an enduring concept in 
horror gaming, and the source of many 
terrifying tales.

Creepypasta has also engaged 
extensively with popular culture, with 
the twisted tale of Squidward’s Suicide 
being an alleged unscreened episode of 
Spongebob Squarepants that was never 
shown (completely debunked by the 
show’s creators, of course). There are also 
a range of famed creepypastas centred 

on video games, with the story of the 
haunted Zelda cartridge Ben Drowned 
being very well-known and the music to 
an infamous Pokemon level purportedly 
causing people to kill themselves 
after experiencing the ‘Lavender Hill 
Syndrome’ (titled after the name of the 
level). Obviously neither of these tales 
is true, but they certainly send a chill 
down the spine nonetheless.

What makes it work?
It’s fair to say that – given its origins – 
creepypasta is a branch of horror that 
appeals greatly to a younger audience, 
very prevalent among teens and young 
adults. We have a generation very 
engaged online, and as such a successful 
creepypasta can seemingly explode 
overnight with online shares and video 
links. Folklore and urban myths as we 
know them have taken years, sometimes 
even decades to cement themselves, 
whereas a creepypasta can establish 
itself in a matter of days. The online 
medium also offers a range of ways for 
the story to spread – social media, blogs, 
forums, video sharing – and in many 
cases these complement one another to 
create a story that is brilliantly engaging 
and swiftly becomes very believable. 
If it were being told in one medium, 
it would be easier to write off. Take 
one of my absolute favourites, based 
on a fictional game called Killswitch. 
You’ll find stories and articles about its 
unusual history, a game made in a very 

Creepy 

Delve into the darkest recesses of the 
web, and your mind, to indulge in urban 

legends and faux histories with viral 
horror advice from Alex Davis

pasta
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limited run by a mysterious Russian 
corporation that you can only complete 
as one of two characters, after which 
the software deletes itself. You’ll find 
YouTube videos of people playing the 
game, footage the company behind it 
apparently wants to bury. Even better, 
you’ll find threats to the people posting 
gameplay footage from the corporation 
and channels suddenly disappearing or 
stopping commenting. It has the kind of 
believability that any horror story would 
love to have, combined with a sort of 
serialisation – things happening over 
days, weeks and months to strengthen 
and grow the legend. 

While there’s been no huge 
movement of creepypasta style stories 
breaking into the written word, we are 
seeing the beginnings of a movement in 
movies that take in some of the facets 
of the field. Next year will see a Slender 
Man movie, and we’ve already had a 
documentary on the subject as well as 
many unofficial independent releases. 
Movies such as Unfriended, Antisocial, 
Smiley and The Tall Man all have strong 
elements of creepypasta, not to mention 
more recently that the latest take on 
the terrifying Ringu film series – the 
US movie Rings – took the terror away 
from a video tape and onto the internet. 
And I’m willing to predict that it won’t 
be long before the creepypasta works its 
way more extensively into horror fiction.

Finding the right ingredients
It may never be possible to translate 
the medium entirely into a horror 
book – whilst many great examples 
of creepypasta are written in the first 
instance, most tales carry some sort of 
visual elements – but there are doubtless 
things any modern horror author can 
learn from the movement.

1 Breaking the fourth wall
The very best of horror is believable – 
even if a book has a terrifying story, if we 
are easily able to write it off as fiction that 
effect is lessened. Actively telling readers 
that this story is real, and adding the fake 
evidence to support it (that few would 
bother to verify!) potentially bring your 
fiction into the readers’ world. 

The book that scared me the 
most – Mark Z Danielewski’s House 
of Leaves – adeptly used some of the 
devices of a creepypasta, with the main 
character finding a video and watching 
it, discovering that it gradually started 

FANTASTIC REALMS

to unravel his own life. His manuscript 
has a lot of purportedly factual elements 
that make the book hard to forget – 
and something you can’t shake the 
feeling could be real. That’s something 
creepypasta does extremely well, and a 
horror author can learn from that. Using 
alternative media can help a story feel 
more real, even if said media is made up. 
Consider using fake images or photos, 
news reports you have written yourself, 
research – real or invented – that backs 
up what is happening in your book. 
What creepypasta has shown is how 
a piece of fiction can develop into 
something further by breaking out into 
wider areas.

2 The power of the internet
In horror terms the internet is a 
relatively new entity, being as the web as 
we know it effectively began in the early 
1990s. And so horror authors may only 
have touched on just how effective it can 
be as part of a horror story – something 
that creepypasta has absolutely grasped 
and run with. The internet could feature 
in any number of superb horror tales 
in a strong way – we have the shadowy 
mythology of the deep web/dark web, 
the chance of finding strange videos on 
sharing sites, curses or diseases being 
transmitted through the medium, 
online entities becoming self-aware, 
nightmarish chains of emails or social 
media contact, secrets buried deep in 
websites a la Cicada 3301 – and what it 
is they might lead to… the internet is so 
undeniably prevalent in modern life and 
there is huge scope for it to be at the 
heart of truly modern horror.

3 Complex narratives weaving 
together across media
Creepypasta to no small extent depends 
on an air of mystery. That’s not unusual 
in horror, but we may be more used 
to our protagonists finding missing 
pieces to dark puzzles in libraries, books 
or newspapers. What creepypasta has 
shown is that you can put jigsaw pieces 
practically anywhere and the great array 
of internet users will find a way to put 
them together. And you can do the same 
in a story – imagine the moments of 
horror when one awful part of the story 
is unveiled through forums, websites, 
online videos and the truth becomes 
all too apparent. Nothing is too well-
hidden on the internet and there’s 
ultimately – with the right knowhow 

and determination – almost nothing 
that can’t be found online (and that can 
make it scary if nothing else!)

4 Younger people are 
interested in horror – done 
the right way. 
Horror movies are big business with 
a teen audience, and many a studio 
clamours to secure a 15 rating as 
opposed to an 18, as that can cut out 
a huge chunk of the audience. Equally 
a swift look on YouTube will show just 
how popular ‘Let’s Play’ videos of all 
the latest horror games are – titles like 
Five Nights at Freddy’s, Amnesia and 
SCP: Containment Breach are almost as 
famous for their YouTube presence as 
the actual games themselves. If writers 
are willing to consider working in a 
different way, and speak to what a 
younger audience likes and understands, 
then teenagers and young adults can be 
switched on to horror fiction early on. It 
may require a different sort of thinking, 
but it can be done – I for one will be 
fascinated to see what impact Five Nights 
at Freddy’s: The Silver Eyes has on the 
book trade long-term. If that is deemed 
a success, the floodgates might just open 
for a host of creepypasta-style computer 
game books to emerge – and a sequel is 
already on the way…

Pasta on the menu
It’s likely, for me, that creepypasta will 
only become more influential as time 
goes on. As more websites, forums and 
social media platforms open you have 
a practically infinite, ever-growing 
universe for the medium to expand 
into and thousands of young creative 
minds looking to create the next 
influential creepypasta. There are new 
online legends developing all the time, 
and some are invariably going to ‘go 
viral’ and become well known, as well 
as an already rich pantheon for new 
spins to be made on. I believe it’s only 
a matter of time before publishers and 
writers have to take the form more 
seriously, and look at how it can be 
incorporated into the book market 
as we know it. That, allied with the 
growth of young adult fiction, could 
produce some pretty notable results in 
time. If you’re interested in the form, 
you certainly won’t find any shortage 
of creepypasta to keep you sustained 
and maybe even inspired – just don’t 
eat too much…   

The Slender Man 
© Victor Surge
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Editorial calendar
Strong forward planning will greatly improve your chances with freelance submissions. 

Here are some themes to consider for the coming months.

National Poetry Day 2017 will be on 28 September. The theme is 
‘freedom’ – so get writing your freedom poems now!

Plan your diary!

15 October
Dutch exotic dancer 

Margarethe Zelle, better 
known as Mata Hari, was 

executed for spying for 
Germany 100 years ago.

28 October
Hollywood A-lister 

Julia Roberts 
will be 50.

21 October
Jazz musician and 

bandleader Dizzy 
Gillespie was born 

100 years ago.

14 October
125 years ago, in 1892, Arthur 

Conan Doyle’s The Adventures of 
Sherlock Holmes was published 
– the first book publication of 

the legendary fictional detective. 
The individual stories in the 

collection had been serialised in 
The Strand magazine between 

1891 and 1892.

11 October 
The wreck of Henry Vlll’s 

warship Mary Rose, sunk in 
battle in 1545, was recovered 

35 years ago in 1982, following 
her discovery in 1971. It was 

one of the most ambitious, and 
expensive projects in the history 

of marine archaeology.

19 October 
30 years ago, in 1987, Black 

Monday, when global stock 

markets crashed, saw £50 billion 

wiped off the value of shares on 

the London stock market. 
In October 2008 it suffered its 

worst fall in history.

16 October
Charlotte Bronte’s most-

loved novel Jane Eyre was 
published 170 years ago, in 
1847, under her pseudonym 

Currer Bell.

15 October
RAF pilot and world land speed record holder Andy Green 

set the first and unbeaten supersonic land speed record in 

ThrustSSC 20 years ago, in 1997. Andy, now 54, is currently 

working with Project BLOODHOUND to build the world’s 

first 1,000 mph car.

14 October: 50 years and one day earlier, RAF test pilot 

Chuck Yeager broke the sound barrier in aerial flight.

28 October
Hollywood A-lister 

15 October

expensive projects in the history 

15 October
During the Great Storm of 

1987, hurricane-force winds 

caused havoc, including at least 

22 casualties, in England, France 

and the Channel Islands. 

4 October 
Sputnik 1, the first 

artificial earth satellite, 
was launched 

by the Soviet Union 60 

years ago, in 1957.
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http://writ.rs/relaxandwrite

RELAX & WRITE 
WEEKENDS

Tel Lois on 01454 773579 or email loisbm@aol.com

Only £249 each incl. workshops, 
course notes, single en-suite, 

all meals & refreshments.

6-8 October at Keele University Management Centre
‘Be a Positively Productive Writer’ with Simon Whaley

DON’T MISS OUT! BOOK EARLY!

 20-22 October at Keele University Management Centre
‘Writing Fiction that Sells (including Pocket Novels)’ with Kate Walker

‘Write Your Self’ a course introducing journaling, a basis for all 
kinds of Creative Writing with Stephen Wade

 20-22 October at The Hayes Swanwick Derbyshire
‘The Inspiration of Poetry’ with Alison Chisholm

Malaga Workshops July.indd   1 18/05/2017   10:52

E-mail: hilary@hilaryjohnson.com
Website: www.hilaryjohnson.com

Hilary Johnson July UPDATED.indd   1 12/05/2015   15:35

T 020 7324 2563 
E info@literaryconsultancy.co.uk 
W www.literaryconsultancy.co.uk

§   Detailed critical assessments and services by  
professional editors for writing at all stages of  
development, in all genres 

§   Links with publishers and agents, and advice  
on self-publishing

§   Six online sessions covering up to 60,000 words 
§   TLC assessment of the completed book
§   A meet-the-industry day with publishing 

professionals

§    Masterclasses and skills workshops 

Copy-editing & proofreading
Full book design service

Printing & binding
Promotion & marketing

Book distribution
Commission-free online bookshop

eBook production & distribution
Free & friendly advice
Cup of tea and a chat!

Confused about  
self-publishing?

Recommended by the 
Writers’ & Artists’ Yearbook

York Publishing Services Ltd
tel. 01904 431213

enquiries@yps-publishing.co.uk

www.yps-publishing.co.uk

YPS are the one-stop-shop  
for self-publishers

CREATIVE WRITING COURSES

Professional tutors will guide you one-to-one 
through an inspiring course tailored 

to your needs. Choose from: 

For more details, call our friendly course co-ordinator 
Sally Bridgewater on 0113 200 2917, 

email writingcourses@warnersgroup.co.uk 
or see our website: http://writ.rs/cwcourses

• Fiction

• Short stories

• Poetry

• Writing for children

• Scriptwriting

• Becoming a successful writer

•  Article writing and 
freelance journalism

•  Making the most of your 
life experiences

•  Polish your writing style

We can help you become a better writer

CWC Listing.indd   1 19/10/2015   16:46
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M
yths, folktales, fairy tales and urban 
legends are fascinating for anyone 
to read, but for writers they are 
real gold mines. They offer a huge 
topic area for non-fiction writers 

to write about while fiction writers can draw 
inspiration and patterns for plots from them. 
Indeed, there are numerous books and films 
that have used ancient myths and folklore as 
a starting point to telling more contemporary 
stories: just think of the popular Percy Jackson 
series that draws extensively from Greek 
mythology or Eowyn Ivey’s highly acclaimed 
The Snow Child based on a Russian folktale.

Myths and folktales
Myths and folktales have been part of cultures 
around the world for centuries and we are 
lucky to be able to access such a broad 
spectrum of them online. Project Gutenberg’s 
website (www.gutenberg.org) is an excellent 
starting point if you’re looking for digitised 
books: just type ‘mythology’ or ‘myth’ in 
its search box and you will get a list of over 
54,000 ebooks that you can download and 
read for free.

There are also other sites that offer 
extensive myth and folktale collections. 
For example, the University of Pittsburgh 
has an online library called Folklore and 
Mythology Electronic Texts (http://writ.rs/
folkmythtexts) and it contains hundreds of 
stories as well as links to further resources in 
English and other languages. If your research 
focus is more on the religious and esoteric 
aspects of mythology, have a look at the 
Internet Sacred Text Archive’s website on 
www.sacred-texts.com. And when you need 
a reference work, take advantage of the online 
Encyclopedia Mythica (www.pantheon.org). 
It’s a great resource to explore whenever you 
need to understand mythological, folkloric 
and religious concepts. In fact, even if you 
think you are familiar with a specific term, 
have a look at the encyclopaedia anyway: you 
may just discover something new there.

To take your research deeper in terms of 
studying the interpretations and analyses 

of myths, explore what your local library 
has to offer. Most libraries in the UK 
use the Dewey Decimal Classification 
system, and if that’s the case with your 
local library too, head straight to the 
shelves marked 398 and you will be able 
to browse books on folklore. You can also 
research for book titles online and compile 
a suitable reading list for yourself before 
you go to a library. You can find annotated 
reading lists by using a search engine. For 
instance, a list of Celtic mythology books 
can be found on http://writ.rs/celtmyth 
and a list of Norse mythology books on 
http://writ.rs/norsemyths

If your research focus is very specialised 
and you struggle to find information, 
consider visiting the Folklore Society’s library 
collection and archives. These are housed by 
University College London Library Services 
(http://writ.rs/folkloresoc) and contain 
over 15,000 books (including early and rare 
books), 5,000 pamphlets and about 100 
current periodicals on folklore. If you’re 
thinking of visiting the library, please note 
that it’s not possible to just walk in, but you 
need to arrange your visit in advance. Read 
the admission information on http://writ.rs/
uclaccess and plan accordingly.

Folklore Society (www.folklore-society.
com) also hosts an online forum where you 
can ask questions from folklorists (http://
writ.rs/folkloreforum). This is particularly 
handy when you have questions to which you 
can’t find answers or if you want to connect 
with people who are interested in the same 
topic area as yourself.

Urban legends
Urban legends can be classified as a sub-category 
of folktales, but in a broad sense they can be 
understood as widely circulated anecdotes 
that are told as true stories. Common fallacies, 
misinformation, rumours, celebrity gossip and 
what has come to be known as ‘fake news’ could 
be called urban legends.

The internet is the ultimate source for 
finding all sorts of tales. Just do an online 

search and type in your chosen keyword(s) 
coupled with ‘urban legend’, ‘urban myth’, 
‘rumour’ or ‘fake news’, and you are bound to 
come across stories that you might never have 
imagined. There are also sites, such as Urban 
Legends Online (http://urbanlegendsonline.
com), that host collections of hundreds of 
stories in one place.

If your interest in urban legends goes 
beyond studying them for what they are and 
you want to find out whether any of the 
stories are factually accurate, you will need 
to check your sources carefully and have 
your critical-thinking skills on high alert. 
Some urban legends are so believable that 
large numbers of people accept them as true. 
And who can blame them? Contradictory 
information abounds and it’s become 
increasingly difficult to separate fact from 
fiction and be sure what to believe.

Fake news and hearsay have become so 
widely spread that fact-checking websites 
have been set up to counter them. If you’re 
not sure whether a story is true or not, visit 
Snopes (www.snopes.com), FactCheck.org 
(www.factcheck.org) and/or PolitiFact (www.
politifact.com) to see if they are able to shed 
light on your dilemma. FactCheck.org and 
PolitiFact focus on news relating to American 
politics. Snopes also covers a lot of stories 
about America, but its scope is wider and 
encompasses rumour research in general.

As you immerse yourself in the world of 
myths and urban legends, enjoy the stories 
and have fun with your research!   

Dig deep into folklore, mythology, urban legends and fake news with help from Tarja Moles

Myths & 
urban legends

If you are interested in finding out 
more about fake news, read Wikipedia’s 
article about it on http://writ.rs/
wikifakenews. It gives you a historical 
overview, offers advice on how to 
recognise fake news items and contains 
links to further articles.

RESEARCH TIPS

FAKE NEWS
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Name:

Address:

Email:

FREE CALL
24 HRS 0800 856 2008
www.writersbureau.com

Being a writer can offer you a second income, extra spending money
or it can even be a full-time career. It’s your choice. But whatever your
writing ambitions, we have a course that will help you to achieve them.

That’s because our first-class home-study creative writing course contains
all you need to know to become a successful, published writer. You learn
how to write articles, short stories, novels, TV, radio, drama and more. You
are shown how to develop your writing style, present your manuscripts,
contact editors, find markets and HOW TO SELL YOUR WORK. 

What’s more, you do not need any previous writing experience to
succeed on the course as it’s suitable for the absolute beginner.

Throughout the course you will be tutored by a professional writer, who
will offer constructive feedback on your twenty marked assignments. In
addition, you can count on the support of our dedicated Student Services
team who will do all they can to ensure that you get the most out of your
studies. 

When you enrol, your full course is sent to you on a fifteen day trial. Your
studies are then flexible to your requirements. Moreover, we offer you a
full refund guarantee. If you do not earn back the equivalent of your fees
by the time you finish your course we will refund them in full.

So, if you would like to learn how to earn from writing, try our risk-
free course. For a free prospectus visit our website or call our freephone
number TODAY!

Enrol online to access your course modules TODAY at: www.writersbureau.com

Postcode:

Freepost RSSK-JZAC-JCJG
The Writers Bureau
Dept EE617
Manchester, M3 1LE

www.facebook.com/thewritersbureau
www.twitter.com/writersbureau Members of BILD 

and ABCC

email: 17W1@writersbureau.com    Please include your name and address

Quote:
EE617

YES! Please send me free details on how to become a successful freelance writer.

Writers
Bureau

Years of
Success28

#

How To Work From
Home As A Writer!
How To Work From
Home As A Writer!

What our students say: 

““I have  been published in different
papers and magazines and am now
producing around 250 articles a year.

It’s going a bit too well at times!
Seriously, it’s very satisfying, stimulating

and great fun – and thanks again to the WB for
launching me on a second career. I meet so many
interesting people and count myself mightly lucky.”      

Martin Read

“I won the 2015 Flirty Fiction Prima
Magazine and Mills and Boon
competition. The prize was £500, a
three page feature in the magazine and

the chance to work with Mills and Boon
on my book. Also I have three stories in three
anthologies with other authors – we’ve raised almost
£2,000 for cancer charities”

Rachel Dove

“If you listen to the tutors and take
time to read the material you can be a
working writer, it really is an excellent
course. I've found part-time work as a

freelance writer for Academic
Knowledge. I've earned just under £2000 in the past
year.”

Steph Thompson

“I’m currently working on my fourth
book, have been paid for my writing
by at least 15 different magazines, and

now earn half my income from writing
– all thanks to The Writers Bureau’s
course."

Sarah Plater

“I enrolled in The Writers Bureau’s
Creative Writing course in the hope
of building my confidence as a writer

and ending my cycle of publishing
failures. I currently work as a content

writer with a writing agency and have even won a
writing competition."

Walter Dinjos

“I am delighted to tell everyone that
the course is everything it says on the
tin, excellent! I have wanted to write

for years, and this course took me by
the hand and helped me turn my

scribblings into something much more professional. I
am delighted that my writing is being published and I
am actually being paid. All thanks to the
Comprehensive Creative Writing course.”      

George Stewart  
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HELPLINE

Helpline Your writing problems 
solved with advice from 
Diana Cambridge

Email your queries to Diana (please include home-town details) at: diana@dianacambridge.co.uk or send them to: Helpline, 
Writing Magazine, Warners Group Publications plc, 5th Floor, 31-32 Park Row, Leeds LS1 5JD. She will answer as many letters as 

she can on the page, but regrets that she cannot enter into individual correspondence. Publication of answers may take several months. Helpline 
cannot personally answer queries such as where to offer work, or comment on manuscripts, which you are asked not to send.

