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FROM THE EDITOR
IMAGINE 

WRITE 

PUBLISH

Alicia Anstead
Editor-in-Chief

When I was a young girl, 
I used to stay up late at 
night with my brother 
and watch Johnny Car-

son on The Tonight Show. I grew up in 
the era of All in the Family, The Mary 
Tyler Moore Show, The Carol Burnett 
Show, The Jeffersons and so many 
other sitcoms that influenced how I 
saw the world – and how I laughed. 
But Johnny was my hero. I remember 
the day he died. I sat down in front of 
the TV and cried. No one had made 
me laugh harder for longer. 

Johnny was a brilliant comedic 
writer. Even after he retired, he con-
tinued sending jokes to David Letter-
man, and they were still funny. His 
chops stayed strong. 

These days, I’m particularly interested in women whose careers are shaped 
by unstoppably intelligent wit: Tina Fey, Amy Poehler, Wanda Sykes, Amy 
Schumer – and my standard throw-back heroes: Lily Tomlin, Roseanne Barr, 
Paula Poundstone and Whoopi Goldberg. When I first heard Maria Bamford 
and Lisa Lampanelli (featured in this issue), I knew stand-up would never be 
the same. They made me laugh and worry, which is a killer combination.  

Of course, humor is not the domain of adults only. Novelist Gitty Daneshvari 
can be a crack-up in her middle grade books, and I’m certain that very quality is 
one of the reasons her stories are so popular. You can read about her craft and 
her tips in these pages, too. 

This issue of The Writer is devoted to humor in part because it’s one of the 
hardest forms of writing to get right. But when we do it get it right? The 
world is a better place. Or, as I heard Conan O’Brien say recently: “In laugh-
ter, everybody wins.”  

Our goal here, as in every issue, is to offer advice and examples that sup-
port you in winning in your work, whether it’s funny or not. Go ahead, laugh 
it up. In the end, it’s the best medicine. 
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I ’d wanted to write it for ages – a personal essay about 
my experience as an extra in Bill & Ted’s Excellent 
Adventure, the classic ’80s teen movie starring Keanu 
Reeves. So a couple years ago, with the film approach-

ing its 25th anniversary, I pitched the idea to an editor with 
whom I’d recently worked on a long piece of narrative jour-
nalism. I got the assignment. 

I dug in, Googling box-office returns and critical 
reviews, studying photos and mementos and interviewing 
fellow extras: my mother, sister and an old friend. One week 
and several drafts later, I turned in the story. It was a Friday, 
Valentine’s Day, and I was feeling good. Then, in the late 
afternoon, I got an email from my editor: “You’re willing to 
work on this, right?” 

“The essay stinks,” is how I interpreted the question.
“Absolutely,” I wrote back. My editor followed up with a 

longer message in which she explained the basic problem: 
I’d delivered a not-too-compelling collection of facts, figures 

and surface-level reminisces – not the personal essay I’d 
promised. “In this next draft,” she said, “I want you to focus 
on telling a good story.” 

A narrative arc, drama and scenes are what she wanted. I 
felt a bit foolish: Here I was writing about my time on a 
movie set, and I hadn’t included scenes. This was especially 
odd, I realized, considering that in much of my work, I tried 
to write cinematically, using scenes to reconstruct events 
and pull readers into the action. Why with this piece had I 
taken a different approach? Why, in a personal essay, had I 
held back? On second look, the story felt false.

I had one week to turn in a revision.
For inspiration, I turned to the work of others. David 

Sedaris, first, for the way he uses humor and the seemingly 
mundane to talk about larger themes of family, love and 
self-actualization. Then I re-read and read again and read 
aloud “Thanksgiving in Mongolia,” Ariel Levy’s devastating 
New Yorker essay about loss and transformation. I wanted to 

“All autobiographies are alibi-ographies.”  

–Clare Booth Luce

A writer reveals the internal journey of revision. 

On set
BY JAIME JOYCE
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Eric Weiner’s book The Geography of Genius 

examines the fl ourishing of creative genius 

in certain places at certain times in history. 

Ancient Athens for thinkers, Renaissance 

Florence for art, Vienna for music and Silicon 

Valley for techies are included. His previ-

ous book, the best-selling The 

Geography of Bliss, was about 

the world’s happiest countries. A 

former National Public Radio foreign 

correspondent, Weiner is known for a 

mordant wit. 

Where do your ideas come from? 
Many ideas come to me when I’m 

traveling. There is something about 

getting out of my everyday surround-

ings that unshackles ideas. Maybe it’s my 

relatively clutter-free existence on the road, 

or the exposure to foreign peoples and ideas. 