HELPLINE

Q Just how long does one wait to hear back from mainstream publishers – 
not those who publish if you pay them? I sent my novel to three different 

well known publishers six months ago, and have not heard a thing. Is there a set 
time which, after that has passed, one assumes that one has got nowhere?

TOBY RICHARDS
Mumbles, Swansea

AAll publishers have an enormous pile of work sent to them: they can 
never catch up. But ensure that you’re sending your work to the right 

publisher: one who deals in exactly your genre and subject. There are writers 
who, for example, send Victorian love stories to publishers who only deal in 
futuristic sci-fi – and so on. Check the exact guidelines in Writers & Artists 
Yearbook. Also, always have more than one project out there – if you become 
fixated on a single piece of work, each day that passes with no word from the 
publisher will make you more depressed. Increase your productivity and lower 
your expectations of hearing back quickly. A few months is nothing in the 
publishing world – but some publishers will tell you, in their guidelines, just 
how long you should be waiting.

Q As aspiring writers, we are often advised to 
find our own voice. 

But what do you do when your ‘voice’, your natural 
way of writing, your default writing style, is no good?

This was brought home to me on comparing 
examples of my own writing with Helen Corner-
Bryant’s (March 2017) examples of writing in a 
‘telling way’ and writing in a ‘showing way’. My 
suspicions were confirmed – I write in a ‘telling’, flat 
and boring style.

What, therefore, is the answer? Knowing that my 
‘voice’ just doesn’t cut the mustard should I: 

A. Stop mucking about and give up
B. Stick to writing, say, non-fiction that requires a 

‘telling’ or informing style
C. Practise, practise and practise, hoping that the 

better, ‘showing’ style somehow morphs into my 
natural way of writing, hence becoming my new voice?

What have published writers found? That they 
naturally write in a publishable style, or that they 
have had to learn how to write in such a way? I’d 
love to know the secret, if there is one.

LINDA HAYLOCK
Cheshire

AThe letter you sent me has plenty of vitality, 
reads well, and is candid and well written.

That’s your voice – and it’s fine! Most successful 
writers are natural writers, and they’ve also had to 
learn to write. If that sounds contradictory, think of 
any discipline from science to art. Students will have 
a natural aptitude for the subject (otherwise it will 
hold no interest for them) but also they have plenty 
to learn, and of course have to practise. 

There’s a myth that writing is a magical talent, 
requiring no study, polish or practice. Wrong – it’s 
the same as any other skill or craft. It has to be 
worked at and honed. Show, don’t tell, is one of 
the rules. You can work on that, and also on your 
non-fiction, without changing your voice, only 
employing extra techniques.

When you use phrases like ‘no good’ or ‘mucking 
about’ or ‘doesn’t cut the mustard’ you’re allowing 
an inner critic to harm you. Your writing – judging 
from your letter – shows good, lively management of 
words. Keep going!

Q If a short story contest allows you to enter more than one story, is it a good idea 
to do this? It means paying more, but will it impress the organisers?

EUAN JONES
Cowbridge, Wales.

AIt will not influence competition judges – each story will be judged 
independently – but if you have two or three stories which form a small 

collection, and if the content is impressive, this may give you an edge with agents 
and publishers. They like to know there’s more: that you have already produced a 
small body of work and could produce new material. It’s more profitable for them 
to have more than one piece of work to draw on: if readers like what you write, they 
want more… sooner rather than later!

Q I’ve begun to find my writing has overtaken me – I wake up at night 
and ideas are whirring round in my head – yet I am not making any real 

progress, just creating outlines for more and more ideas. It’s overwhelming. 
Would I be better off giving up?

DINAH GAULD 
Bedminster, Bristol

AYou’d be better off taking a short break from writing. I don’t know how much 
exercise you take – but just walking, even city walking, can tire you enough 

to help you sleep better. It’s just a question of allowing your mind to refresh. Once 
you feel calmer, work on no more than three outlines at the same time.
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GOING TO MARKET

I spent the day at an event at my 
local county library recently. In 
conjunction with the county book 

festival they were putting on a Local 
Authors’ Day. It ran from 10am until 
3pm – time for a good deal of activity. 
Frankly it was a mixed success. Make 
no mistake it was well organised and 
it was certainly interesting and fun for 
those who attended, authors, publishers 
and readers alike. A number of local 
writers’ groups had a table at which they 
could meet people and sell books. Some 
writers read their work. I did a reading; 
located in the centre of an open area 
with the buzz of people round about, 
it was necessary to speak up. And I also 
ran a short workshop on writing non-
fiction, which people attending seemed 
to find useful – and, for me, it is always 
nice to meet others who are enthusiastic 
about their writing.

But numbers attending were, I think, 
disappointing. I sold only a single book. 
But there are not so many such events 
that they can be ignored; this one may 
be repeated – and be better attended – 
in a year’s time. Besides, I met someone 
from the local Waterstones who told 
me how to get local books considered 
for stocking and a publishing contact 
where a fit seems possible and to whom 
I have already sent a proposal. So, it 
could lead to something useful and, who 
knows, other contacts may also prove 
useful. Plus, it was a chance to catch up 
with a number of people I already knew. 
Certainly such events can be useful and, 
despite some reservations, I reckon it 
would be worth supporting next year.

A day in 
the library

A local writers’ event leaves 
Patrick Forsyth 
pondering its merits

GOING TO MARKET

Q After three years of rejection letters from agents and publishers, I finally 
received some promising news about my debut novel. 

A publisher asked to see the whole manuscript, which I duly sent. 
After a couple of months, the verdict arrived. Although they didn’t feel it was right 

for them at this time (how many times have I heard that?!), they did make some 
encouraging comments.

They felt the story was full of drama and atmosphere, and suggested I approach 
a TV dramatist. 

I would like some advice on where I start looking, and if an unknown like me 
stands any chance of success.

LORNA GILLIBRAND 
Middleton, Manchester

AFirst, every successful writer started out as an unknown – so yes, of course 
you have a chance. But a television dramatist is simply a person who writes 

plays for television – a TV playwright. How would you find one and interest one in 
your manuscript? This could be a long, hard marketing job for you, so you must be 
prepared to put a lot of effort into it. 

I’d start with the BBC Writers Room (www.bbc.co.uk/writersroom), the first 
port of call for unsolicited scripts and new writers. This site looks for content which 
shows real potential for television – so they will look at scripts and stories. Look out 
for submission windows. 

If you look at the Television, Film and Radio section of Writers & Artists Yearbook 
there are plenty of listings that could be useful. 

You could pay an experienced scriptwriter to look at your work and write a 
script for you: this will be expensive and not necessarily successful. You would need 
someone with a good CV and their costs won’t be cheap. 

Many local theatres run scriptwriting groups – it may be worth 
joining one of these, and in a group like 
this you may make useful contacts. These 
groups are run by professional actors 
and dramatists. I would avoid, for your 
purposes, getting involved with an amateur 
group. They are excellent for getting acting 
experience, but probably won’t have the 
networks you need. Finally, expect this to 
be a long and difficult haul, take on board 
any professional advice you are given, and 
begin working on other writing projects. 
Don’t put all your eggs in this basket.

Q I’m writing a book that’s based on the 1960s – my teenage years. And I’m 
including my love affairs, of course. I will disguise names and characteristics, but 

my question is – should anyone recognise themselves, am I liable for any legal action?
JILLY BEAUMONT

Coventry

AIt’s wise to obtain the permission of anyone you mention – unless you are using 
an incident that’s in the public domain. If you are saying nice things about 

people, they may not complain – but equally, they may. However, if you are changing 
names and descriptions, that’s a help – and because it’s fiction, you will of course be 
stating that any resemblances to real people are coincidental. But the book is still 
written under your own name: people who read it may know you, and guess at the 
people you mention. So it’s advisable not to include any definitive anecdotes which 
can be proved to identify real people. Use your imagination as well as your real-life 
material, and mesh them together.

Many local theatres run scriptwriting groups – it may be worth 
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As writers, our work, 
which is to say our 
creative lives, is probably 
on our computers. And 

our computers, as last month’s 
ransomware attack – called WannaCry, 
WanaCrypt0r, WannaCrypt, WeCry 
and other variants – proved, are not an 
impregnable fortresses or even as safe 
a place to keep valuable work as a box 
with a lock on it. WannaCry exploited 
a vulnerability in a Windows server 
to spread through corporate networks 
including the NHS. Where there are 
software, operating systems or servers, 
there may be vulnerabilities, or the 
risk of them. 

What provisions can we make to 
protect ourselves and our precious 
work? Tension about malware 
attacks is inevitable but there are 
some safeguards.

• First of all, be aware of malicious 
email attachments: this is the most 
common tactic and the main way 
that malware spreads. A virus can 
be launched through clicking on an 
attachment containing it. If you are 
at all suspicious of an email you have 
been sent, or it has come from an 
unfamiliar/odd sender, don’t open 
it and don’t click on anything in it. 
Delete the email and empty the trash.

• Back up your data. You could put 
your files on an external hard drive, 
and back them up to an internet 
service such as CrashPlan (www.
crashplan.com), and to a cloud 
service, eg DropBox, Google Drive, 

iCloud. Back them up by more than 
one method: ideally have an onsite 
(external hard drive) and offsite (cloud-
based) backup. Automated backups are 
more effective than manual backups 
because you might forget to do the 
latter. Disconnect a hard drive after 
you’ve backed up to it so that it can’t 
be infected if your computer is affected 
by malware. Remember as well that 
malware can infect files stored in cloud 
services such as Dropbox. If you add 
a file that includes a virus or malware, 
the file will by synced to other 
computers linked to the account. If you 
have shared folders, it may affect other 
users’ files and accounts.

• Run the latest version of your 
operating system. The WannaCry 
malware that attacked, among others, 
NHS systems in May, was enabled 
by a vulnerability in versions of 
Windows prior to Windows 10, going 
as far back as Windows XP. If you 
use Windows Vista, Windows 7 and 
Windows 8.1, update your system by 
running Windows Update. If you use 
versions Microsoft no longer supports, 
ie Windows XP, Windows Server or 
Windows 8, download this patch from 
Microsoft: http://writ.rs/patchprotect

• Install anti-ransomware software. 
Remember there are two main 
types of ransomware: ransomware 
like WannaCry that encrypts files 
and threatens to delete them, and 
ransomware that locks you out of 
your desktop. Read this piece from 
TechRadar to decide which free 

anti-ransomware software is best 
suited to your needs: http://writ.rs/
antiransomwaresoftware

WannaCry was stopped, but hackers 
will be looking for further software or 
server vulnerabilities to exploit. If you 
are attacked by ransomware, this is 
what experts recommend: 

If you are at home, disconnect 
your computer from any networks it’s 
connected to and switch it off, then 
contact an IT support company. If you 
are at work, disconnect and switch off, 
and contact the internal IT department 
and ensure that a notice is sent round 
the company about the attack. If 
affected by ransomware, it is not 
recommended that you pay the ransom, 
and there is no guarantee if you do that 
you will get your data back.

There are bad guys out there 
planning malware attacks, but as 
any writer worth their salt knows, 
where there are villains there are also 
likely to be heroes. Malware Tech 
is Marcus Hutchins, the 22-year-
old computer genius whose job is 
to locate and arrest botnets. He 
arrested the spread of WannaCry 
when he registered a gobblyedgook 
domain name embedded in the 
hackers’ code for less than $11. If 
you want to read about what it’s like 
to be in the frontline of stopping a 
global cyber attack, read Malware 
Tech’s own, modest account: www.
malwaretech.com/2017/05/how-
to-accidentally-stop-a-global-
cyber-attacks.html   

WRITERSʼ WEB WATCH
WM’s resident webcrawler suggests ways to safeguard your data from 

ransomware and other malware attacks
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This month we look at working with more than one piece of 
software, including Word, Acrobat and InDesign, how to set up 
a pdf for a cover page view layout, an alternative way of creating 
pdf files from within Microsoft Word, and the best way to 
export Word files across to InDesign.

PC trainer Greta Powell has 
advice for writers working with 
InDesign and other software

GRAND 
INDESIGNS

COMPUTER CLINIC

If you have a technical query for Greta 
please email info@curveandlearn.com 

or fill in the form at 
www.curveandlearn.com/contact.htm

GET CONNECTED!

Q I have a large number of files in Microsoft Word but having 
inherited a version of InDesign I would like to take them across and 

work with them in InDesign. Is copy and paste the best way of taking 
them across and do I have to, as has been suggested, convert them all to 
rtf format before doing this?

A You could copy and paste but that would be a longwinded way of 
doing this especially if they are long documents. When you use 

copy and paste to transfer Word files to InDesign you tend to lose all 
formatting in the text, which negates the idea of converting them to 
rtf. If you go to the File menu in InDesign you will see a command 
called Place. Click on this then tick the Show Import Options check 
box and navigate to one of the files you want to open, select it and click 
Open. The Word Import box opens where you can make various choices 
regarding importing the document. Once happy with your choices click 
OK and the cursor will appear filled with the text. You can bring this in 
one text frame at a time by clicking and dragging individual frames, but if 
you hold down the Shift key at the same time as clicking with the mouse 
InDesign will flow the whole Word document into frames across multiple 
pages for you. If you have used Styles in your Word documents you can 
choose to retain them and they will then appear in the Paragraph Styles 
panel in InDesign where you can edit their format. You can do this in the 
Place box itself, where you need to click Preserve Styles and Formatting 
from Text and Tables followed by the Customised Style Import and Style 
Mapping. Once in the Style Mapping box choose the Word style to be 
retained and choose from the list. When you have made your selections 
click the OK button to continue placing the document in InDesign. For 
a more in-depth look at the process of retaining and working with Word 
styling take a look at this video: http://writ.rs/importingwordstyles

Q I have used tab stops on every first line of all my paragraphs whilst 
writing my book and am now many pages in and I want to remove them 

but I don’t want to go through every single one individually. Is there a way 
to remove them in one go?

A Select each paragraph that contains the additional tab stop by pressing 
Control + A. Go to the View tab and make sure that the box next to 

Ruler is clicked on. In the horizontal ruler at the top of the document click 
once on the first line indent marker and each paragraph with the offending 
tab stops should line up perfectly.

Q I have written and laid out my book in InDesign 
and tried to export it to view with facing pages 

and a cover page but to no avail. Acrobat insists on 
showing it as a single page document, which is not what 
I want. Do you have any tips for setting it up to view as 
described above? 

A Open the pdf document in Acrobat and go to the 
View menu where you need to click on Page Display 

and select the Show Cover Page in Two Page View option. 
Next, open the File menu and select Document Properties 
from the menu options then go to Initial View and select 
Two Up Cover Page from the menu. Make sure to save the 
pdf document and it should now view as you described.

Q For some reason I have been having problems 
converting documents from Microsoft Word 2010 

into pdf format when using the Save As method. I keep 
getting an error message that says ‘Export failed due to 
unknown error’ and I have to click the cancel button. Is 
there another way to send my Word documents to pdf?

A It has been suggested that this happens due to an 
issue with the Windows drivers and apparently once 

the OS has been updated the problem seems to resolve 
itself. However, you could try an alternative way inside 
Word itself to create the pdf by going to the File menu 
and selecting Export followed by Create .PDF from the 
left side category screen. Right at the beginning of the 
conversion process you will, as always, be prompted to save 
the document then click the Save button. This should then 
generate the pdf for you.

If you have the full version of Acrobat then you can use 
the Acrobat tab along the ribbon bar.
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Hilary Boyd’s debut 
novel Thursdays 
in the Park was a 
huge bestseller, and 
since then she has 

written several more very successful 
stories. The Lavender House is now out 
in paperback and her latest, A Perfect 
Husband, is out in hardback in July. 

With this kind of track record, you 
might suppose Hilary must come 
from a literary family, but this isn’t 
really the case. ‘Both my grandfathers 
were politicians,’ she says. ‘My 
mother’s father was Minister of Food 
during the Second World War: he 
was the Dig for Victory man. But in 
the 1950s my own father was briefly 
a copywriter for Schweppes soft 
drinks, and he often used to draw 
cartoons and write silly rhymes for 
us. Also, everyone in the family was 
an obsessive reader.

‘I didn’t start writing fiction until 
I was in my forties. This was after I 
did an English degree in my thirties. 
Although – amazingly – Thursdays 
in the Park was snapped up straight 
away, it was actually my fifth novel. 

HILARY BOYD
Success was a long time coming for The Lavender House 

author, she tells Margaret James

HILARY’S TOP TIPS

• Read as much as you can, looking at 
how other writers construct their books.

• Listen to criticism. When a professional 
reads your novel and says it’s too 
depressing, or the heroine is weak, or 
there is too much telling and not enough 
showing – I’ve been told all that – try to 
look at your work through your critic’s 
eyes. You don’t have to agree with them, 
but you should at least listen to what 
they say. 

• Listen to how people talk on the bus, 
in the shops, to their friends. Listen 
to the rhythms in their speech, and 
remember that in fiction good dialogue 
is very important because it brings a 
story to life.

• Remember that despite what some 
authors would have you believe, writers do 
not spring from the womb perfectly formed, 
and that writing is like any other creative 
skill: you must practise and practise.

• Write from the heart. People often try 
to be too clever. You don’t have to write a 
literary masterpiece. Write about things 
that mean something to you.

• Be prepared to rewrite. It’s the hardest 
thing, but you have to do it!

• Get an agent and, when submitting, do 
as the agent asks. Also, if you have any 
contacts in the publishing world, use them.

• Finally, don’t give up. If you love writing, 
keep the faith!

write about the issues that affect my 
age group. We live in a very ageist 
world, so I know this might not 
have worked out, but I was lucky.’

Hilary’s latest paperback The 
Lavender House is about sixty-
something music teacher Frances 
who meets country and western 
singer Jim, a man who seems to be 
completely wrong for her in every 
respect, but to whom she is attracted 
all the same. ‘I don’t have a Jim in 
my own life,’ says Hilary. ‘But I have 
observed other people who do. I also 
wanted to write about a situation 
that is very common at my age: the 
“pulled three ways” syndrome. Many 
of my friends help out with their 
grandchildren, they still have jobs, 
and they are also at the beck and call 
of their sick and ageing parents. 

‘How does a woman in this 
predicament manage to have a life 
of her own? I’m afraid a lot of real 
women must end up putting their 
own lives on hold until it’s too late.

‘My heroine Nancy is 61, divorced 
and run ragged caring for her sick 
mother, helping her daughter with 
the grandchildren and with her son-
in-law’s failing restaurant, while still 
holding down a job teaching music. 
Outside of all this she has no life, 
and she doesn’t even realise she would 
like a life until one day she meets 
Jim, a handsome (of course!) country 
and western singer. But Jim drinks 
and smokes, has no money, and he 
horrifies Nancy’s daughter Louise, 
who can’t imagine her mother having 
sex with this man – eugh! Louise is 
also convinced Jim is after Nancy’s 
money. The big question is: can 
Nancy break free and find room in 
her life to be with the man she loves? 
Or at her age is this too big a gamble?

‘I do have a recurring theme in my 
fiction, and it’s of a woman finding 

My previous four had been roundly 
rejected, and I’d been writing for 
fifteen years before Thursdays in the 
Park was picked up. This was when I 
was over sixty and thought I’d never 
have a book published. When it 
finally happened I was in shock and 
walking on air. 

‘Thursdays in the Park wasn’t 
an overnight success. It sold less 
than 3,000 copies in its first year. I 
thought my career as a novelist was 
all over until for some reason the 
ebook began to shoot up the charts. 
The paperback edition also did well, 
and now the book has been translated 
into 22 languages. 

‘Why do I write about older 
people? Well, when I turned sixty 
myself, I was bewildered. Moi, 
I thought – a senior citizen? I 
looked at my life and wondered 
how to be an older woman in our 
society. There are so many negative 
stereotypes around women over 
sixty. But why can’t we still be sexual 
beings? Why can’t we fall in love? 
Why can’t we still have a life, instead 
of becoming invisible? I wanted to 

LISTEN
TAP HERE 
to listen to 
an extract 
from Meet 
me on the 

Beach

TAP HERE 
to buy the 
book from 

Audible
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herself. A lot of women of my age 
still lack the confidence to do what 
we want and not what our husbands, 
children and society dictate. 

‘When I write, my aim is to 
entertain my readers by telling a 
cracking good story. My novels are 
about family dynamics and how we 
survive in our relationships, subjects 
that have always fascinated me. 