Henry Miller said, “One’s destination is never 

a place but a new way of seeing things.” 

What has writing on 

“genius clusters” taught 

you about creativity?

Creative geniuses don’t ap-

pear randomly, but in group-

ings, almost always in cities, 

which provide the stimulation, resources 

(usually money and patronage) and opportunity 

for interaction with like-minded people. But 

they’re only welcoming up to a point. They 

tend to be competitive places. I think a degree 

of friction is essential. Creativity is largely a 

response to a challenge. Change your place, I 

believe, and you can change your life. 

What’s the most important lesson you’ve 

learned about writing, especially since 

you came from radio?

Working for NPR made me a better writer. 

Radio forces you to cut to the essence of a 

story. You have to grab them from the fi rst 

second and not let go. 

—Sharon McDonnell is a freelance travel 

writer in San Francisco.

understand how the essays had been 
built. I was searching for guideposts.  

Next, and most critically, I posted 
near my computer two sticky notes. 
“Don’t self-censor,” the first one said. I 
can’t remember where I’d read or heard 
this admonition before, but it reso-
nated. Writing this essay called for a 
level of openness that I was unaccus-
tomed to putting on the page for any-
one but myself. 

On the other note, I wrote a ques-
tion: “What is the story really about?” I 
was considering theme and what I 
wanted readers to come away with. 
The essay had to do more than simply 
recall this strange time in my life. It 
had to transcend. 

I opened my laptop, created a new 
document and started fresh.

For the next several days, I wrote 
with the idea that no one but me 
would read my words. The goal was 
to trick myself into telling the real 
story, to write it for me without wor-
rying about what others might think. 
(And by others, I mean my family; 
this essay required looking back on 
things I did and felt as a teenager, and 
even when you’re an adult, there are 
still some details you’d rather loved 
ones not know.)

The strategy worked. I began to feel 
that my writing had developed a qual-
ity and flow quite different from what I 
had achieved on the first pass. Instead 
of summarizing events and recapping 
interactions, I was able in this iteration 
to bring the reader onto the set with 
me and to use the experience of work-

ing on a teen movie to tell a story 
about growing up.

I compared it to my first draft. The 
essay was still deeply rooted in report-
ing, but it now had a depth of feeling 
the original lacked. My editor had 
given me the push I needed to explore 
new territory, and I’d given myself per-
mission to be honest. “You’ve got to 
agree, this is so much more fun to 
read, and, I assume, write,” my editor 
wrote after reading the revision. 

It was true. 

Jaime Joyce’s work has appeared in The 

New Yorker, Saveur, Edible Manhattan, Edible 

Brooklyn, Washingtonian, the Atlantic online 

and The Big Roundtable, a website for long-

form narrative nonfiction. She is an editor at 

Time, Inc., and lives in Brooklyn, New York.
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“The real voyage of discovery consists not in 

seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.” 

–Marcel Proust

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

Oneika Raymond, 
aka Oneika the Traveller

YEARS BLOGGING 

10
GENRE

Travel
WEBSITE

oneikathetraveller.com

WRITERS ON WRITERS

Sarah Blakley-Cartwright
Sarah Blakley-Cartwright is the author the YA novel 
Red Riding Hood, written at the same time the 2011 
feature film of the same name was being made. The 
book debuted at No. 1 on the New York Times 
children’s paperback best-seller list, and an e-book 
version used multi-media enhancements, such as 
video clips, to bring to life this modern retelling of 
the classic fairy tale about a girl, her cape and a 
wolf. Blakely-Cartwright had previously acted in 
movies made by the film’s director, Catherine 
Hardwicke, and crafted the novel in conjunction 
with Hardwicke while she was directing the 
on-screen version. (David Leslie Johnson wrote the 
screenplay .) The novel has been translated into 16 
languages and has appeared in nearly 30 editions. 
Blakley-Cartwright is working on a second novel. 
 

WHAT IS THE MOST IMPORTANT LESSON YOU’VE 
LEARNED ABOUT WRITING?
At a bar not long ago, someone asked what each 

of us would get if we got a knuckle tattoo. I 

thought hard. Live-Fast? Hard-Core? blin-k182? My 

friend Hugh had the most clever answer: “Half” 

and “Half.” I considered again. What would I want 

to be reminded of every day? I decided mine would 

read “Look” and “Lisn.” In answer to your 

question, I’d say the most important thing I’ve 

learned about writing is that the work is not 

separate from the world.