‘My latest novel is called A Perfect 
Husband. My heroine is a widow, 
Lily, who marries for the second 
time when she’s in her middle 
fifties. She’s blissfully happy until 
she begins to suspect her gorgeous, 
rich, successful husband Freddy, is 
not quite the man she thought. But 
will this stop her loving him? The 
story is about addictions of all kinds: 
to gambling, to drugs and, in Lily’s 
case, to her husband. 

‘I hope all my characters’ 
dilemmas seem real to readers and 
make these readers wonder what 
they would do if they were Nancy, 
Lily or Jim?

‘As for my daily writing life – I 
have times when I’m busier than 
usual, for instance when I need to 

“Why can’t we still have a life, 
instead of becoming invisible? I 

wanted to write about the issues that 
affect my age group. We live in a very 
ageist world, so I know this might not 

have worked out, but I was lucky.”

do publicity, something I don’t find 
at all easy, and also at the end of the 
year when I have to deliver another 
book. But I’m not a last minute 
person. I prefer to plan the year out 
work-wise and not leave everything 
to the end. 

‘I do have days off but, even if 
I’m not at my computer, I spend a 
huge amount of time thinking about 
stories and characters, gleaning 
things like phrases, patterns of 
speech, faces and clothes from the 
people around me. I’m like a magpie 
and I’m never off duty. Although I 
don’t do grisly five o’clock starts, I 
work best in the mornings. I use the 
afternoons to correct my work, often 

deleting what I wrote that morning!
‘I know that when you are alone, 

writing and writing then trying to 
get your work out there, staying 
sane can be hard. It is very easy 
to lose heart: to decide your work 
is rubbish and to fear you’ll never 
make it. I have been there myself! So 
I’m very happy to offer some tips to 
other writers.’    
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Your essential monthly round-up of competitions, paying markets,  
opportunities to get into print and publishing industry news.

The Joan Aiken Future Classics Prize is a new £1,000 
prize from AM Heath and Lizza Aiken to find a 
standout writer of middle grade children’s fiction.

Joan Aiken was an exceptional, prize-winning 
children’s author whose books included The Wolves 
of Willoughby Chase, the first title in her Wolves 
Chronicles series.

Launched in May, the competition is for an 
outstanding junior novel by an unpublished children’s 
writer. It will be judged by literary agent Julia Churchill of AM Heath and 
Lizza Aiken, Joan Aiken’s daughter. The winner will receive £1,000 and a full 
set of the Wolves Chronicles. Shortlisted writers will be invited to meet Julia 
and discuss their work. There is the possibility that a writer, or writers, may 
be offered representation.

‘We are looking for a standout junior novel,’ said Julia. ‘It could be 
contemporary or magical, it could have the makings of a series, or be one 
crystalline stand-alone. We know we’re setting the bar high. We hope to find 
a book that will be in print in fifty years, as Joan achieved with the Wolves 
series – and many other books.’

‘Joan Aiken, if asked to come up with a winning formula for a children’s 
book, would say it must have three important elements: movement – a really 
taut narrative to pull the reader away from other distractions, mystery – to 

increase a sense of wonder, and a marvellous ending 
that surprises and also satisfies,’ said Lizza.

To enter, writers should be unagented and 
resident in the UK/Ireland. Send a Word document 
including the first 10,000 words, a short description 
of the book and a one-page outline. Submit by 
email. 

The closing date is 31 July.
Details: email: futureclassics@amheath.com; 

website: http://amheath.com/blog/the-joan-aiken-
future-classics-prize/

The Brighton Prize is open for entries of short stories and flash fiction. 
The prize, which is run by Brighton-based interactive short story evening 

Rattle Tales, has a first prize of £1,000 and two runners up prizes of £100 in the 
short story category, and a first prize of £100 and two runners up of £50 in the 
flash fiction category. There is also The Sussex Prize, which awards £100 in book 
tokens, for the best entry by a Sussex writer. Winners will be published in the 
2018 Brighton Prize anthology.

The competition is for short stories between 1,000 and 2,000 words, and flash 
fiction up to 350 words. All entries must be original and unpublished. Send 
entries as doc or docx files with 1.5 or double spacing. 

All entries must be submitted via the online entry form. Writers may enter as 
many times as they like.

The entry fee is £8 per short story and £6 per flash fiction, payable by PayPal.
The closing date is 30 June.
Website: www.brightonprize.com

A rattling good prize

The winner of the 2017 Berlin Writing Prize will be offered 
the opportunity of a month-long writing residency at the 
Circus Hotel in Berlin.

The competition is for prose up to 3,000 words on the 
theme of Home is Elsewhere. Entries may be fiction or 
non-fiction. 

As well as the month-long residency at an apartment in 
the Circus Hotel, the winner will receive a month’s-worth 
of breakfast vouchers and up to €100 to help with their 
travel costs to Berlin. The winning entry will be published 
in SAND Journal and in The Reader Berlin anthology. Two 
runners up will each win two nights at Circus Hotel and 
€100, and their entries will be published online and in a 
Reader Berlin anthology. Seven further shortlisted writers 
will receive Reader Berlin goodie bags and anthology 
publication.

Send entries by email as Word docs or pdfs, double-
spaced in 12pt text. All entries must be original and 
unpublished. The writer’s name must not appear on the 
manuscript. The title of the Word doc or pdf should be the 
title of the entry. Authors may enter as many times as they 
like, but each entry must be in a separate email. Include 
contact details in the body of the submission email. 

There is a fee of €9 per entry, payable by PayPal. Once 
this is paid, register for entry via the online form. The 
PayPal transaction number should be the subject line of the 
submission email. The closing date is 31 July.

Details: email: hello@thereaderberlin.com, 
competition@thereaderberlin.com; website: http://
thereaderberlin.com/ 

Hello to BerlinSeeking new  
future classics

Running for a third year, the Caledonian Novel Award 
is open to entries for the 2018 competition. This year’s 
judge is literary agent Madeleine Milburn.

The winner will receive £1,000 and there is an additional 
special prize of a week-long writing course at Moniack 
Mhor for the best entry from the UK and Ireland.

The competition is for original, unpublished novels 
by unpublished or self-published, unagented writers. 
Novels may be in any genre for adults or young adults, 
and should be at least 50,000 words. Longlisted writers 
will be asked to submit their completed novels by 6 
December.

To enter, email the first twenty pages of the novel and 
a 200-word synopsis in one attachment, double spaced 
in 12pt font. The writer’s name must not appear on 
the manuscript. In the body of the submission email, 
include details of name, novel title, contact details, brief 
genre details and payment fate.

The entry fee is £25, payable by PayPal.
The closing date is 1 November.
Details: email: entries@thecaledoniannovelaward.

com; website: www.thecaledoniannovelaward.com

Third year for Novel Award
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History of Royals magazine launched a year ago to tell the 
untold stories of the world’s greatest kings and queens. 

‘It’s easy to assume that it’s a magazine for monarchists 
– after all, a lot of what we publish celebrates the 
splendour of history’s most famous monarchs,’ said 
deputy editor Philippa Grafton. ‘In reality, though, 
we’re not afraid to investigate the more shameful side of 
royalty, from Sybilla, Queen of Jerusalem who traded 
her throne for love to Leopold II of Belgium’s horrific 
exploitation of the Congo.’

The readership is made up of slightly more mature 
history buffs. ‘They’re passionate about their heritage and 
reading into the stories of kings and queens that have changed the course of their 
nation’s history forever. Generally speaking, they appreciate a good read and value 
further reading recommendations by authors or reviewers.’ 

Every issue features a mixture of articles. ‘There’s always a story or two to cover a 
‘“celebrity” royal like Henry VIII or Grand Duchess Anastasia, but we like to break 
each issue up by printing stories of lesser-known monarchs alongside them,’ said 
Philippa. ‘It’s important for us to explore different countries and time periods too, so 
every issue has a mix of international and British monarchs from the Medieval period 
right up to now.’ Typically features are biographical and cover a specific period in a 
monarch’s life.

As well as telling the tales of people, History of Royals runs articles that explore 
the palaces and castles that have played backdrop to events, or the prized relics and 
precious jewels that are usually held under lock and key. ‘Ideally we try to get a mix 
of topics in each issue, including romance, battles, tragedy, scandal and the rise or fall 
of dynasties. On top of those, we also aim to run at least one social history feature 
each issue.’

The magazine’s diversity of content is vital to Philippa. ‘It’s so important for me to 
get the right mix of features in every issue written by the right writers who really care 
about the stories they’re telling. When we achieve that perfect blend of splendour, 
scandal and tragedy in an issue, that’s when I’m most happy! It’s a great feeling to 
receive feedback from readers and for them to say that they picked up the magazine 
for the cover article, but found themselves enthralled by the tale of some obscure 
Serbian ruler…’

Features tend to be lengthy – over 2,500 words –and the tone and voice are 
dependent on the style of their writer. ‘Some articles are more casual and humorous 
because that’s our contributor’s style, or they might err on the side of being slightly 
more serious and scholarly, simply because we’re using a historian who’s more used to 
academia.’

Whatever the tone, accuracy is essential. ‘It’s incredibly important for History 
of Royals to be as accurate and honest as possible,’ said Philippa. ‘It’s no good if a 
history magazine that’s dedicated to telling the stories of people’s lives is plagued with 
mistakes. Mistakes happen, obviously, but accuracy should be strived for.’

Philippa is delighted to hear from prospective contributors. ‘Don’t be afraid to 
pitch, especially if you have a particular speciality! We’re a small magazine with a 
small team, so you might have ideas that we haven’t thought of that we’d happily 
commission. You also shouldn’t be afraid to ask questions about a commission if 
you’re unsure.’ 

There are three qualities that make for the perfect History of Royals freelancer. ‘First 
– and perhaps most importantly – History of Royals needs somebody that knows what 
they’re talking about and has an excellent knowledge of a certain area of royal history. 
Next, it’s important that a freelancer can turn the facts into a gripping story that will 
engage our readers, while staying true to the facts. Finally, a freelancer that’s willing to 
accept feedback and is pleasant to work with is always helpful.’

Contact Philippa by email. ‘I always appreciate it when potential freelancers let 
me know what period of history they can write about and send over a couple of brief 
pitches, as it gives me an idea of the kind of articles they might be suitable for. It’s 
handy if you attach an example of previous work or link to your website.’

Payment varies.
Details: philippa.grafton@imagine-publishing.co.uk; website: www.imagine-

publishing.co.uk/portfolio/magazines/historyofroyals

A right royal commission
UK MAGAZINE MARKET

BY TINA JACKSON

The Oxford Brookes International Poetry 
Competition is open for entries for this year’s contest. 

The competition is in two categories: open and 
English as an Additional Language (for poets who 
write in EAL). In each category there is a first a prize 
of £1,000 and a runner-up prize of £200. This year’s 
judge is Helen Mort. Poets entering the competition 
may be new or established. 

The competition is for original, unpublished poems 
up to fifty lines. Poems may be in any style and on 
any subject. All poems must have a title. 

Send poems as Word (doc or docx), rtf or pdf files 
typed in a clear font. Each poem entered should be 
in a separate file. The poet’s name must not appear 
on the manuscript. Indicate which category you are 
entering by writing OPEN or EAL in the top right 
hand corner of each entry. Poets may enter up to ten 
poems. Entry is by email only. 

The entry fee is £5 per poem for the first three 
poems, and £4 per poem thereafter. Pay this by credit 
or debit card via the Brookes Shop (‘Book Event’), 
then email the poems.

The closing date is 28 August.
Details: email: poetrycomp@brookes.ac.uk; 

website: www.brookes.ac.uk/poetry-centre/
international-poetry-competition/

Get Brooksed 

The Dinesh Allirajah Prize for Short Fiction is a 
new creative writing competition from Comma Press 
and UCLan in memory of Dinesh, a creative writing 
lecturer, director of Comma Press and long-term 
supporter of new writing, who died in 2014.

The winning writer will receive £500 and all 
ten shortlisted writers will be featured in an ebook 
anthology from Comma Press.

In honour of Dinesh’s Café Shorts series from his 
blog, and as he believed cafés to be ‘fertile ground 
for the short story’, the theme for the inaugural 
competition is Café Stories. The competition is for 
original, unpublished stories between 2,000 and 6,000 
words. Any writer may enter. Entry is free. Each 
writer may submit only one story.

Stories must by submitted both by email as Word 
documents and as hard copies. There are no particular 
formatting requirements. Include a cover letter (as a 
separate attachment in the email submission) stating 
name, contact details (email and telephone) and 
story title. 

The shortlist will be chosen with the help of UCLan 
creative writing students. The shortlist judges include 
Dr Naomi Kruger, Claire Dean and Inua Ellams. The 
prize-giving ceremony will take place in 2018 on 8 
May, Dinesh’s birthday.

The closing date is 31 October.
Details: Comma Press, Studio 510a, Hope 

Mill, Pollard Street, Manchester M4 7JA; email: 
commaprizes@gmail.com; website: 
http://commapress.co.uk/resources/prizes/

Cafe stories for new 
contest
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Get to know the American Scholar
GLOBAL MAGAZINE MARKET  

GARY DALKINRichard Bath is the 
editor of Scottish 
Field. He will 
consider ideas 
for illustrated 
articles between 
850 and 1,200 
words. Payment is 
negotiable. Contact 
him through the 
website with 
suggestions.
Website: www.
scottishfield.co.uk

Steve Scoles, 
former editor of 
the Northampton 
Herald & Post, 
has launched The 
NeneQuirer, a free 
magazine of news, 
culture and sport 
for Northampton.
Details: tel: 01604 
550037; email: 
nenequirer@gmail.
com

Top Santé magazine 
is now published 
by Kelsey Media.
Website: www.
topsante.co.uk

Bikes Etc road 
cycling magazine 
is produced by 
Dennis Publishing 
and edited by David 
Kenning. Reader 
questions are 
welcomed.
Details: email: 
david_kenning@
bikesetc.co.uk; 
website: http://
bikesetc.co.uk/

Traveller Magazine, 
the UK’s longest-
running travel 
magazine, is 
published three 
times a year by 
bespoke travel 
company Wexas 
Travel. It is edited 
by Amy Sohanpaul.
Email: traveller@
fifthfloorpublishing.
com; website: 
www.wexas.com/
traveller-magazine

‘It’s splendid to be 
a great writer, to 
put men into the 
frying pan of your 
imagination and 
make them pop like 
chestnuts.’
Gustave Flaubert

FLASHES

The American Scholar is a quarterly print and web 
magazine of essays, fiction, poetry, and articles covering 
public affairs, literature, science, history, and culture. 
Published since 1932 by the Phi Beta Kappa Society 
(America’s oldest academic honour society, founded in 
1776), The American Scholar considers non-fiction by all 
writers anywhere, but does not accept unsolicited fiction.

A recent issue’s lead article, inspired by Brexit, is a 
history of secession, while other features include an 
account of a unique library in Peru, an exploration 
of virtual forests and a personal reflection on loss of 
religious faith. Editor Robert Wilson pays up to $500 for 
articles up to 6,000 words, and $250 for pieces which 
are only published as bonus articles online but not in the 
print edition. 

No multiple submissions. Submit via the form 
at https://theamericanscholar.submittable.com/
submit/5403/nonfiction 

Include a cover letter with contact information, the 
general and title of your work, and any other brief 
information you would like the editorial team to  

know about your submission. It is highly recommended 
that you read some of the published articles online 
before submitting. 

Details: The American Scholar, 1606 New 
Hampshire Avenue NW, Washington, DC 20009, 
USA; email: scholar@pbk.org; website: https://
theamericanscholar.org

The 11th Aesthetica 
Creative Writing Award is 
now open for submissions.

The international 
competition, run annually 
by Aesthetica magazine, 
is for poetry and short 
fiction. There is a prize of 
£1,000 each for the poetry 
and short story winners, 
with additional prizes 
including publication in 
the Aesthetica Creative Writing Annual, a selection 
of books from Vintage and Bloodaxe, a one-year 
print subscription to Granta, membership of 
the Poetry Society for the poetry winner and a 
consultation with Redhammer Management for 
the short fiction winner. 

To enter, send original short fiction up to 2,000 
words and poetry up to forty lines. Works may 
have been published elsewhere. If this is the case, 
provide information about where the story or 
poem previously appeared. All entries should be 
uploaded via the online submission system as text 
documents (Word doc, docx or pdf files formatted 
in 12pt Arial). The writer’s name should not 
appear on the manuscript. 

Each poetry entry costs £12, and each short 
story entry, £18. Register online and pay this by 
PayPal, credit or debit card or cheques payable 
to Aesthetica Magazine Ltd. Each payment will 
generate an order reference number, which must be 
included as part of the online submission process.

The closing date is 31 August.
Details: Aesthetica Magazine, PO Box 371, 

York YO23 1WL; email: writing@aesthetica.
co.uk; website: www.aestheticamagazine.com

Winning aesthetics Awards for new Scots 
writing talent

Scottish Book Trust’s 
New Writers Awards 2018 
are open for application. 

Each recipient of a 
New Writers Award 
receives £2,000, tailored 
personal development 
opportunities including 
mentoring, training in 
PR, opportunities to showcase work to agents and 
publishers, and a week-long writing retreat. 

There are three categories:
• Fiction and narrative non-fiction in English and 

Scots (five awards). Submit a completed application 
form, a writing sample of 3,500 words and a synopsis 
if the sample is part of a longer work (12pt Arial, 
double-spaced). 

• Poetry in English or Scots (three awards). Submit 
a completed application and writing sample up to 
ten poems (no more than five pages) or a link to an 
online recording of no more than five minutes plus a 
written transcript. 

• Children’s and young adult fiction in English 
(two awards). Submit a completed application form, 
a 3,500-word writing sample and a synopsis if this is 
an extract from a longer work.

Writers may apply in one category only. Submitting 
authors must be based in Scotland and demonstrate 
a commitment to developing a career in writing. 
Writers in full-time or part-time formal education 
may not apply. Writers applying for the awards must 
not previously have published a novel, narrative non-
fiction book, or a collection of short stories or poems.

The closing date for applications is 5 July.
Website: www.scottishbooktrust.com
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A buzz about essays
GLOBAL ONLINE MARKET

TINA JACKSON It’s a Funny 
Old World

• Roger Boyes, of The Times, recently came across a phrase 
book in Dortmund called English Insults which he thought 
gave a taste of things to come ‘if the Brexiting issue 
gets tough.

Translations included: ‘If you are in a British B&B 
the right way to say ‘Unsere Matratzen sind vollkommen 
versifft’ is ‘Our mattresses are so filthy you could grow 
cabbages on them’) Or you could try:

‘Are you seriously calling this pigsty a room?’ (‘Diese Loch 
soll ein Zimmer sein?’)

Roger suggested that in a post-Brexit pub, an adventurous 
German drinker might remark: ‘This beer tastes like old 
feet’.

And here, he said, is the recommended way of asking the 
price in a shop. ‘How much are you asking for this crap?’ 
was to (‘Was soll der Scheiss kosten?’).

He added: ‘Brits are of course free to reverse the 
translation when they go to Germany. Good luck with that.’

• Journalist and former civil servant Sir Bernard Ingham, 
84, who was Margaret Thatcher’s chief press secretary, 
recalled in his regular Yorkshire Post column that once he 
had to reassure his old boss that he was never a woman 
called Elsie Ackroyd.

Somebody claimed in a letter to 10 Downing Street that 
he had been through a sex change when he was still living in 
his home town of Hebden Bridge in West Yorkshire.

The letter said that Miss Ackroyd was a formidable 
woman, ‘well known for the sharpness of her tongue and the 
quality of her rock cakes’.

Sir Bernard added: ‘I swore before the PM that I had 
never made a rock cake in my life.’

• Word Nerd columnist in For Reading Addicts website 
listed literary phobias, and said that some of them were 
established dictionary listed words, but admitted that others 
were ‘only as old as the Internet’.

Bibliophobia is the fear of books.
Gnosiophobia: fear of knowledge.
Graphophobia: fear of handwriting
Metrophobia: fear of poetry
Logophobia: fear of words
Papyrophobia: fear of paper
Scriptophobia: fear of writing in public
Sesquipedalophobia: fear of long words. ‘You can’t help 

but think that the person who came up with this little gem 
was being slightly ironic,’ the columnist remarked.

 
• From Must Try Harder!:The Very Worst Howlers By 
Schoolchildren by ex-teacher Norman McGreevy: 

• ‘Anthroapologists have proved that when animals were 
not available the people ate nuts and barrys.’

• ‘Herrings go about the sea in shawls.’
• ‘The home of the swallow is the stomach.’
And from elsewhere: ‘A phlegmatic person is one who has 

chronic bronchitis.’

BuzzFeed is best-known for clickbait copy and listicles, but it also runs 
longer, more thoughtful pieces and accepts submissions of long-form 
personal essays and cultural criticism for BuzzFeed Reader. 

BuzzFeed Reader launched in 2016 as a destination for quality writing, 
publishing new short stories and poetry, and extracts from new novels as 
well as personal essays and criticism. Submissions of freelance contributions 
of essays and cultural pieces are welcomed. 

Personal essays should take personal experience as the starting point 
for involving, inclusive writing that takes readers through a process of 
understanding and illuminates something about the human condition. 
There are no limitations on subject matter, but possible areas include 
money, family, food, sexuality, relationships, illness, disability, race, body 
image, drugs and travel. A usual length for a BuzzFeed personal essay is 
1,500-2,000 words.

Cultural criticism should be about something that is contemporary and 
relevant for readers, and should transcend personal opinion to make a 
clear argument about what the subject in question shows about culture 
today. Cultural essays for BuzzFeed Reader tend to be between 2,000 and 
4,000 words. 

A case may be made for essays that do not fit strictly into either category, 
or that blend them. Submissions of comics, visual and photo essays are also 
welcomed.

To submit, send either an idea pitch explaining the core of the article, 
how you would support it and why it matters, or a draft of the full article, 
particularly in the case of personal essays. Send texts as attachments, either 
Word files or Google docs. Include links to relevant past work. 

Buzzfeed pays varying, competitive rates. 
Details: email: reader.pitches@buzzfeed.com; website: www.buzzfeed.

com/reader

BY DEREK HUDSON

Who Dunnett? Dorothy.
The Dorothy Dunnett 
Short Story Award is a new 
prize for historical short 
fiction from the Historical 
Writers’ Association and 
the Dorothy Dunnett 
Society. The prize marks 
the reissue of Dorothy 
Dunnett’s historical novels by Penguin Books.

The competition is for original, unpublished short stories up to 3,500 
words. The theme, genre and period are all up to the writer but all stories 
must be set at least 35 years in the past.

The winner will receive £500, publication in Whispering Gallery and 
online, a mentoring session from an author and agent and tickets to 
the HWA award ceremony. Two runners up will receive mentoring and 
award ceremony tickets.

Entries may be submitted by authors, agents and publishers. Format 
entries as Word documents (doc or docx) in 12pt Times New Roman, 
double-spaced. The writer’s name must not appear on the manuscript. 
Include the story title and word count in a header on each page. 

There is a fee of £5 per entry, payable by PayPal through the online 
submission system as part of the entry process.

The closing date is 1 September.
Website: https://historicalwriters.org/dorothydunnett/
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Waterways World 
monthly magazine 
about canals and 
rivers is edited by 
Bobby Cowling. He 
welcomes well-
illustrated features 
between 500 and 
2,000 words.
Details: email: 
editorial@
waterwaysworld.
com; website: www.
waterwaysworld.com

Edward Enninful will 
be the new editor of 
Vogue, starting on 1 
August. Edward has 
previously worked 
for iD, Italian Vogue, 
American Vogue and 
W Magazine.

The Edith Nesbit 
Society was founded 
in 1996 to promote 
interest in the writer’s 
life and works. It 
produces a regular 
newsletter and 
other publications. 
Membership is £8 per 
annum.
Website: www.
edithnesbit.co.uk

A letter written by 
Ernest Hemingway 
to Marlene Dietrich 
on 12 August 1952 
signed ‘Love, Mister 
Papa’ was expected 
to fetch £24,000 
when it went up for 
auction at Swann 
Galleries in New York 
earlier this year. The 
price realised (with 
buyer’s premium) was 
$18,750.

The monthly special 
editions of Pick 
Me Up! and Chat 
magazines are now 
produced by content 
agency SWNS. 
The editor is Gail 
Shortland. 
Details; email: 
featuresall@swns.
com; website: http://
swns.com/

‘I think that part of 
a writer’s job is to 
look at the world in 
detail. Most writing is 
looking hard at things 
and pointing out what 
others might miss.’
Stephen May

FLASHES
Challenging received wisdom

UK HEALTH MARKET

BY TINA JACKSON

Hammersmith Books publishes health books that challenge received 
wisdom. ‘We take an evidence-based approach,’ explains publisher 
Georgina Bentliff. ‘The evidence base may be from research, clinical 
experience, if the author is a health practitioner, or from personal 
experience if the author is an “expert patient” – but we will then want 
this backed up by the input of related health practitioners.’

Georgina founded Hammersmith Books in 2009. ‘I had been a 
medical publisher for many years and many of my authors had great 
ideas for books for general readers but nowhere to take them as the 
big publishers understandably wanted hugely commercial diet books 
etc to cover their overheads and the more niche/specialised health 
books we now do did not fit their remit. Our sort of books are 
also rarely stocked by general bookshops as they are too specialised. 
Online bookselling made such specialisation more do-able, as did 
ebooks, but it felt like a big step at the time.’

Hammersmith Books publishes selectively. ‘Last year we published 
only five titles. This year we have already published six and will 
publish a further five by the end of 2017,’ said Georgina. 

She sees Hammersmith Books developing slowly and organically. 
‘Our emphasis will continue to be on chronic health problems that 
are difficult to treat using the conventional medical model. We are 
very interested in the power of nutrition and the interaction with 
structural problems.’

Hammersmith Books is a niche publisher and Georgina is only 
looking for non-fiction health books. ‘Principally self-help but also 
reflective books that make us look at health problems anew (see for 
example The Dementia Whisperer). We particularly like books by 
health professionals who can see a better way of doing things but 
are constrained by NHS, or equivalent, protocols from putting their 
findings into practice. Our byline is “challenging received wisdom” 
and that is what we want our books to do, but in a practical way so 
that readers can take charge of their own health.’

The titles that have sold best for Hammersmith Press have all fitted 
that remit. ‘We have been less successful when we’ve strayed from 
this,’ said Georgina. ‘That said, we are just about to launch our first 
colouring book (Preparing for Birth by midwife Bridget Sheeran) and 
we are seeing great pre-orders for that. However, it is a health book 
before it is a colouring book so it is not so far off the remit really.’

Prospective authors should complete the in-depth questionnaire on 
the Authors page on the website. ‘It’s helpful in thinking through why 
your book may be needed and in demand.’ Georgina recommends 
that prospective authors work early on to build up a social media 
following. ‘That can be unbeatable validation of the book you 
are proposing and also give you a great base for reviewing your 
manuscript and spreading the word.’ On a practical note, she advises 
authors to: ‘Respect copyright at all times and keep a track of the 
sources you use as putting together a reference list after the event can 
be a gruelling experience and we will insist you do it!’

Hammersmith Books publishes in print and ebook formats, and 
pays royalties and a small advance.

Website: www.hammersmithbooks.co.uk

Border lines
Amnesty 
International 
York group is 
inviting entries 
for its short story 
competition 
on the theme 
of ‘Borders’. 
The competition is for original, 
unpublished, fictional stories up to 
1,700 words. The winning writer 
will receive £50, and their story will 
be published online. The shortlist 
will be judged by York-based author 
Fiona Shaw.

Format submissions as double-
spaced Word docs typed in 12pt 
font on numbered pages. Put the 
title in a footer on each page. The 
author’s name must not appear on 
the manuscript. Include a cover sheet 
with the story title and full contact 
details. 

Send email submissions as 
attachments with the author’s name 
and story title in the email subject 
line.

The entry fee is £5 per story, 
payable by cheques made out to 
Amnesty International York or (from 
July) PayPal.

The closing date is 10 December.
Details: Competition Secretary, 

79 Ouse Lea, York YO30 6SA; 
email: borderscompetition@gmail.
com; website: www.yorkamnestyuk.
blogspot.co.uk

Female fiction website 
booksandthecity.co.uk has teamed 
up with Heat magazine for the 
HeatSeeker short story competition 
for short stories.

The competition is for stories up to 
2,500 words in the women’s fiction 
genre. The winning author’s story 
will be published and the author 
will receive mentoring sessions with 
author Paige Toon, who is one of the 
judges, and a standard e-publishing 
contract for their debut with Simon & 
Schuster.

To enter, send a story no longer 
than 2,500 words by email. There is 
no entry fee.

The closing date is 30 September.
Details: email: heatseeker@

simonandschuster.co.uk; website: 
http://booksandthecity.co.uk/
heatseeker/

Turn the heat 
up on women’s 

fiction
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Food for thought
GLOBAL MAGAZINE MARKET

GARY DALKIN

EatingWell is a bimonthly US magazine focused 
exclusively on healthy eating. The magazine 
publishes features not just on cooking and 
nutrition science, but on food culture and 
traditions, the origins of food and social issues 
related to food networks. EatingWell’s ‘voice’ 
is journalistic and authoritative, with a newsy, 
science-based approach. Recipes emphasise 
high-quality, flavourful, healthful ingredients 
and simple preparation instructions. 

Even if you are an established writer it is 
recommended you make your initial approach 
by pitching a short ‘front of book’ piece before 
moving on to longer feature articles. Your pitch 
should fit a particular department such as Fresh 
(150-350 words), Fresh Food, Fresh Life, Fresh Thinking, Fresh Health or Fresh 
Fix. There are also columns based on food and culture-based travel. Details 
about each of these are in the very extensive guidelines at: www.eatingwell.
com/writers_guidelines

Your pitch should be no more than three paragraphs. Be sure to explain 
‘why now’ and where the story fits into the magazine. Share a bit about your 
experience – what other publications do you write for? What story topics 
interest you most? Proposal should be relevant to a US readership, and always 
keep the magazine’s slogan in mind: ‘Where Good Taste Meets Good Health’. 
Payment is up to $1 per word for all rights, including online. 

If you have a strong background in writing about food and developing recipes 
for national publication you are invited to introduce yourself to food editor Jim 
Romanoff, Jim.Romanoff@eatingwell.com. For other pitches contact editor-
in-chief Jessie Price, editor@eatingwell.com.

Website: www.eatingwell.com

Soho Theatre is accepting entries for the 
2017 Verity Bargate Award.

The Award, which is for the best new 
play by an emerging writer, offers the 
winner £7,000 for the exclusive option for 
Soho Theatre to produce the winning play. 

New for 2017, the In Conjunction 
Character 7 Prize will offer one writer, 
drawn from the Verity Bargate longlist, the 
opportunity to develop their storytelling 
skills for TV drama.

Submitting playwrights should have 
less than three professional productions to their credit. Writers may 
submit one unproduced, unpublished full-length play not shorter than 
seventy minutes. There is no restriction of subject matter, and musicals 
will be considered.

All plays must be submitted by email as pdfs. Plays should have a 
title page with the author’s name, address, email address and telephone 
number. Include a writers’ CV listing all works performed where, and 
when. If this is your first play, mention that in the submission email. 

There is no entry fee.
The closing date is 5 July. 
Details: email: vba@sohotheatre.com; website: www.sohotheatre.com

Set the bargate high

The Irish Writers Centre has launched Novel Fair 2018 and is 
inviting submissions.

Novel Fair, where first-time novelists pitch directly to 
publishers and agents, has been described by The Irish Times as 
‘Dragon’s Den for writers’. Twelve shortlisted entrants will be 
selected to take part. Each selected writer will have a stand at the 
fair, and leading publishers and agents will be invited to the fair 
to meet these writers. Shortlisted writers will also be invited to 
a How to Pitch Your Novel seminar two weeks before the fair. 
Longlisted writers who do not make the shortlist will have their 
work evaluated and critiqued by the judging panel. The 2018 
event will take place on 17 February 2018 and shortlisted writers 
must be available to attend on that day.

Submissions are accepted in any genre, style or target market 
from unpublished writers from all over the world. To submit, 
writers should not previously have published a novel. Self-
published writers may submit as long as they have not sold more 
than 1,000 copies.

To submit, send a synopsis no longer than 300 words 
and up to five chapters (approximately 10,000 words) of the 
unpublished novel manuscript. Send three copies of the synopsis, 
one attached to the entry form which may be downloaded 
from the website, and the other two attached to copies of 
the manuscript (two copies of the MS are required). Format 
documents in 12pt Times New Roman, double spaced on 
numbered pages. Include a final word count of the completed 
work. The writer’s name must not appear on the manuscript.

There is an entry fee of €50 (€40 for members of the Irish 
Writers Centre) which may be paid by cheques, postal orders or 
PayPal.

All submissions must be posted. The closing date is 20 
October.

Details: Novel Fair Competition, Irish Writers Centre, 
19 Parnell Square, Dublin 1, Ireland; email: novelfair@
writerscentre.ie; website: https://irishwriterscentre.ie/
collections/novel-fair

All’s fair in this  
writers’ contest

Start-up for new voices
Entries are invited for the Adventures in 
Fiction New Voices Competition.

The competition, from writer 
development consultancy Adventures 
in Fiction, is aimed at writers needing 
support in the early stages of writing a 
novel. The prize is a Start-Up mentoring 
package worth £550, which includes a 
mini-masterclass, manuscript appraisal 
of up to fifty pages/16,000 words, 
guidelines, a development strategy, a consultation and an 
agreed deadline a year later.

To enter, send a one-page synopsis and the first page of 
your novel. Type both pages in 12pt font. The first page of 
the novel should be double spaced and the synopsis, single 
spaced. Include your name and contact information on both 
pages.

The entry fee is £10, payable by PayPal or credit/debit 
card or cheques made out to Adventures in Fiction. If 
submitting my email, include payment confirmation.

The closing date is 21 July.
Details: Adventures in Fiction, 14 Grosvenor Avenue, 

London N5 2NR; email: marion@adventuresinfiction.
co.uk; website: http://adventuresinfiction.co.uk/new-
voices-competition/
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Helen Watson edits 
The Teacher, the 
official magazine 
of the National 
Union of Teachers. 
Pitch ideas for short 
articles and news 
items on educational 
matters by email.
Details: email: 
teacher@nut.org.
uk; website: www.
teachers.org.uk/
teacher-online

Anne-Marie Curtis 
has taken over from 
Lorraine Candy as 
as editor-in-chief of 
Elle UK. She was 
previously fashion 
director at the 
magazine.
Website: www.
elleuk.com

Test Valley Forum 
is a monthly 
community 
magazine for that 
area of Hampshire. 
The editor is Mark 
Tubb.
Details: email: 
editor@
forumpublications.
com; website: http://
forumpublications.
co.uk/

Chat publishes a 
monthly special 
filled with true life 
stories, fashion, 
bargain beauty, 
health advice, travel 
tips and puzzles.
Website: www.
lifedeathprizes.com

Menu Dorset free 
foodie and fine 
dining magazine 
is edited by Robin 
Alway.
Email: info@
menu-dorset.co.uk; 
website: www.
menu-dorset.co.uk

‘Nobody reads a 
novel to get to the 
middle. They read 
it to get to the end. 
If the ending’s a 
letdown, they won’t 
buy any more. Your 
first chapter sells 
your book. Your last 
chapter sells your 
next book.’
Mickey Spillane

FLASHES GLOBAL PICTURE BOOK MARKET
Scrawl away

TINA JACKSON

Scribble is an imprint of 
independent publisher Scribe 
Books, which has offices in 
Melbourne and London. Scribble 

publishes illustrated books for 
children created by international 
writers and artists. Throughout 
June it will be accepting 
submissions of picture books. 

Scribble publishes between six 
and eight new titles each year, in 
physical formats. 

Writers and artists whose work 
is a fit for Scribble are invited to 
submit throughout June. Send 
the complete manuscript as an 
attachment in either doc or 
pdf format. Also send a three-
paragraph synopsis and a writer’s 
CV. Illustrators should send a CV, 
samples of work as doc or pdf 
attachments and a portfolio.

All manuscripts submitted 

during the June submission 
window will be assessed by the end 
of September.

Details: email: info@
scribblekidsbooks.com; website: 
https://scribblekidsbooks.com/

The Foyle Young Poet of the Year Award 2017 is open 
for entries.

Run by The Poetry Society, the annual award is the 
biggest poetry prize for writers aged 11-17. This year’s 
judges are Kayo Chingonyi and Sinéad Morrissey.

The winning 100 poets will be invited to a special 
ceremony at the Southbank Centre on National Poetry 
Day during the London Literature festival. The top 
fifteen poets will have their work published in an 
anthology, and invited to attend a week-long Arvon 
course or (depending on their age) receive a poetry 
residency in their school.

Young poets may enter work in any style and on any 
subject. All entries must be original and unpublished. 
Entry is free, and there is no restriction on the 
number of poems each poet may send, although the 
recommended number is between four and six.

Enter through the online submission system or by 
post. If entering by post, include an entry form, which 
can be downloaded from the website.

The closing date is 31 July. 
Details: Foyle Young Poets of the Year Award, The 

Poetry Society, 22 Betterton Street, London WC2H 
9BX; website: https://foyleyoungpoets.org

Young poets, your  
chance to shine

Writing for women
The Hysteria Writing Competition, run by and supporting the work 
of the Hysterectomy Association, is inviting entries.

The competition is in three categories: poetry (up to 20 lines, first 
prize £75), short stories (up to 2,000 words, first prize £150) and 
flash fiction (up to 250 words, first prize £75). The winners and nine 
runners-up in each category will be published in an anthology.

All entries must be by women writers, must be original and 
unpublished, and may be on any subject relevant to women except 
horror or erotica. 

Send entries as doc, docx, rtf or txt file. The writer’s name must 
not appear on the manuscript. 

The entry fee is £5 for short stories and £3 for flash fiction 
and poetry. Pay this by credit/debit card or PayPal. Enter 
by placing an order for your entry through the Hysteria 
Association’s online store, which will generate an order number. 
Save your entry file with the order number as the filename and 
submit through the online entry form. 

The closing date is 31 August.
Website: www.hysteriauk.co.uk

Freedom to write
As Hull is this year’s City of Culture, the theme of the Val Wood 
Prize for Creative Writing 2017 is Freedom in Hull. 

For City of Culture year, the first prize has increased to £200. The 
winning story will be published on Val Wood’s website. There is a 
second prize of £50 and two commendations of £25.

The competition is for short stories up to 2,017 words by writers 
who are not commercially published. The story may be about 
anything the writer wants but must reflect the theme. Enter original, 
unpublished stories, typed or neatly handwritten. Include a separate 
sheet with name, address and telephone number. 

There is no entry fee. Send entries by post or email. The subject 
line of email entries should be ‘Val Wood Prize for Creative Writing’. 
The closing date is 19 August.

Details: Val Wood Prize for Creative Writing 2017, Hull 
Central Library, Albion Street, Hull HU1 3TF; email: reference.
library@hcandl.co.uk; website: www.valeriewood.co.uk
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Let your poetry be celebrated 
GLOBAL POETRY MARKET

BY JENNY ROCHE

The Poetry Foundation, an American 
independent literary organisation, has a 
commitment to giving poetry a vigorous 
cultural presence and aims to discover and 
celebrate the best poetry and place it before the 
largest possible audience. As part of these aims 
and objectives the Foundation publishes Poetry 
magazine and welcomes original poetry written 
in English together with poetry translated into 
English.

Poetry can be submitted in several formats, 
see website for details. No more than four 
poems in one file of a maximum ten pages with 
each poem separated by a title or page break. 
Include your contact details on the first page. 
No submissions should have been previously 
published or be accepted for publication in any form including online.

Payment rates on publication for first serial 
rights are $10 per line for poetry and $150 per 
page for prose. Each published author will also 
receive two contributor copies of the issue in 
which their work appears.

Submit through the website and expect to 
wait up to seven months for a response. 

Website: www.poetryfoundation.org/
poetrymagazine/submissions 

And
another
thing...

And
another
thing...

‘Has tourism murdered travel writing? 
I don’t think so. Mass travel has 
liberated the form. No amount of 
package tours will stop ordinary 
life quietly continuing everywhere 
on earth. When I lived in Chile I 

found my weekly trawl round the 
supermarket gripping: watching women 

decide between this jar of dulce de leche 
or that one, weighing out their chirimoyas, loading up 
with boxes of washing powder. Don’t you sometimes find 
daily life almost unbearably poetic? Minute curiosity 
is a requirement of the travel writer – as it is of the 
biographer, novelist and poet. The significance of the 
trivial is what makes a piece of travel writing human, not 
the stuntish business of being the first person to paddle 
the Congo. Out there on the road, I have often found that 
the most aimless and boring interludes yield, in the long 
run, the most fertile material.’

Sara Wheeler, Granta

‘One’s life is more formed, I sometimes 
think, by books than by human beings: it 
is out of books one learns about love and 
pain at second hand. Even if we have the 
happy chance to fall in love, it is because 
we have been conditioned by what we have 
read, and if I had never known love at all, 
perhaps it was because my father’s library had 
not contained the right books.’

Graham Greene

‘There is a complexity that belongs to 
the page, but mainly I like poems that 
have a direct relationship to the ear. The 
great thing about poetry in English is 
the beat, an iambic pentameter sounds 
like a heartbeat.
‘It is the metrical rhythm of spoken 

English that I like. That is why I like to 
listen to conversation on trains – although not so much 
now, people used to talk more on trains, now they are all 
looking at screens.’

Poet Tony Harrison interviewed by Yvette Huddleston 
for the Yorkshire Post

‘Of all the arts, writers most envy music, 
for being both abstract and immediate, 
and also in no need of translation. But 
painting might come a close second, 
for the way that the expression and the 
means of expression are coterminous – 
whereas novelists are stuck with the one-
damn-thing-after-another need for word and 
sentence and paragraph and background and psychological 
build up in order to heftily construct that climactic scene.

Julian Barnes, The New York Review of Books

Short stories on the theme of ‘someone who stands up for what they believe in’ 
are invited for the Kosta’s Olive Tree writing competition.

The short story competition is being run by Vasiliki Scurfield to raise funds 
for charities in memory of her son Kosta, a former Royal Marine who died 
fighting alongside Kurdish forces opposing ISIS/Daesh in Syria.

There is a first prize of £70 and two runners up prizes of £30.
Enter original, unpublished short stories between 1,200 and 1,500 words 

interpreting the theme. Include your story in the body of the submission email 
along with your PayPal reference number and contact details. The entry fee is 
£4 per story. 

The closing date to enter is 22 September.
Details: email: kostasolivetree@gmail.com; website: http://kostasolivetree.

co.uk/writingcompetition

A memory tree for Kosta

New writing for Wasafiri
Entries are now being accepted for the Wasafiri New Writing Prize 2017. 

The competition is in three categories: poetry, fiction and life writing. 
The competition is open to any writer who has not published a complete 
book in their chosen category. Each category has a prize of £300, and the 
three winning entries will be published in Wasafiri.

Fiction and life writing entries may be up to 3,000 words. Poets may 
submit up to five poems in one submission. All entries must be original 
and unpublished. Type entries in double spacing on single sides of A4. The 
writer’s name must not appear on the manuscript. Email entries should 
send their work as Word attachments. A completed entry form must 
accompany each entry. Writers may enter once in all three categories.

There is a fee of £6 for one entry, £10 for two and £15 for three, payable 
by PayPal. Include the transaction number in the submission email.

The closing date is 4 July.
Details: email: wasafiriprize@open.ac.uk; website: www.wasafiri.org

Images © Nick Cunard, Rue Des Archives, Leonardo 
Cendamo and Gary Doak /Writer Pictures
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Poetry Wales is 
published quarterly 
and is edited by Nia 
Davies, featuring 
poetry and poetry 
news from Wales 
and beyond. Poetry 
submissions are 
welcomed.
Website: http://
poetrywales.co.uk/

The shortlist for the 
£10,000 Desmond 
Elliott Prize for first-
time novelists is My 
Name is Leon by Kit 
de Waal, Harmless 
Like You by Rowan 
Hisayo Buchanan  
and Golden Hill by 
Francis Spufford.

Scottish publisher 
GW Publishing Ltd 
has been bought by 
West Lothian-based 
publisher Lomond 
Books Ltd.

Edinburgh 
International Book 
Festival, 12-28 August, 
will welcome more 
than 800 authors 
including novelists, 
poets, scientists, 
philosophers, 
sportsmen, 
illustrators, comic 
creators, historians, 
musicians, 
biographers, 
environmentalists, 
economists and 
Nobel and Booker 
prize-winners.

Elijah Quashie, 
known as 
the ‘Chicken 
Connoisseur’, has 
signed a book deal 
with Blink Publishing, 
The Independent 
reported. 
Elijah, who hosts the 
YouTube show The 
Pengest Munch will 
release In Search 
of the Nation’s 50 
Favourite Chicken 
Establishments later 
this year.

‘You can’t buy 
happiness but you 
can buy books, and 
that’s kind of the 
same thing.’
US-based Goodwill 
Library website

FLASHES

Sharpen up on  
Broken Pencil

GLOBAL MAGAZINE 
MARKET

PDR LINDSAY-SALMON

Broken Pencil is a quarterly Canadian 
print magazine ‘devoted exclusively 
to underground culture and the 
independent arts’. It publishes reviews 
of underground zines, books, websites, 
videos and music, and articles from 
the alternative press, along with some 
original fiction. 

The magazine has several sections 
needing submissions: Pencil Sharpener needs ‘short reports, 
around 400 words, on cultural events, personalities, zine 
gatherings etc; features, 1,000 to 3,000 words, should 
be long, well researched articles on the subject of indie/
alternative culture; Folio offers 2-4 pages where an artist 
or zinester or designer can do ‘whatever they feel like’, 
preferably with a ‘strong visual element… a marriage of 
words and text’; the fiction section requires original work, 
no more than 3,000 words, no reprints, multiple or sim 
subs. The fiction editors read fiction submissions between 
1 March and 15 September.

Submit through the website. Email queries for long articles. 
Deadlines for each quarterly issue are: 15 October, 15 

January, 15 April and 15 July. 
Response time: ‘It will take us 

a while to get back to you, so be 
patient.’ Payment ranges from Can$30 
to $300 depending on the kind of 
writing.

Details: 
email: editor@brokenpencil.com; 

website: www.brokenpencil.com

Poems and prayers
The Manchester 
Cathedral Poetry 
Competition 2017 is 
open for entries. 

The competition 
is for poetry on 
broadly religious and/
or spiritual themes 
that would appeal to 
people who might not 
describe themselves as religious. 

Poetry is encouraged from all faith traditions 
and from people who might not see themselves 
as religious and from people searching for a sense 
of the sacred.

There is a first prize of £450, a second prize 
of £250 and a third prize of £150. The judge 
is Jane Commane. Winners will be invited to 
read their poems at the Manchester Literature 
Festival. Winners and runners up will be 
published in a booklet.

The competition is for original, unpublished 
poems up to 40 lines. Type poems on single sides 
of A4. The poet’s name must not appear on the 
manuscript. Each entry must be accompanied by 
an entry form, downloadable from the website.

There is an entry fee of £4.50 for the first 
poem, and £2 for each poem thereafter, payable 
by cheques made out to Manchester Cathedral. 

The closing date is 30 June.
Details: Poetry Competition, Manchester 

Cathedral, Victoria Street, Manchester M3 
1SX; website: www.manchestercathedral.org/
poetry

Strangers in Norwich
Norwich Writers’ Circle is inviting entries for its third 
Olga Sinclair Open Short Story Competition.

This year, the competition is for short stories up to 
2,000 words. The theme is ‘strangers’, and the judge is 
historical novelist Ralph Jackman.

The winner will receive £400, the second prize winner 
£250, and the third prize winner £100.  

To enter, send original, unpublished short stories 
interpreting the theme. Format stories in 12pt Times 
New Roman or Arial, double spaced, with 3cm margins. 
The writer’s name must not appear on the manuscript. 
Include a cover sheet with details of name, story title, 
word count, email address, telephone number and 
postal address. Postal entries should be on single sides 
of A4; email entries must be doc or rtf attachments. All 
documented must have a header or footer including the 
page number and title.

There is an entry fee of £8 per story, payable by PayPal.
The closing date is 17 July for postal entries and 31 July 

for email entries.
Details: Paul Taylor, 2 Briar Court, Norwich, 

Norfolk NR5 8PR; email: norwichwriters@hotmail.
co.uk; website: https://norwichwriters.wordpress.com/

A write Swan
The Walter Swan Short Story 
Prize 2017-18 launches on 3 
June at the Northern Short 
Story Festival in Leeds.

The competition is being 
run by The Big Bookend and 
the NSSF in association with the Walter Swan Trust. 
Walter was a Northern writer who was passionate 
about supporting new writing, and the Trust was set 
up following his death in 2014 to encourage new 
creative writing.

The competition is for short stories up to 2,000 
words on any theme. It will be judged by Anna 
Chilvers, author of Tainted Love, and Costa Short 
Story Prize winner Angela Readman. There is a first 
prize of £200, a second prize of £100 and a third 
prize of £50. The top twenty stories will be published 
in a Valley Press anthology in 2018. 

All stories must be original and unpublished. 
Format entries in 12pt Times new Roman. The 
writer’s name must not appear on the manuscript. 
Enter through the online submission system, which 
will be live from 3 June.

There is an entry fee of £3 per story. 
The closing date is 16 October.
Website: www.bigbookend.co.uk
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Kindred Spirit magazine 
has been the UK’s 
leading magazine 
for spiritual and 
compassionate lifestyles 
and is edited by Claire 
Gilman. Freelance 
contributions for the 
bimonthly magazine 
are accepted on a wide 
range of mind, body 
and spirit topics, including alternative health, 
self-development, spirituality, divination and 
complementary therapies. Kindred Spirit likes 
positive, life-affirming, solutions-based stories 
written in the third person, with background, 
expert quotes and case studies, and encourages 
new angles on existing practices and 
traditions. Travel features have MBS angles 
and can include retreats. It is appreciated 
when writers can provide a words and pictures 
package. Payment varies. 

Details: editor.kindred@gmail.com; 
website: http://kindredspirit.co.uk/

Cygnus Review magazine, 
linked to a bookselling 
community, provides 
positive, empowering 
coverage of all things 
spiritual and is edited 
by Adam Gordon, 
who stresses that the 
magazine is a safe forum 
committed to being 
open-minded and going 
beyond the everyday. Articles tend to be 
no longer than one page. These are mostly 
contributed from members of the Cygnus 
Review network, and Adam is happy to look 
at anything he’s sent. There is no payment, 
but contributing writers can plug their work, 
website or workshop. Contact him by email.

Details: ingo@cygnus-books.co.uk; 
website: https://cygnusreview.com/

Watkins Mind Body 
Spirit magazine, edited 
by Stephen Gawtry, 
is a quarterly esoteric 
magazine published 
by Watkins Books, a 
specialist independent 
mind, body and spirit 
bookshop. Each issue 
includes feature articles, 
interviews and reviews. 
Most of the articles are submitted by authors 
with new books out, but Stephen is happy 
to hear from writers with a strong voice and 
passion for what they are writing about with 
ideas for features across the range of esoteric 
subjects from astrology to zen, though he 
tends to shy away from topics that are too 
fluffy or New Age. Contact Stephen by email 
with ideas. 

Details; email: web@watkinsbooks.com; 
website: www.watkinsmagazine.com

Soul & Spirit 
magazine, edited 
by Emily Louise 
Haddington, is an 
accessible spiritual 
lifestyle and 
mindfulness newsstand 
title aimed at a 
popular readership. 
It provides upbeat, 
positive, wide-ranging 
coverage of topics including angels, crystals, 
healing, aromatherapy and yoga for a largely 
female readership, and offers quizzes and 
celebrity interviews. Emily is happy to 
hear from skilled journalists who can offer 
friendly, original takes on topics related 
to mindfulness. Contact her with ideas by 
email. Payment varies.

Details; email: emily.haddington@
aceville.co.uk; website: www.
soulandspiritmagazine.co.uk

Conscious Lifestyle Magazine 
is a global mind, body and 
spirit magazine based in 
California and edited by 
Justin Faerman and Meghan 
McDonald that is dedicated 
to changing the world from 
the inside out. Published 
four times a year, content 
focuses on helping readers 
to make shift towards a higher consciousness and 
covers a wide range of topics from holistic health 
and wellness to personal growth, spirituality, 
positive psychology, meditation and mindfulness, 
travel, sustainability, humanitarianism, energy 
medicine, art, culture and more. Freelance 
contributions are accepted, and these can either 
be unpaid in exchange for widespread promotion 
or paid on assignment. Payment varies.

Details: email: admin@
consciouslifestylemag.com; website: www.
consciouslifestylemag.com

Spirituality & Health 
is a leading US and 
international bimonthly 
exploring spirituality and 
alternative health. It takes 
a holistic approach and its 
informed, positive coverage 
draws from different 
practices and traditions. 
The editor in chief is 
Stephen Kiesling. Topics include faith, wellbeing, 
creativity, social justice, holistic medicine and the 
environment. Freelance pitches are welcomed 
from magazine writers and journalists, and from 
experts in their fields, who can offer how-to 
articles, personal narratives, investigative reporting 
and news-based coverage of the latest trends 
and research. Send up to three ideas, writing 
credentials and links, either through the online 
submission form or by email. Payment varies.

Details: email: editors@spiritualityhealth.
com; website: www.spiritualityhealth.com

INTRODUCTIONS
Writing Magazine presents a selection of spiritual magazines currently accepting 

contributions. We strongly recommend that you familiarise yourself with their guidelines 
before submitting and check websites, where given, for submission details.

Available in both audio podcast and text, 
the weekly Escape Pod science fiction 
podcast magazine needs short form fiction 
of 2,000-6,000 words from writers of all 
backgrounds and all countries.

Although the magazine is flexible on 
what counts as science, superheroes and 
steampunk will be considered. Generally 
stories should be centred on science, 
technology, future projections, alternative 
history and how these connect with 
people. Reprints will be considered but 
poetry, serialised fiction and novel excerpts 
are not wanted. 

‘We are interested in exploring the range 
of the science fiction genre but we are not 

looking for fantasy, magical realism or more 
than a tinge of horror,’ says editor Norm 
Sherman. 

Payment is 6¢ per word for original 
fiction and $100 flat rate for reprints of any 
length. 

Submit through the website and include 
your identifying information in a cover 
letter only, not on your work. 

Website: http://escapepod.org/
guidelines/short-fiction/

Get into the Escape Pod
GLOBAL SF MARKET

JENNY ROCHE
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Tim Danton is 
editor-in-chief of 
PC Pro monthly 
magazine, aimed 
at tech influencers 
and business 
users. 
Website: www.
alphr.com

Francis Spufford 
won the £10,000 
Royal Society 
of Literature’s 
Ondaatje Prize for 
Golden Hill (Faber), 
a novel about 18th 
century New York.

A poll arranged 
by the 
ForReadingAddicts 
website, 
concerning ‘the 
books everyone 
should read’, was 
topped by the Lord 
of the Rings Trilogy 
by JRR Tolkien. 

Muckle Toon Media, 
a community 
group. has 
officially taken over 
the weekly Eskdale 
& Liddesdale 
Advertiser from the 
CN Group.

Perry Austin-Clarke 
left the Bradford 
Telegraph & Argus, 
which he has 
edited since 1992, 
and York daily The 
Press, which he 
took responsibility 
for in 2014.

Scottish poet and 
essayist Kathleen 
Jamie is to receive 
the 2017 Royal 
Geographical 
Society’s Ness 
Award for 
‘outstanding 
creative writing at 
the confluence of 
travel, nature and 
culture’.

‘I have this belief 
that children 
become readers 
before they can 
read. They become 
hooked on books 
because they were 
read to aloud as a 
child.’
Jacqueline Wilson

FLASHES
GLOBAL FICTION MARKET

Launch yourself at Catapult 
GLOBAL LITERARY MARKET

BY PDR LINDSAY-SALMON

The Catapult editors publish 
books, a literary journal and ‘an 
open online platform where writers 
can showcase their own writing, 
find resources, and get inspired’.

It needs literary fiction, 
memoir, non-fiction, and graphic 
narrative. The Catapult team like 
to ‘nurture emerging writers by 
helping them better their craft’, 
and ‘support more established writers by evenly sharing revenues from the 
classes they teach, and by paying to publish their work online’. 

Check the guidelines and submit through the website. Unagented 
submissions are welcomed during twice-yearly open periods. Check the 
website for dates. 

Catapult the magazine publishes essays and stories. The editors seek 
‘stories that land (the reader) squarely, concretely, in someone else’s shoes’. 
Fiction and nonfiction, 500-6,000 words, must be original. No reprints, 
simultaneous or multiple subs and don’t forget a cover letter. All file 
formats are accepted.

Anyone can contribute writing to Catapult’s Community. Read the 
details at the website and check out the Community site 
where emerging writers can post their work and receive 
feedback from each another. 

Response time is ‘within six months, hopefully 
earlier’. Payment is contracted for books and ‘semi-pro 
rates’ for the magazine.

Website: https://catapult.co

World beating

Into the Alley 

The winners of the British Science Fiction Association 
Awards were announced at Eastercon in Birmingham over 
the Easter holiday. Dave Hutchinson won the award for 
best novel for Europe in Winter (Solaris). Best shorter fiction: 
Jaine Fenn, Liberty Bird (published in Now We Are Ten, 
NewCon Press); best non-fiction, Geoff Ryman, 100 African 
Writers of SFF (Tor.com).

• The shortlist for the Hugo Award for Best Science 
Fiction Novel published in 2016 is: All the Birds in the 
Sky, Charlie Jane Anders (Tor; Titan UK); A Closed and 
Common Orbit, Becky Chambers (Hodder & Stoughton; 
Harper Voyager US); The Obelisk Gate, NK Jemisin (Orbit 
US; Orbit UK); Ninefox Gambit, Yoon Ha Lee (Solaris US; 
Solaris UK); Death’s End, Cixin Liu (Tor; Head of Zeus); 
Too Like the Lightning, Ada Palmer (Tor). The winner will be 
announced at the 75th World Science Fiction Convention in 

Helsinki, Finland, in August. 
• The 2017 David Gemmell 

Awards shortlists have been 
announced as: Legend Award for 
Best Fantasy Novel; Wrath, John 
Gwynne (Tor); Nevernight, Jay 
Kristoff (Harper Voyager); The 
Wheel of Shim, Mark Lawrence 
(Harper Voyager); The Bands of 
Mourning, Brandon Sanderson 
(Gollancz); Warbeast, Gav Thorpe 
(Black Library). The Morningstar Award for Best Fantasy 
Newcomer: Infernal, Mark de Jager (Del Rey UK); Duskfall, 
Christopher Husberg (Titan); Steal the Sky, Megan E 
O’Keefe (Angry Robot); Snakewood, Adrian Selby (Orbit); 
Hope and Red, Jon Skovron (Orbit).

The Drue Heinz Literature Prize 
is a literary prize for short fiction 
collections with a $15,000 award 
and publication by the University of 
Pittsburgh Press. It is free to enter. 

The prize is open only to 
professional fiction writers, defined 
as anyone who has published a 
novel or a book-length collection of 
fiction with a reputable publisher, or 
a minimum of three short stories or 

novellas in magazines or journals of 
national distribution. Digital-only 
publication and self-publication do 
not count.

Eligible submissions include an 
unpublished manuscript of short 
stories; two or more novellas (a 
novella may comprise a maximum 
of 130 double-spaced typed pages); 
or a combination of one or more 
novellas and short stories. Novellas 

will only be considered as part of 
a larger collection. Manuscripts 
should total between 150 and 300 
typed pages.

Submission deadline, 30 June. 
Follow the guidelines and submit 
through the website: http://writ.rs/
drueheinz or by post to The Drue 
Heinz Literature Prize, University 
of Pittsburgh Press, 7500 Thomas 
Blvd, Pittsburgh, PA 15260, USA. 

$15,000 prize and publication for ‘professional’ writers

Vagabondage 
Press is a US 
independent 
publisher with 
a successful 
imprint, Dark 
Alley Press 
which publishes 
novels in the 
horror and dark 
fiction genres 
and Ink Stains: A Dark Literary Fiction 
Anthology. This popular anthology is 
published quarterly as an ebook and 
paperback and needs short stories for its 
next edition.

Submit dark fiction (including lit fic), 
gothic fiction, supernatural/paranormal 
fiction, horror, steampunk, black 
comedy, and dark fantasy, 3,000-20,000 
words, by 30 September. Response time 
is ‘not bad’.

Payment is a flat fee, $5 for stories 
under 4,999 words, $10 for 5,000-
9,999 words, $15 for 10,000-15,000 
words and $20 for 15,001-20,000 
words, for exclusive worldwide English 
print and digital rights for two years.

Submit through the website: 
www.darkalleypress.com/
inkstainsanthology
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Romance and women’s fiction tales are wanted for 
Random House’s digital imprints Loveswept, of 
romance and women’s fiction, and Flirt for new 
adult titles. Queries for submissions of contemporary 
romance, erotica, historical romance, paranormal 
romance, women’s fiction and new adult are invited 
from writers over the age of eighteen. There is no strict 
word count limit although it is full-length works of 
40,000 words or more that are wanted. 

Previously published work will be considered 
providing you have control of all electronic and print 
publishing rights. 

Random House aims to build their authors and 
each book will be assigned to a Random House editor, 
marketer and publisher. Each author will also be 
offered social media tools and training allowing them to 
connect directly with their readers.

Submit using the form on the website which will ask 
for a short description of your book and why it is right 
for this publisher, whether you have finished writing 
it and if so, how long it is. If you have a publishing or 
writing history you will be asked for this plus a short 
bio and agent’s details if applicable. You will also need 
to submit a sample excerpt of up to 1,500 words of 
your book as a pdf document. If there is interest in 
considering your work for publication you will be 
contacted with further submission instructions. 

Website: 
www.randomhousebooks.com/loveswept-flirt/

Love is online

GLOBAL FICTION MARKET

BY JENNY ROCHE

Although most of the magazine and website 
content is commissioned, ideas for articles and 
online videos and podcasts will be considered at 
Planet magazine, and unsolicited submissions of 
poetry and fiction are most welcome. 

The magazine began life in 1970 and 
re-established in 1985 to ‘create a forum for debate 
about Wales in English, as well as encouraging 
a dialogue between English-speaking Wales and 
Welsh-speaking Wales’.

It is advised you familiarise yourself with the 
magazine before thinking of submitting your ideas 
or work and there is some content which can 
be read on the website. Editor Emily Trahair is 
particularly interested in work which connects with the broad range of issues and 
concerns of the magazine.

Submit 4-6 poems or one piece of fiction of 1,500-2,500 words either by 
post or email. If posting send a typed/printed copy and enclose a SAE. If work 
submitted by post becomes accepted for publication a digital copy on disc or as 
email attachment will need to be submitted. The response time for all submissions 
should be within three months, sooner if it is time sensitive.  

Payment for published work is £45 per 1,000 words for prose and £30 for 
poetry. Online material of 600-1,000 words attracts a payment of £25. 

Details: Editor, Planet, PO Box 44, Aberystwyth, Ceredigion SY23 3ZZ; email: 
submissions@planetmagazine.org.uk; website: www.planetmagazine.org.uk

We still have writings from ancient cultures, carved in stone. We 
have papyrus and parchment manuscripts – the Dead Sea Scrolls – 
dating back 2,000 years and more. But that Wordperfect document 
you saved in 1997 on floppy disc, can you read it now? Digital 
files are hard to archive in the long term not only because physical 
media corrupt – a CD you burnt in a PC fifteen years ago probably 
won’t be readable now – but because file formats and technologies 
change so rapidly. 

To address the issue the British Library has launched a 2017-

2020 Digital Preservation Strategy. This realises the importance of 
preserving digital and online archives, digital books, magazines, 
newspapers and manuscripts, as well as social media content with 
the aim of keeping these materials available for future generations. 
If your writing is mainly digital it is well worth considering how 
you will keep your work, not just for the distant future, but for 
your own use in ten or twenty years’ time. 

Find out more and read the strategy document at the British 
Library: http://writ.rs/digidatadump

Preserving disposable data 

World of opportunity

Ella Standage, from Alleyn’s School, Dulwich, London was awarded the £3,000 
first prize for her poem Rosetta in the seventeenth Christopher Tower Poetry 
Competition.

The theme of this year’s contest was Stone, and the judges were Vahni 
Capildeo and Sarah Howe. Over 1,000 entrants, born between 1998 and 2001, 
took part.

The winner of the second prize of £1,000 was Annie Fan, of Rugby High 
School, Warwickshire, with Qianling Stele, and the third prize winner, Rachel 
Oyawale, of Woldingham School, Surrey, won £500 with If I Gave You a Stone. 
Their schools received £150 each.

The three prize winners are invited to the Tower Poetry Summer School, 
worth approximately £750 each.

The other short-listed winners, who each received £250, were: Freya Gray 
Stone, of Bristol Grammar School), Flora Barber, of St James Girls’ School, 
Worcestershire, and Sofia Al-Hussaini, of The Maynard School, Exeter, Devon.

53 entrants, excluding the winners, from fifty schools were on the long list, 
representing most regions of the UK. One of them, Yasmin Inkersole, of St 
Helen and St Katharine, Abingdon, has now been longlisted twice.

Now in its seventeenth year, the Christopher Tower poetry competition 
has a reputation for discovering new poetry talent. Previous prize winners 
such as Helen Mort, Caroline Bird, Richard O’Brien, Anna Lewis and Annie 
Katchinska, have gained success in other competitions, or within the publishing/ 
writing world. The winning entries can be seen on the Tower Poetry website 
where young authors read their own poems (www.towerpoetry.org.uk).

Young talent stands tall
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Horse & Hound 
weekly magazine 
is edited by 
Pippa Roome. 
She welcomes 
news and letters. 
The writer of the 
letter of the week 
merits a bottle 
of Champagne 
Taittinger.
Details: email: 
hannah.lemieux@
timeinc.com; 
website: www.
horseandhound.
co.uk

Fizcarraldo Press, 
founded and 
edited by Jacques 
Testard, received 
the inaugural 
First Republic of 
Consciousness 
Prize, an award for a 
novel published by 
a small press in the 
UK and Ireland.

Former US 
president Bill 
Clinton is to co-
operate on a novel 
called The President 
Is Missing with 
crime writer James 
Patterson.

The Pulitzer 
Prize for Fiction, 
America’s most 
prestigious literary 
award, has been 
won by Colson 
Whitehead for 
The Underground 
Railroad (Fleet). The 
novel had already 
won the National 
Book Award in 
2016 and is now 
being adapted 
into a television 
series by Barry 
Jenkins, the Oscar-
winning director of 
Moonlight. 

‘Words should 
wander and dance 
and sing and 
meander. They 
should fly like owls 
and flicker like 
bats and slip like 
cats. They should 
murmur and 
scream and dance 
and sing.’
David Almond, For 
Reading Addicts 
website

FLASHES
Fair crack

GLOBAL MAGAZINE MARKET

BY GARY DALKIN The City of Rockingham 
Short Fiction Awards are 
hosted by the Western 
Australian city but open to 
writers anywhere. There are 
three categories, an Open 
Award, a Young Writers 
Award (ages 10-17) and an 
Over 50s award. Whichever award you enter, this 
year’s entries must all in some way be inspired 
by, draw up, or use the theme of the artwork Arts 
Centre Cafe by Daniela Selir. 

You can submit up to three stories, which must 
be original, unpublished and must not have won 
any award in any other competition or been under 
consideration elsewhere. There is no entry fee. 
For the Open Award and Over 50s, first prize is 
Aus$1,000, second is $500, third is $300. Young 
Writers’ prizes are lower.

Entries are read ‘blind’ by the judges, so do 
not include your name or contact details on your 
manuscript, only on your entry form. 

Email your entry as an rtf, doc or docx 
attachment to customer@rockingham.wa.gov.
au with ‘2017 Short Fiction Awards: [STORY 
TITLE] by [YOUR NAME]’ as the subject line 
or by post to: City of Rockingham Short Fiction 
Awards, Community Development Officer, Arts 
and Culture, City of Rockingham, PO Box 2142, 
Rockingham DC WA 6967, Australia. 

Follow the full guidelines and download an 
entry form at: http://writ.rs/rockinghamawards

Debuting in 1913, 
Vanity Fair is one of 
America’s oldest and 
most respected general 
interest magazines. 
Published monthly 
in print, with four 
additional international 
editions, including one 
based in London, the 
title has a readership of 
over 1 million per issue, with many more readers online. 

Vanity Fair ranges from current affairs and politics to 
popular culture and in-depth celebrity interviews. It is perhaps 
most famous for a 2005 article which revealed the identity of 
‘Deep Throat’, one of the key figures in the Watergate scandal 
which led to the resignation of Richard Nixon. 

Rates vary depending on content, which version of the 
magazine a piece appears in, or if it only appears online, but 
range from 30¢ up to around $2 per word for lead features. 
Do not send complete articles. If you wish to pitch send 
an email of no more than three paragraphs. Outline your 
proposed article and include a ‘news peg’ – a hook on which 
to hang the story – and an explanation as to why you are 
well suited to write such a piece. Also include a short, one 
paragraph bio. Send your pitch by email to vfmail@vf.com 

Vanity Fair receives a huge number of pitches, so it is 
essential you familiarise yourself with both the sort of content 
they publish and the style of writing they favour before 
submitting a proposal. Read online at: www.vanityfair.com

Arty inspiration 

Rhino is an annual poetry magazine, well 
established, and with a catholic taste in 
poetry, offering some wonderful reading. It 
welcomes traditional or experimental work, 
‘formal poems, free verse, very accessible 
poems, wild experimentations with language, 
visual poems, prose poems, poems of stark 
beauty, and even funny poems’.

The reading period is 1 April to 31 July, 
and their Founders’ Contest is open for 
submissions of poetry from 1 September to 
31 October. 

Submit 3-5 well-crafted poems, no more 
than five pages in total, by email. Flash 
fiction, up to 500 words, should reflect that 
same love of language the poems must show.

Submit a single, typed document as a doc, 
docx or pdf file. Response time is around 
six months. Payment is ‘one author copy 
and a discount on additional copies’ and the 
possibility of the editor’s prize. The editor’s 
prizes, first, second and honourable mention, 
are ‘a large cash award’ plus the possibility of 
being nominated for a Pushcart prize.

Details: Rhino Poetry – Submissions, 
PO Box 591, Evanston, IL, USA 60204; 
website: http://rhinopoetry.org

Get the horn for a 
wild range of poetry

Readers have long 
loved the smell of 
books, especially 
old books, which 
seem to acquire 
particular scents 
of their own 
over time. Now 
Cecilia Bembibre 
and Matija Strlic, 
researchers at 
University College 
London’s Institute 
for Sustainable 
Heritage, have 
chemically analysed the smell of old books and devised 
what they call an ‘historic book odour wheel’. This odour 
wheel enables readers to match words subjectively used 
to describe the scent of an old book – words such as 
coffee, wood, earthy, vanilla, smoky, chocolatey – with the 
particular chemicals responsible for that smell. 

The researchers explain all in a paper called ‘Smell of 
heritage: a framework for the identification, analysis and 
archival of historic odours’ which is available at: http://
writ.rs/smellbook and includes the ‘odour wheel’ itself. 
Now if you find a book which smells of mothballs, for 
example, you can easily see that acetic acid is responsible. 

Identifying that old  
book smell 
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Fireside Magazine is a 
zine which now has a 
political aim: ‘resisting 
the global rise of fascism 
and far-right populism’. 
It still needs great stories 
in any genre, of up to 
4,000 words, especially 
under-1,000 word flash. 

Submission periods last a week, 18-24 
June, 23-29 July, 17-23 September, 5-11 
November. 

Response time is ‘reasonable.’ Payment is a 
generous 12.5¢ cents per word for ‘first world 
publication rights and six-month exclusivity.’

Website: http://firesidefiction.com

Spirit’s Tincture is a 
quarterly zine, publishing 
poetry, micro fiction, and 
flash fiction ‘that could best 
be described as speculative’. 
All submissions should 
include some element of 
fantasy, myth, fairy tale, or 
folklore.

Submit: up to three poems, up to twenty 
lines each; microfiction, 100-499 words; flash, 
500-1,000 words. Submit doc, docx or rtf 
attachments by email: Submissions.Spirits@
gmail.com

Response time is ‘within two weeks.’ 
Payment is $10 for poetry, 6¢ per word for 
flash and micro fiction. 

Website: www.spiritstincture.com

Blunderbuss Magazine calls itself ‘a web 
magazine of arts, culture, and politics, an 
ordnance of fire and improvisation’. It 
publishes essays, short stories, poetry, art, 
comics and ‘other aesthetic shrapnel’.

Its editors want to ‘push back against the 
rise of right-wing authoritarianism’ so the 
theme of their last issue, was ‘Rebel Cities’. 
Submissions had to ‘explore the potential for 
urban resistance’. See the website for the next 
theme. Though exploring political themes, 
work should be broadly comprehensible and 
light on jargon. 

Response time is ‘reasonably timely’. 
Payment is ‘a modest stipend’.

Website: www.blunderbussmag.com

Sequestrum is a journal 
of short prose and 
poetry published 
fortnightly online. 

It needs ‘concise, 
evocative writing that 
couldn’t exist in any 
other form... open to 
all stylistic schools and 
“isms”, including the 
occasional genre piece.’ 

Submit fiction, anything up to 8,000 
words, creative nonfiction, up to 5,000 
words, up to four poems, under 35 lines 
each. 

Response time is up to six months. 
Payment is $10-$15 for prose, $8-$12 for 
poetry, plus a free six-month subscription. 

Submit through the website: www.
sequestrum.org

Trigger Warning Short Fiction with Pictures 
calls itself an online literature site in 
the spirit of pulpy digest magazines. 
The editorial team regard their zine as ‘a 
lowbrow literary journal’ and they like 
to ‘use analogue language throughout’. 
Submit stories, no more than 5,000 words, 
in the genres of SF, fantasy, horror and 
noir, Think The Twilight Zone and you’ve 
hit the tone and style the editor seeks. 

Check the website for guidelines and 
submission periods, which open and close 
according to how many subs need reading. 
Response time is ‘usually quick’. Writers 
receive a small payment. 

Website: www.
triggerwarningshortfiction.com

Wild Musette Journal 
of Music, Mystery and 
Myth is a charming 
biannual zine focusing 
on traditional music 
and dance, fantasy, 
imaginative stories, 
and inspired poetry. 
The music focus is 
‘traditional music of 
Celtic origins,’ and 
the editors also consider ‘stories or poems 
where music and dance is central to the 
work or just an element’. This can include 

fantasy and mythic fiction, and ‘character-
driven stories in fantastical places, 
magical realism, and urban fantasy’ are 
always welcome. Other topics of interest 
include women’s fiction, relationships, 
environment and humanity. 

Submit one or two pieces of prose, 
1,000-7,500 word short stories or flash, 
under 1,000 words; up to five poems, each 
under a page. 

Response time is ‘reasonable’. Payment 
is $50 for fiction and non-fiction, $15 for 
poetry and flash, $100 for cover art. 

Website: www.wildmusette.com/
category/journal

Gathering Storm 
is a zine of ‘the 
dark, the light, 
and everything 
in between’. The 
editors are ‘addicted 
to conflict. They 
want writing ‘to 
start with a bang 
and end with the 
reader finally taking 
their next breath.’ 

Issues are themed and all submissions 
must be on theme.

It needs stories, up to 2,000 words, 
and most genres are welcome: fantasy, 
horror, science fiction, steampunk, weird, 
Lovecraftian, or sword and sorcery. Most 
published work will be adapted into an 
audio version, that is a podcast. 

All work should avoid the ‘overly vulgar, 
graphic, or gross’.

Response time is up to fifteen days. 
Payment is $25 for fiction, $10 per poem. 

Website: 
www.gatheringstormmagazine.com

LampLight is a 
quarterly print and 
e-zine of dark fiction. 
It needs horror, dark 
speculative fiction 
and noir. 

Submission periods 
are 15 March-15 May 
and 15 September-15 
November. 

Response time is ‘reasonable’. Payment is 
3¢ per word, up to $150, and 1¢ per word 
for reprints for non-exclusive, worldwide, 
serial rights.

Website: http://lamplightmagazine.com

ZINE SCENE
INTERNATIONAL

BY PDR
 LINDSAY-SALMON
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Manor magazine 
is an aspirational 
lifestyle quarterly 
for the South-West 
that comes out 
every six weeks. 
It is edited by 
Imogen Clements.
Details: email: 
imogen@
manormagazine.
co.uk; 
website: www.
manormagazine.
co.uk

The shortlist for 
the Dagger in the 
Library, the CWA’s 
prize for a body of 
work particularly 
admired by library 
users, is: Andrew 
Taylor, CJ Sansom, 
James Oswald, 
Kate Ellis, Mari 
Hannah and Tana 
French. The winner 
will be announced 
on 17 June at the 
Bodies from the 
Library event at 
the British Library.
Website: https://
bodiesfromthe 
library.com/

Maylis de Karangal 
has won the 
Wellcome Book 
Prize for Mend 
the Living, which 
explores the 
subject of organ 
donation. Maylis 
is the first French 
author to win the 
£30,000 prize. 
Mend the Living 
was translated by 
Jessica Moore.

John Bew has won 
the £5,000 2017 
Elizabeth Longford 
Prize for Historical 
Biography with 
Citizen Clem: 
A Biography of 
Attlee.

‘I tell aspiring 
writers to read as 
widely as they can, 
and to keep trying 
– rejection comes 
with the territory.’
Chimamanda 
Ngozi Adichie

FLASHES

Despite the instant cultural connection, Life in a 
Kilt magazine is actually based in the US, and with 
a content of features, photography, illustrations and 
cartoons aims to be a ‘kilt lifestyle magazine’ concerned 
with everything about kilts or of interest to kilt wearers 
worldwide.  

The online magazine began life in 2012 when the 
editor, Rick, an artist, actor, cartoonist, comedian and 
writer, decided to celebrate his fiftieth birthday by 
wearing a kilt every day for a year and the magazine 
grew from his experiences of this. 

‘Life in a Kilt is about helping bring attention to 
the joy of kilts and kilt wearing to the world and 
supporting the kilties who do it on a regular, semi 
regular or occasional basis,’ says Rick. ‘There’s room 
in Life in a Kilt for both wearers and watchers and I 
appreciate and celebrate them both.’

The editor would especially welcome those who 
would like to write regularly for the magazine but this 
does not mean you need to submit to every issue. 

The magazine does not publish fiction, poetry, fan 
art, political works or memes (virally-transmitted 

cultural symbols or social ideas). No submission 
should have been previously published in print, online 
or in a blog. 

Features should be 1,500-2,500 words long and 
directly kilt focused. Photographs will be needed but 
do not send these with your initial enquiry. The length 
for articles is 500-1,000 words and they don’t always 
have to be kilt related, although they should be of 
interest to kilt wearers. Articles can be profiles, how-to 
guides, essays, humour, human interest, news analysis, 
guides, style or arts and entertainment pieces.

The Reviews and Spotlight sections are usually 
under 500 words and are concerned with such as 
entertainment, music, food, drink and kilt and other 
products. While the Spotlight section tells readers 
about a product or experience Reviews breaks this 
down and gives it a rating.

Payment rates, paid monthly via PayPal, are $100 for 
features, $50-$75 for articles and $50 for Reviews and 
Spotlight pieces.  

Submit an initial query through the website: www.
lifeinakilt.com/contributor-guidelines/

Kilt openings 

GLOBAL MAGAZINE 
MARKET

JENNY ROCHE

Play politics 

LCk Publishing is a US independent press, 
‘created to help preserve storytelling’. It publishes 

novels, novellas and short story/
poetry/essay collections. 

The guidelines are simple. The 
work must be double spaced, well 
presented and edited. 

Include a synopsis. If 
submitting a short story collection 
‘please send three to five stories 
that best represent your project’. 

Poems do not have to be double-
spaced. Submit five to ten poems 
but the poetry collection ‘must 
have at least forty poems for 
consideration.’

Submit online using their system. 
Make sure the file submitted is 
in pdf or doc format. Response 
time is four to six weeks. Payment and rights are 
discussed at contract.

Website: http://lckpublishing.com

Welcoming scripts from around 
the world and from writers of 
all cultures, the bi-annual Mario 
Fratti – Fred Newman Political 
Play Contest aims to encourage 
the writing of progressive plays 
that ‘engage the political/cultural 
questions affecting the world today 
and/or historical events and issues 
that impact on our communities’. 
The winning plays will gain a 
reading at New York’s Castillo 
Theatre, a theatre which aims to 

provide a creative environment 
where people of all ages can 
produce and experience theatre 
that deals with contemporary and 
historical social issues.

For this competition you are 
encouraged to experiment with 
form and new ways of seeing and 
experiencing theatrical performance 
and to help you do this there are 
no restrictions on style, length 
or the number of characters in 
submissions. Plays can also be 

set in any historical time and any 
geographic or imaginary location. 
Submissions must however be 
written in English, should not 
have received a production, won 
any other competition or have 
been previously submitted to 
this competition. Musicals and 
adaptations will not be considered. 

Plays can be submitted between 1 
July 2017 and 1 July 2018.

Website: www.castillo.org/
playwriting-contest

LCk here
GLOBAL SMALL PRESS MARKET

PDR LINDSAY-SALMON
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Making dreams 
reality

I

easyJet Traveller is the in-flight magazine 
for easyJet airline. 

‘It covers trends and destinations in 
Europe and beyond – anywhere that 
easyJet flies,’ said editor Jonny Ensall. 
‘It’s for anyone on an easyJet plane. 
That’s a lot of people, so it’s hard to 
sum up the readership, but they’re 
united by a desire to have experiences 
in new and different countries.’ 

The bulk of the magazine’s content 
is travel-based – great things to do 
in different cities; restaurants, bars 
and hotels etc. ‘We also flag up lots 
of trends,’ said Jonny. ‘The magazine functions as a bit of an 
overview of what’s new and exciting that’s going on in Europe.’  

Each issue will include some straight travel features – ‘where 
we send a writer to see what the vibe is in a particular destination 
– meet the people, eat the food, sample the nightlife, and so on. 
But we also run columns, where established writers reflect on their 
areas of interest (usually food and drink) to a deeper level, and 
trend pieces, that take a sideways look at an observable shift in the 
European way of life.’

Jonny wants easyJet Traveller to reflect the real experience of 
international travel. ‘It isn’t your typical travel magazine. We 
try to avoid being too florid or fantastical. It’s more about real 
travel – what does an easyJet flier actually hope to experience? 
Good feature topics always feel relatable. And good feature writing 
should be funny, full of personality and focusing most of all on 
the reality of the experience. It’s about being positive without 
being too purple.’

The most important thing for Jonny is that a wide range 
of readers enjoy the magazine. ‘We want to be generous, 
not worthy or obtuse. easyJet Traveller is a publication that 
celebrates experiences, and presents them in a very real way. That 
straightforwardness is valuable, I believe.’ 

The key to writing a good travel piece, he believes, is finding 
the story. ‘It’s all about the story. If you’ve found an amazing 
character, or an experience that no-one else has tried yet, or a 
trend that (once identified) will make you think differently about 
a continent, then we’ll be interested. Originality and specificity are 
key – that’s what makes it feel fresh. We’re not much interested in 
the yoga retreat you went on, because there are hundreds across 
Europe. However, if you’ve just spent a week jamming with the 
secretive master musicians of an isolated Moroccan tribe, then 
we’d like to hear from you.’ 

In terms of style, Jonny believes the trick is to keep it natural. 
‘The advice I give to all writers is: write it how you’d say it. Keep 
your prose fluent and conversational and avoid overworking it. If 
it doesn’t feel right, then start again with a pen and paper. Say the 

first sentence out loud to yourself, and 
don’t look back.’

Jonny is happy to hear from clued-in 
writers with great clippings and even 
better ideas. ‘Start with Twitter. You can 
pitch to me in 140 characters or less (@
jonnyensall).’ 

Payment varies depending on the 
commission, ‘but a significant feature 
will pay several hundred pounds,’ said 
Jonny.

Website: http://traveller.easyjet.com/
emagazine

Jetting off  into travel writing
GLOBAL MAGAZINE MARKET

BY TINA JACKSON
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I came across a mine of information 
recently and it impressed me sufficiently 
to give it some space here. I attended the 
spring gathering of the Society of Women 
Writers & Journalists. It was a pleasant 

occasion and a prizegiving for three of their recent 
competitions, but there was also a speaker: Solange 
Hando, a lady whose travel writing has graced the pages 
of a wide range of magazines for many years. No one 
listening would have had any doubt of her enthusiasm for 
her chosen field of writing. She made both the life it gave 
her and the process of actually writing and submitting 
work seem highly attractive. This was well illustrated by 
her stories of incidents along the way, from minor ones – 
a small diversion to visit a leper colony in Vietnam – to 
her being invited to attend the coronation of the King of 
Bhutan. She also mentioned (as you do and should!) her 
book, Be a travel writer, live your dreams, sell your features, 
and I subsequently read it and am pleased to draw it to 
the attention of readers of this column.

We have probably all read ‘how-to-write’ books of one 
sort or another; some are good, some are less good. This 
is simply excellent. The advice it gives: write for a market, 
find the right angle, get the detail right, use your senses 
and more is practical, sound, proven and no-nonsense. 
That is useful enough, but it is the way it is written that 
makes the book special. Upbeat seems the right word 
to describe the style and yet it is inadequate at the same 
time. Whether she is addressing planning what you do 
(and the book is half way through before she allows 
the reader to think about actually writing anything) or 
creating ideas, finding the right hook and tailoring a piece 
to a particular market, she makes the task sound sensible, 
possible and fun. She tackles a wide range of topics taking 
in everything from taking and submitting photographs 
to taking advantage of the many inspection visits that 
take place each year and much more. The way she works 
on a writing trip, maximising every moment and every 
opportunity, is an object lesson.

The market for travel writing is substantial, from travel 
magazines and in-flight magazines to a host of other 
outlets which have travel features, which range from 
celebrity magazines to People’s Friend; and, as she says, the 
market stretches across eighty countries where English is 
the first language. (Solange, incidentally, is French so does 
all her writing in her second language.)

Travel writing is something I have done, of course, 
and I had plenty to learn from this book. I would 
recommended it highly.

Patrick Forsyth finds a source of 
inspiration and advice

F R E E  T O  T A K E  H O M E

A  M A G A Z I N E  F O R  T H E  G E T - U P - A N D - G O  G E N E R A T I O N

M A Y  2 0 1 7

P L U S  G R A N A D A ' S  H I P P E S T  H O O D  +  A - L I S T  P A P H O S  +   J A Y  Z ' S  C H A M P A G N E  H O U S E 

...and 49 more 
reasons to 
get excited 

about England 
right now

Th e seaside 
is cool 
again...

EJ184_000_coverv2.indd   001 13/04/2017   12:30
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Myriad 
First Drafts 
Competition 
is for the first 
5,000 words of 
an unpublished 
novel or short 
story collection 
in any genre by 
a debut writer. 
The prize is a 
week-long writing 
retreat at West 
Dean College, 
detailed editorial 
feedback and 
six months’ 
mentoring. The 
entry fee is £10 
and the closing 
date is 30 June.
Website: www.
myriadeditions.
com/
competitions/
first-drafts/

Kate Field 
was awarded 
the Romantic 
Novelists’ 
Association’s 
£1,000 Joan 
Hessayon Award 
for her debut 
novel, The Magic 
of Ramblings, 
at the RNA’s 
Summer Party on 
18 May.

Helen Fielding’s 
Bridget Jones’ 
Baby: The 
Diaries has won 
the Bollinger 
Everyman 
Wodehouse 
Prize for comic 
fiction. The prize 
traditionally 
includes a pig.

For the first time, 
the shortlist for 
the Society of 
Authors’ £10,000 
Betty Trask Prize 
for debut literary 
novelist under 35 
includes a self-
published title: 
Speak its Name, 
by Kathleen 
Jowitt.

‘If you don’t 
like to read, you 
haven’t found the 
right book.’
JK Rowling

FLASHES

Imajin Books is a Canadian small press offering small advances and 
above standard royalties. They are only interested in writers who 
are on Twitter, Facebook and have a blog, and use them regularly. 
Writers are expected to promote their books online and be willing 
to sell exclusive worldwide English electronic and print rights for 
‘five years minimum’. 

Check out the website and study the submission guidelines and 
formatting requirements. Also watch for submission dates, which 
change regularly according to how many queries remain unread. 

Currently Imajin needs original novels, 65,000-100,000 
words, in the genres of mystery, suspense, thriller, horror, fantasy, 
paranormal, supernatural, romance, chick lit (no erotica), 
historical fiction, and middle grade and/or YA chapter books, 
as well as non-fiction in self-help, inspirational, business/
money, health and cookery, for which the author must provide 
professional-looking photos. 

A new ebook imprint, Imajin Qwickies, needs novellas, 20,000-
30,000 words, in the same adult genres. 

Submit queries by email, as a doc file 
containing the first five chapters, a three-
paragraph synopsis, a brief writing biog, 
covering letter, word count and your social and 
website links. 

There is a sample contract, and full 
submission guidelines, at the website. Response 
time is four weeks. Payment and rights are 
settled over the contract.

Website: www.imajinbooks.com

Picture yourself here

GLOBAL FICTION 
MARKET

PDR LINDSAY-SALMON

Book Talk BY JOHN JENSEN

An all-star cast ‘from all over the world’ will celebrate 21 years of the Ledbury Poetry Festival, 30 June-9 July.
The UK’s biggest poetry festival line-up includes scientist and author Richard Dawkins, multi-award 

winning poet Simon Armitage, comedian and poet Sean Hughes, acclaimed Kurdish poet Bejan Matur, 
Romanian poet Ana Blandiana, novelist and journalist Andrew O’Hagan and former leader of the Liberal 
Democrats Paddy Ashdown.

Founded in 1997 by a group of local enthusiasts, Ledbury Poetry Festival is recognised as the nation’s biggest 
poetry festival.

With over 135 events in ten days, the Festival will ‘take poetry off the page via talks, readings, performances, 
slams, sign language, translations, competitions, workshops, prescriptions, residencies, theatre, song, dance, 
puppetry, comedy, art, walks and bike rides’, according to the organisers.

Website: www.poetry-festival.co.uk/

Head for Ledbury

Recently I read a piece about the making 
of poetry. All about metre. Well, I was 
starting from scratch. 

I have written what I fondly believed 
was poetry but I never knew the 
difference between a dactyl and a 
pterodactyl; I thought trochaic followed 
the Cambrian era; I believed pyrrhus 
was a gum disease and antibacchic was 
its cure; that molossus was found in 
the pantry and dimeter was a famous 
Roman athlete. 

When I had sorted that lot out I 
realised I would never attempt to write a 
single line of poetry ever again. 

Suddenly, my free-ranging mind, once 
bursting with the joys of spring and the 
coming summer was no longer like a  
rooster crowing unselfconsciously to the 
world but more a battery hen trapped 
in a tiny, claustrophobic box. Sorry! I’m 
taking the easy way out. In future I’m 
writing my own rules. I just hope I won’t 
get bogged down in them either.get bogged down in them either.get bogged down in them either.
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Shine for the schools market
UK EDUCATIONAL MARKET

TINA JACKSON

Brilliant Publications publishes books and other resources to support 
teachers and pupils aged 3-14. ‘We publish for most areas of the 
curriculum, but specialise in English, modern foreign languages, maths 
and PSHE,’ said publisher Priscilla Hannaford.

Brilliant Publications was founded in 1993 as a partnership between 
Priscilla and Irene Yates. ‘I trained as a teacher, but had worked for 
many years in publishing (for Pergamon Press, Scholastic, Heinemann 
Educational and Ladybird); Irene was a full-time primary school 
teacher as well as being a successful author. We saw a gap in the market 
for good quality photocopiable resources. We were very enthusiastic 
about our ideas and kept saying “that’s brilliant!”, “that’s brilliant!” – 
which is why the company came to be called Brilliant Publications. 
Irene is no longer a partner in the business (although she continues 
to write for us) and Brilliant Publications is now a limited company. 
We have expanded from producing just photocopiable resources to 
publishing a wide range of resources, from comprehensive schemes and 
audio CDs to ideas books and flashcards.’

Brilliant books take a creative approach to teaching and learning. ‘I 
love it when someone approaches with a novel idea that they’ve used 
successfully in their classroom,’ said Priscilla. ‘For example, last year 
we published a book on ways to teach maths using a deck of cards. In 
these days when schools are really strapped for cash, I thought it was 
such a brilliantly ingenious solution to a school’s lack of resources!’

She’s interested in hearing from writers who understand how to 
make learning a positive experience for everyone involved. ‘We want 
books that make teaching and learning enjoyable and rewarding for 

both teachers and pupils. We 
believe that children learn best 
when they are engaged and so we 
want the activities in our books to 
really appeal to children. We also 

respect teachers as professionals, so we want them to feel that they can 
adapt our resources to suit their class and their style of teaching.’ 

Priscilla says that Brilliant constantly evolves to meet the needs of 
teachers and schools. ‘Twenty years ago, it wouldn’t have occurred to 
us to publish our books in e-format. Now we are thinking about the 
potential for apps and cloud-based resources.’

Brilliant authors all have classroom experience. ‘All our authors are 
or were teachers; many still teach full-time. We feel it is essential that 
our materials work in the classroom, and are therefore unlikely to 
accept submissions from authors who don’t have this experience.’

Priscilla is happy to hear from writers with well-thought-out ideas 
for new titles for the schools market. ‘We need to have enough 
information to see whether a project is worth investigating further. 
We need to have information about the prospective author. What 
experience do you have? What makes you the best person to write 
this book? We need to get a feel for what the resource will look like, 
so an outline and sample material is essential.’ Prospective authors 
should initially complete the online New Proposal Form, including 
information about the book’s audience, the cover blurb and why they 
feel Brilliant Publications would be the best publisher for their book.

Brilliant Publications publishes 20-30 titles a year, in print and pdf 
format. Some titles are e-published. Foreign language resources also 
often include audio CDs, videos, CD-Roms and flashcards. Writers are 
paid an advance and royalties. 

Details: email: priscilla@brilliantpublicaitons.co.uk; website: 
www.brilliantpublications.co.uk

Arsenika is a new US online quarterly 
journal of speculative poetry and flash 
fiction. Editor S Qiouyi Lu received 
over 800 submissions from 35 countries 
for the first issue, and welcomes 
submissions from potential contributors 
anywhere. The journal is not bound by 
genre, though submissions should lean 
towards the speculative, whether that 
be hard science fiction or the lightest of 
magical realism. 

Submissions should be no longer 
than 1,000 words. Payment is a flat rate of $60 for fiction, 
$30 for poetry, though this may soon increase to match the 
fiction rate. 

Submit no more than two flash fiction pieces and five poems 
at a time, and make sure you fill out the form again for each 
piece you send, unless the pieces are meant to be read together 
(eg a triptych of poems). No simultaneous submissions. Use 
standard manuscript format for fiction, format poetry exactly as 
you would like to see it online. 

Annual reading periods are: 1 February-15 March (spring 
issue), 1 May-15 June (summer), 1 August-15 September 
(autumn), 1 November-15 December (winter). 

Submit through the website: http://arsenika.ink/submissions/ 

Arsenika asks

Forge on
UK webzine The Forge was founded by volunteers from Fiction 
Forge, an international online writers’ forum. Among its 
members are winners of numerous literary awards, including the 
Commonwealth Short Story Prize and the Bridport Prize. Founding 
Editor John Haggerty leads a rotating editorial team with diverse 
tastes who welcome stories in any genre by writers from all around 
the world. 

The Forge particularly loves flash and micro prose. Preferred 
length is under 3,000 words, but stories up to 5,000 words may be 
considered. Payment is 5¢ per word with a minimum of $25 and 
a maximum of $50. No multiple submissions but simultaneous 
submissions are acceptable, though withdraw your submission right 
away if it is accepted elsewhere. No unsolicited reprints. Only one 
story per writer will be published in any one year. 

Submit through the website: www.forgelitmag.com/flm/
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CLASSIFIED
ADVERTISE HERE Contact Sarah Ng 
Tel: 01354 818012 or email: sarahn@media-shed.co.uk
Box (min 3cm): £13 per single column cm for subscribers; 
£15 per single column cm for non-subscribers  

Competitions

Critique & Advisory

Services

Submissions

PROFESSIONAL ADVICE,

An essential critique service for all writers

Writing Magazine’s professional writers are ready to give you 
one-to-one advice through our Reading and Critique Service. 

Our experienced specialists offer impartial guidance, 
support and encouragement on all types of writing, including 

prose (fi ction or non-fi ction), poetry and even scripts.
 

We provide tailored, friendly feedback within just 30 days, 
using both in-line corrections and a detailed commentary 

of overall improvements. 

http://writ.rs/cwcritique or call 0113 200 2917 
Try it out for just £100! Send 9,000 words of prose to:

Code: WM/CWCR/07-17

c� petitive price!

CREATIVE WRITING COURSES

Critique Half July.indd   1 19/05/2017   14:42

www.backlashpress.com

Submission window is open  
to all, any genre: poetry and literary 
fiction, flash, short stories, novels.  

Please visit website for submission guidelines.

Backlash.indd   1 19/01/2017   15:28

Short Stories always required for 
Scribble, the short story magazine. 

Over £100.00 in prizes every  
quarter, with critiques offered  

on any unsuitable material. 
Each issue of Scribble contains 82 

pages of quality fiction, readers’  
letters and advice for writers.  
For further information and  

submission guidelines, please visit 
www.parkpublications.co.uk or  

send a s.a.e. to Park Publications,  
14 The Park, Stow on the Wold, 
Cheltenham, Glos. GL54 1DX.

Park publications.indd   1 17/10/12   09:30:05

Manuscript Assessment 
& Editorial Services

Gary Dalkin – To The Last Word 
Tel: 01202 579640 / Mob: 07552 220438 

gary.dalkin@live.co.uk
www.tothelastword.com/wm

Full range of editorial services 
from professional writer-editor 
with three decades publishing 

experience. See my articles 
in most issues of Writing 

Magazine. Friendly service, 
no obligation quote.

Dalkin JUNE.indd   1 18/04/2017   14:10

Your manuscript deserves the 
best chance, and Proofreader, 

Editor and Author Joanne 
Edmonds, ACCE, can help.

Call 0208 994 7893 or email 
joanedmonds@mypostoffice.co.uk

joanne edmonds.indd   1 06/12/2016   09:25

without actually writing a book. 
Most books are written by ghost-writers 

working from the author’s plot. 
In several instances I produced 70,000 

word paperbacks by working from authors' 
30,000 word poorly written stories.  

 MAKE MONEY AND 
INFLUENCE OTHERS

Contact Michael Walsh: 
keyboardcosmetics@gmail.com 

Michael Walsh Ghostwriter.indd   1 07/02/2017   13:46

bookcreateservice.com
01626 870999

BookCreateService
Let us help you create a quality 
book with a beautiful cover. 
Check out our website for 
affordable prices on formatting, 
design, Ebook conversion and 
proofreading.

Self-publishing?  
Submitting to agents?

Experienced editor offering a range  
of services to help prepare your  

manuscript for publication.
www.alisonwilliamswriting.wordpress.com

Email: alisonewilliams@sky.com
Tel: 07891 065 012

Alison Williams.indd   1 21/03/2016   09:14

hilary@hilaryjohnson.com

Hilary Johnson classified.indd   1 12/05/2015   15:41

“My whole site reads much better now 
and I’ll definitely be using Helen again.” 

Kathryn Leake, Elevation Alps 

Helen Baldwin, PTC qualified proofreader. 
Friendly, professional service, for print and 

web. Contact me today to discuss your project.

Tel: 07572 751040 
helen@bluehippoeditorialservices.co.uk
www.bluehippoeditorialservices.co.uk

Blue Hippo 
Editorial Services

blue hippo 4x1.indd   1 19/04/2017   12:53

Thinking about 
writing a novel?

Rejection letters piling up?
Need some feedback?

We can help! Visit:
www.susanpalmquist.com

Susan Palmquist.indd   1 19/04/2017   10:26

KATHERINE WEBBEmotional dramas and hidden histories

JUNE 2017

THE UK’S BESTSELLING WRITING MAGAZINE FOR OVER 25 YEARS

UNLOCK YOURCREATIVITY 

WIN!
£44,750
IN WRITING

PRIZES

SELL YOUR WORK SEE YOUR NAME IN PRINT!

20 PACKED PAGES OFNEWS YOU CAN USE 

£4.109 770964 916259

0 6

25 exercises to stimulate your senses
Don’t fret about downtime – why you need a change of pace

Try the 1,000-word challenge for simpler, clearer writing

STAR INTERVIEW
KATHERINE WEBBEmotional dramas and hidden histories

JUNE 2017

WIN!
£44,750
IN WRITING

PRIZES
STAR INTERVIEW

p001_wmagJune.indd   1

24/04/2017   16:39
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sarahn@media-shed.co.uk
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I enclose my entry fee (cheques/postal order payable to Warners Group 
Publications) OR I wish to pay my entry fee by:

o Maestro o Delta o Visa o Access o Mastercard

Poetry Competition 
I am enclosing my entry for the ....................................... 

......................................................... .............................

Ref code  .....................................and agree to be bound 
by the competition rules

Short Story Competition 
I am enclosing my entry for the ....................................... 

.................................................. .....................................

Ref code ................................................ and agree to be 
bound by the competition rules

Competition Rules

TITLE ..................................................................................

FORENAME .......................................................................

SURNAME .........................................................................

ADDRESS ...........................................................................

...........................................................................................

...........................................................................................

POSTCODE ........................................................................

EMAIL................................................................................
o  I’m happy to receive special offers via email from Warners Group Publications plc   

TELEPHONE (INC. AREA CODE) ...............................................

CARD NUMBER ................................................................

VALID FROM ........................EXPIRY DATE  .....................

ISSUE NUMBER .................................................................

SECURITY NUMBER ..........................................................

CARDHOLDER NAME  ......................................................

SIGNATURE .......................................................................

DATE .................................................................................

I enclose my entry fee (cheques/postal order payable to Warners Group 
Publications) OR I wish to pay my entry fee by:

o Maestro o Delta o Visa o Access o Mastercard

TITLE ..................................................................................

FORENAME .......................................................................

SURNAME .........................................................................

ADDRESS ...........................................................................

...........................................................................................

...........................................................................................

POSTCODE ........................................................................

EMAIL................................................................................
o  I’m happy to receive special offers via email from Warners Group Publications plc   

TELEPHONE (INC. AREA CODE) ...............................................

CARD NUMBER ................................................................

VALID FROM ........................EXPIRY DATE  .....................

ISSUE NUMBER .................................................................

SECURITY NUMBER ..........................................................

CARDHOLDER NAME  ......................................................

SIGNATURE .......................................................................

DATE .................................................................................

How to enter

Tick here if you wish to receive our
FREE monthly e-newsletter

Tick here if you wish to receive our
FREE monthly e-newsletter

• Nostalgia/memoir competition (see p31)
For nostalgia or memoir narrative, 1,500-1,700 words; entry fee £5, £3 for subscribers; closing date, 15 August; Ref Code: Jul17/Nostalgia

• 1,000-word Short Story Competition (see p31)
For short stories on any theme, no longer than 1,000 words; entry fee £5, £3 for subscribers; closing date, 15 July; Ref Code: Jun17/1000

• Humour Poetry Competition
Humorous theme; forty-line limit; entry fee £5, £3 for subscribers; closing date, 15 July; Ref Code: Jun17/Humour

• Subscriber-only Poetry for Children Competition (see p57)
Any theme or form; forty-line limit; free entry; subscribers only; closing date, 15 August; Ref Code: Jul17/ChildPoetry

• Subscriber-only Travel Competition (see p57)
For fiction or non-fiction travel narratives, 1,500-1,700 words; free entry; subscribers only; closing date, 15 August; Ref Code: Jul17/Travel

• Subscriber-only Three Words Competition (see p57)
Short stories on any theme, incorporating the words ‘bag’, ‘cheese’ and ‘upload’, 1,500-1,700 words; free entry, subscribers only; closing date, 
15 July; Ref Code: Jun17/3words

1 Eligibility 
All entries must be the original and unpublished work of the 
entrant, and not currently submitted for publication nor for any other 
competition or award. Each entry must be accompanied by an entry 
form, printed here (photocopies are acceptable), unless stated.
Open Competitions are open to any writer, who can submit as many 
entries as they choose. Entry fees are £5, £3 for subscribers.
Subscriber-only Competitions are open only to subscribers of 
Writing Magazine. Entry is free but you can only submit one entry 
per competition.
New Subscribers’ Competitions are open only to those whose 
subscriptions start during 2017. No entry form or fee is required.

2 Entry Fees  
Cheques or postal orders should be payable to Warners Group 
Publications or you can pay by credit card (see form). No entry fee is 
required for New Subscribers’ competitions.

3 Manuscripts 
Short stories: Entries must be typed in double spacing on single 
sides of A4 paper with a front page stating your name, address, phone 
number and email address, your story title and word count. Entries will 
be returned if accompanied by sae. Electronic entries should be a single 
doc, docx, txt, rtf or pdf fi le with the contact details, etc, on p1, and your 
story commencing on the second page.
Poetry manuscripts: Entries must be typed in single spacing with 
double spacing between stanzas on single sides of A4. Entrant’s name, 
address, telephone number and email address must be typed on a 
separate A4 sheet. Entries to poetry competitions cannot be returned.
Electronic entries should be a single doc, docx, txt, rtf or pdf fi le with 
the contact details, etc, on p1, and your poem on the second page.
All manuscripts: Receipt of entries will be acknowledged if 
accompanied by a suitably worded stamped and addressed postcard. 
Entrants retain copyright in their manuscripts. You are advised not to 
send the only copy of your manuscript. Enclose an sae if you want your 
manuscript to be returned.

4 Competition Judging 
Competition judges will be appointed by Writing Magazine and the 
judges’ decision will be fi nal with no correspondence being entered into. 

5. Notifi cation 
Winners will be notifi ed within two months of closing date after which 
date unplaced entries may be submitted elsewhere. Winning entries 
may not be submitted elsewhere for twelve months after that date 
without permission of Writing Magazine who retain the right to publish 
winning entries in any form during those twelve months

ENTRY FEE (please tick one)

■ £5
■ £3 for subscribers
■ Free entry (subscriber only competition)

ENTRY FEE (please tick one)

■ £5
■ £3 for subscribers
■ Free entry (subscriber only competition)

Competition rules and forms
Enter online at www.writers-online.co.uk or by post, with the ref code in the address, to: Sally Bridgewater 

(Ref Code xxxxx), Writing Magazine, Warners Group Publications, 31-32 Park Row, Leeds LS1 5JD. Remember to add 
a front sheet with full contact details (see Rule 3) 

To enter:
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Los Angeles-based Meg 
Howrey has had a varied 
career. She has performed 
professionally with the 
Joffrey Ballet and City 

Ballet of Los Angeles, and been an 
actor, making her debut in James 
Lapine’s Twelve Dreams at the Lincoln 
Center, and receiving the 2001 
Ovation Award for Best Supporting 
Actress in a Musical for her role in the 
Broadway National tour of Contact. 
Her third novel, The Wanderers, was 
published last month by Scribner and 
now she spends as much time as she 
can writing.

‘Once I get going on a novel, 
I feel like I’m more or less always 
living inside the world of the book, 
but I do have a part-time job as a 
massage therapist at a spa,’ she says. 
Meg recommends physical labour for 
writers because, ‘Muscular exertion 
helps balance the interiority of our 
profession and, in my case, also 
provides access to cash tips and 
quality moisturisers. 

‘Since I don’t have children,’ she 
continues, ‘the rest of my time is 
mostly my own, a privilege that 
demands responsibility. Because 
I used to be a ballet dancer, I still 
have an unfortunate notion that 
total absorption and the presence of 
physical pain are the gold standards 
for working “properly”, but shame and 
discomfort are probably best left to 
the very young. In my sane moments 
I aim for a kind of elastic diligence. 
Sometimes all you can ask for is to 
fail a little bit better today than you 
did yesterday. Sometimes the writing 
troughs end up being as fruitful as 
the crests. Each book has claimed its 
own schedule. I’m a slow starter and 
that’s often when I impose writing 
rules or hours, but I try to keep these 
reasonable so I don’t walk around 
feeling awful about how I should be 
working more. I trust there will come 

of three astronauts 
through a seventeen-
month simulation of 
the mission as part 
of their training. The 

crew is isolated in a virtually enhanced 
environment, and under constant 
observation and evaluation. The book 
rotates between the points of view of 
the crew, their family members, and 
one of the private space company’s 
observation team. The research and 
construction consumed me for several 
years. It was a deep dive, and fun and 
lonely and weird and surprising. 

‘As The Wanderers goes out into 
the world, I’m looking forward to 
reading events and book signings, and 
generally talking about the book to 
people. When you finish a novel and 
it goes into production it’s exciting, 
but you lose your intimacy with it. 
Publication returns you, however 
briefly, to the romance.’   

Website: www.mhowrey.com  

 

a point when people will need to drag 
me from my desk.

‘Just now I’ve a schedule because 
I’ve a book about to be published, 
I’m at the beginnings of a new one, 
and my country is in the middle of 
a nightmare. I wake up, read the 
news, contemplate the fresh hell, 
sign petitions, and email politicians. 
I make coffee and often return to 
bed for quality reading time before 
heading to the gym. I write through 
the afternoon, until I feel like I’ve 
made progress. That’s less about word 
count and more about seeing things 
take shape on the page. This may be 
anything from two to eight hours. If 
things are going really poorly, I let 
myself stop after a decent effort and 
either return after a walk or nap or 
call up a friend and say, “Everything 
is dumb, including me, let’s go get a 
soothing cocktail.” 

‘I’ve written five novels. The first 
one didn’t sell, but it got me an agent 
and some very pretty rejection letters. 
I tried again, and that book, Blind 
Sight, found a home. The editor who 
acquired it had read my first book, 
and she encouraged me to revisit and 
revise. So that first book, The Cranes 
Dance, got published as my second. 
Somewhere in all this, I started a 
project with writer Christina Lynch. 
We had a sort of mad idea for a 
historical-mystery-thriller-comedy, and 
worked on it relay-style: she’d send 
me a chapter and I would answer with 
the next. To our surprise, we were able 
to publish that book, and its sequel, 
which we did under the pen name 
Magnus Flyte. Those books were loads 
of fun to do and a giant mess to sort 
out, and we’ve let Magnus gracefully 
retire, with many thanks for the good 
times in Prague. 

‘My latest novel, The Wanderers, 
imagines a private space company is 
four years away from sending humans 
to Mars, and is putting the first crew 

 Writing My

day MEG 
 HOWREY

MY WRITING PLACE

‘My primary writing area looks like a stage set or a 
dressing table in a theatre: there’s a campaign desk 
I refi nished in gold, in front of two windows dressed 
in dark blue velvet curtains, the whole thing framed 
on three sides with a string of bare light bulbs. When 
I draw the curtains, I look out onto rose bushes and 
sycamore trees. I also like to write standing up, so 
my second arena involves a jury-rigged podium in my 
kitchen nook. By the time I hit the nook, I don’t need all 
the theatrics and greenery, just snacks.’

 HOWREYLA novelist 
Meg Howrey shares 
her writing routines 
with Lynne Hackles
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Your essential monthly round-up of competitions, paying markets,  

opportunities to get into print and publishing industry news.

Exit Earth is the STORGY Magazine short story competition 

for 2017.
The competition invites writers to respond to the theme and 

break free. There is a first prize of £1,000, a second prize of £500 

and a third prize of £250.
Entries may be up to 5,000 words, should be original fiction 

inspired by the ‘Exit Earth’ theme, and may be in any genre. Each 

writer may enter one story.
Format entries as a Word doc or docx, double-spaced in 12pt 

Garamond. Include a front page with the story title, author 

name and word count. The filename should be the story title and 

author name. Submissions should be sent as email attachments 

with ‘EXIT EARTH – TITLE OF STORY’ in the subject line.

There is an entry fee of £10, payable by PayPal. Include the 

PayPal reference number in the submission email.

The closing date is 31 May.
Details: email: submit@storgy.com;  

website: https://storgy.com/

Exit earth, enter storgy

The Alpine Fellowship Writing Prize offers its winner and two 

runners-up the chance to attend the Alpine Fellowship Annual 

Symposium in Venice in August. The winner will also be presented 

with £3,000 by poet John Burnside (pictured).

The prize will be given for the best piece of writing in response to 

the theme of the symposium. In 2017 this is ‘Chora: reflections on 

landscape’. The AF17 website notes that Plato refers to the Chora as 

‘“that which gives space” – the site of the event in which things take 

their shape.’
All genres of writing may be entered, and writers may apply from 

anywhere in the world. All entries must be original, and must never 

have been published in any medium. Send entries by email by 1 May 

with the name of the prize in the email subject line. Entry is free. 

• AF17 also invites people interested in joining the symposium 

(scholars, artists, poets, and also non-specialists from all walks of 

life) to send their ideas in response to this year’s theme. To apply, 

send a CV and a three-minute video setting out how and why you 

would contribute to AF17. The Fellowship will cover the food and 

accommodation costs of successful applicants and might also be able 

to help with travel costs to and from Venice. The deadline to apply 

is 31 June.
Details: email: apply@alpinefellowship.com; 

website: http://alpinefellowship.com/

Reflect on that 
landscape
BY TINA JACKSON

Eyewear Publishing has launched the 2017 Lorgnette Pamphlet Series, 

and is inviting submissions. The new series builds on the success of 

2015’s 20/20 Pamphlet Series, which was shortlisted for the Michael 

Marks Publisher’s Award, and 2016’s Aviator Pamphlet series. 

Twenty limited-edition pamphlets will be selected and published 

from this call. All poets working in English are welcome to submit. 

Pamphlets should be original and previously unpublished. Upload all 

submissions through Eyewear’s Submittable system. There is a £20 fee 

to submit.
The closing date to submit is15 September. 

• Eyewear also has a call for submissions to its annual Beverley 

Series, which is for an original, unpublished work of fiction, non-

fiction, poetry or criticism, with no restrictions on style or subject 

matter. One or more works will be selected for the Beverley Series 

each year, with the inaugural work to be announced early in 2018. 

Submit online through the Submittable system. There is a submission 

fee of £20, and the closing date is 15 September. 

• Eyewear’s Melita Hume Poetry Prize, its annual award for a 

full-length collection by a poet aged 35 and under who has not yet 

published a full collection, is open for entries until 31 August. The 

winner receives publication of their collection, plus £1,000. 

Submit original manuscripts between 48 and 100 pages. Individual 

poems in the collection may have been published, but not the 

collection as a whole. Submit online through Submittable. There is a 

£20 submission fee.
Website: https://store.eyewearpublishing.com/

Long-sighted new work

The National Literacy Trust and Bloomsbury have joined forces 

for The Short Story Prize 2017, a new competition for fairy tales 

for children by unpublished writers.
Writers are invited to send short stories aimed at children 

aged 8-12 that give a well-known fairy tale a modern twist. 

The winning entries will be published by Bloomsbury in an 

ebook anthology whose royalties will be donated to the National 

Literacy Trust, and the writers of the chosen stories will each  

win £200. 
Short stories should be between 2,000 and 4,000 words. 

Writers should also include a 350-word synopsis themed around 

re-imagining fairy tales.
Submit entries by email, using the official template, which 

will be sent to entrants on receipt of their submission fee. Type 

manuscripts in 12pt Arial, double-spaced. The writer’s name 

must not appear on the manuscript. 
There is a submission fee of £30.
The closing date is 25 June.

Details: email: fundraise@literarytrust.org.uk; website:  

www.literacytrust.org.uk/support/short-story-prize-2017

A new twist on fairy tales
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Penguin-Random House’s digital-only imprint of mystery and thriller fiction, Alibi, publishes ebooks which are available from all major retailers and compatible with all reading devices. The imprint aims to offer ‘forward thinking and up-and-coming authors’ a solid platform on which to introduce their work to new audiences. All authors will be assigned to an editor and a dedicated marketer and publicist, will be able to work with a cover designer and offered social media tools and training to connect directly with readers.Full length works of 40,000 words are wanted. Previously published manuscripts will be considered as long as you have 

control of all electronic and print publishing rights.
To submit, complete the form on the website with details of your book, including title, genre, length, a short description, whether you have a completed manuscript and why your book would be right for this publisher, along with a 1,500-word extract. The form will also request a short bio about yourself, information on any publishing/writing history you may have and if applicable, your agent’s details. Authors have an option to choose a 50-50 profit share or more traditional model of advance plus 25% net. Website: www.randomhousebooks.com/alibi

Digital crime on rise

GLOBAL CRIME MARKET

BYJENNY ROCHE

The Michael Terence Publishing Short Story Competition is for short stories by new authors who has never previously been published or self-published.The competition is for writing up to 3,000 words, which may be fiction, science fiction or non-fiction (ie biography or memoir). There are prizes of £300, £150 and £50, and the winning stories will be published in a print anthology and online.
All entries must be original and unpublished work by writers who have never been published or self published. Enter online, formatting entries as doc or pdf files. Your name must not appear on the manuscript.There is a reading fee of £3 per story, payable by PayPal.

The closing date is 31 May.Website: www.mtp.agency

New comp for newbies
The Virago/The Pool New Crime Writer Award is inviting entries from debut women crime writers.Virago, which has been at the forefront of women’s publishing since its foundation in 1973, has joined up with The Pool, a digital platform for women, to find an exceptional new female crime writer for Virago.The winner will be awarded a Virago publishing contract with a £7,500 advance. The winning writer will also get two hours of mentoring with author Jill Dawson.
The competition is for debut writers. Writers who have previously self published may enter, but the book being entered must not previously have been published in any form. To enter, submit a proposal for a suspenseful, original, intelligent crime 

or thriller novel consisting of a  5,000-word sample and a 500-word synopsis of the plot of the novel.  Virago would hope that the prize-winning novel would be completed within a year of winning.As Virago is an imprint for women authors, the Virago/The Pool New Crime Writer Award is only open to women. Entry is free. Writers may submit only one entry. Double spaced the proposal and submit it by email.The closing date is 21 May.Details: email: 
viragoandthepool@littlebrown.co.uk; website: www.virago.co.uk

Win a Virago contract and £7,500 advance

Long-sighted new work

The 2017 Welsh Poetry Competition, which launched on St David’s Day, 1 March, invites entries.
There is a first prize of £500, a second prize of £250 and a third prize of £100. There will also be seventeen runners-up, and specially commended entries. The judge will be Kathy Miles.

The competition, which is proudly 

independently funded, is international in scope, and invites entries from poets anywhere in the world. Entries may be on any subject and in any style. The maximum length is fifty lines. Each poem must be clearly typed in single sides of A4. The poet’s name must not appear on the manuscript. A completed entry form must accompany each entry. 

There is a £5 entry fee per poem entered by post, payable by cheques made out to The Welsh Poetry Competition. For online entries the fee is £6 per poem, payable by PayPal. The closing date is 18 June.Details: The Welsh Poetry Competition, 9 The Avenue, Pontypridd, CF27 4DF; email: info@welshpoetry.co.uk; website: www.welshpoetry.co.uk

Get creative for Cymru
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Where is the love? 
We explore modern 
romance and why 
readers still enjoy

 a good old 
love story
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NOTES FROM THE MARGINNOTES FROM THE MARGIN

S
ome people are born to be 
self-employed: disciplined, 
organised and able to work set 
hours without going off in a 

trance. Others need structure, nine 
to five hours monitored in an office 
environment. I try to convince 
myself I fall into the first 
category, but in truth I 
am a born procrastinator 
when left to my own 
devices. According to 
my daughter I am more 
easily distracted than her 
three-year-old son. Harsh 
words, but probably true.

I was complaining, 
yet again, to a close friend 
about being behind with my 
workload, when he suggested 
spending two weeks at his house to 
catch up. The selling point of that 
idea was the fact that he didn’t have 
internet access at home. The only way 
I’d be able to get online was when he 
came back from work and switched 
on his phone hotspot so that I could 
piggyback his data.

Chris lives in a remote area outside 
Dublin on a smallholding surrounded 
by fields full of cows and sheep. As he 
would be out for ten to twelve hours 
each day, three cats and a chicken 
would be my main companions. The 
nearest shop is a fifteen minute drive, 
but as I wouldn’t have access to a 
car during the day, it wouldn’t be 
possible to sneak off to avoid getting 
on with my work.

I set off for Dublin full of 
enthusiasm for my self-imposed 
exile from all things online. I’d 

Forced discipline and internet isolation 
get Lorraine Mace writing, but at what cost?

CONTROL
Remote

prepared a programme of work and 
knew, provided I kept to it, I’d have 
caught up on my backlog by the 
end of the fortnight.

Day one went really well. Not 
only was I able to tick off everything 

marked down for that day, I’d 
also completed the preparatory 

work for the next day. By 
the time my friend arrived 
home that evening I 
was feeling so pleased 
with myself you’d have 
thought I’d rewritten 
War and Peace. No 

internet was clearly the 
way forward for me.
Day two I tackled with 

vigour and by evening had 
even completed tasks I usually 

had to stay up until midnight each 
month to get finished, but other than 
watching the cows in the field opposite 
there really wasn’t anything else to do.

However, when Chris gloated about 
how clever he was in suggesting it was 
much better for me to be cut off from 
online distractions and even pointed 
out I should be disciplined enough to 
do this at home, our friendship nearly 
suffered a major setback. It was only 
by promising myself he’d be a victim in 
a future crime novel that I was able to 
smile sweetly and pretend to agree.

By day four without contact with 
the outside world I was suffering from 
cabin fever crossed with a persecution 
complex. I was even tempted to walk 
to civilisation, but it was pouring with 
rain (no wonder it’s called the Emerald 
Isle) and I hadn’t quite reached 
desperation point.

On day five I gave some of the cows 
names and attributed personalities 
to the liveliest ones. We had long 
conversations about the sweetness 
of the grass and whether or not they 
should be lying down as it was raining. 
A few agreed with me, but others were 
more contrary and continued to stroll 
around the field.

Day six I wrote what started as a 
children’s farm story but which turned 
dark when somehow (I have no 
idea how) I turned the animals into 
rampaging man-eating carnivores. In 
my defence, they only devoured one 
man – my host!

From then on, whenever Mr 
Smug I-knew-you’d-do-better-with-
no-internet gloated, I added new 
dimensions to the story. It’s amazing 
how nasty things can turn in the 
beautiful Irish countryside. Must be 
something to do with the weather.

On the plus side, I reached the end 
of my two-week incarceration having 
completed a full month’s work.

Waving goodbye at Dublin airport, 
I agreed that the internet was a bar to 
my productivity and nodded vigorously 
when Chris said I should turn it off 
and only check emails twice a day.

During the flight I thought about 
the road to hell being paved with 
good intentions and acknowledged 
Chris had meant well, so it would 
only be fair if he suffered for his good 
intentions in a painful hell of my 
devising as a victim in a DI Paolo 
Storey novel.

As for switching off the internet 
– I couldn’t wait to get back online. 
Productivity is so overrated!   

NOTES FROM THE MARGIN

By the time my 
friend arrived home 

that evening I was feeling 
so pleased with myself 
you’d have thought I’d 

rewritten War 
and Peace

“”
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