 

HOW HAS THIS HELPED YOU AS A WRITER?
To my mind, the best writing is the most closely 

observed and the least ready with answers. Chekhov 

famously said it wasn’t his job to show that horse 

stealers were bad; it was his job to show you what 

they were like. My recall of the world, as it is, without 

too much tinkering, both belongs in the work 

and is the work. 

 

—Gabriel Packard is the associate director of the creative 
writing MFA program at Hunter College in New York City.

How do you achieve a balance of 

videos, photos and written content? 

I try to alternate equally between the three, 

but since videos take me the longest to 

produce, I end up posting way more photos 

and written posts than video. I don’t have 

a posting schedule, but I do try to share at 

least one photo or article a day on my social 

media channels.

How does the writing process dif-

fer writing on the road or from 

home after you return from a trip?

How much I write on the road is directly 

related to two things: the extent of my In-

ternet access and the amount of downtime 

I have between activities. (I’m often really 

busy when I travel.) The writing I do on the 

road tends to be quicker and less polished; 

there’s an imposed sense of urgency be-

cause I’m often under time constraints or 

have limited amounts of Wi-Fi.  At home, 

the pace is decidedly more relaxed since I 

have time to craft posts with care.

What are the keys to an engaging 

post? 

I fi nd that a post that opens in media res 

–  or in the middle of the action – is an 

excellent way to hook a reader right away. 

I also think that photos are the cornerstone 

of any travel blog, so it’s crucial to include 

high-quality images in your articles. 

You occasionally write about 

issues in the travel community 

instead of chronicling a specific 

trip or adventure. What is the 

process of assembling that type 

of post? 

My trend and issue pieces are more ex-

pository in nature than my narrative “strictly 

travel” pieces, so assembling them is more 

diffi cult. With this type of writing, I begin 

with an idea/thesis and then draft an outline. 

Once I’m happy with [that outline], I begin 

fi lling it in with the rest of the text. I fi nd that 

doing it this way really helps to ensure that 

I’m developing strong, cohesive arguments, 

ones where the ideas fl ow and build on each 

other. This is different from when I chronicle 

a trip or adventure. The process for writing 

these articles is a lot less structured and 

labor-intensive.  

What has changed in the world of 

travel blogging since you first 

started?

The amount of travel blogs out there has in-

creased exponentially – so many more peo-

ple are writing about travel, which is great. 

There is no lack of fi rst-person information 

about a huge variety of destinations, which 

I love. The other aspect of travel blogging 

that has changed drastically is the amount 

of people running their travel blogs as a 

business. Back when I started, we wrote for 

fun or simply to share our experiences; any 

Internet fame or opportunities to make a bit 

of pocket money were a bonus. Now, travel 

blogging is a fairly lucrative industry that is 

rife with sponsors and brands willing to pay 

content creators for exposure. It’s no longer 

just a side gig but a full-time job for many 

bloggers. That travel blogging has become a 

career for some is truly impressive, given its 

humble beginnings.



8          2016

How do you write about 
setting without boring the 
reader?
Fiction readers want their curiosity 

aroused and they want to be drawn into 

a convincing and evocative world. As a 

writer, you need to find a successful 

balance between the details necessary 

to create an authentic experience for the 

reader and elements that prompt the 

kinds of questions they are eager to 

have satisfied.

Engaging setting starts with strong 

description. Focus on specific details 

that define the essence of the place and 

invite the reader to imagine it fully. 

Don’t compartmentalize setting. Instead, 

lash description of place closely to the 

action. In Dan Chaon’s short story 

“Passengers, Remain Calm” in his 

collection Among the Missing, Hollis 

takes his young nephew to a carnival. 

The story opens with a scene where 

Hollis and his nephew witness a snake 

attempting to eat a young girl; her hand 

and forearm are in the reptile’s throat. 

Hollis is curious, but wonders whether 

his nephew should be watching. The 

reader is already drawn into the story by 

the unsettling action and the glimpse of 

the relationship between uncle and 

nephew when Chaon offers this 

description of the place:

This is the town’s yearly carnival, 
which, along with the Reptile Petting 
Zoo, features the usual menagerie – a 
hay ride, a carousel, a Ferris wheel, a 
few scary rides, like the Octopus and 
the Hammerhead. There are a series 
of game booths, at which children 
gamble for stuffed animals and plastic 
trinkets. At two in the afternoon, 
there is a pet show; at five, there is a 
raffle for a brand-new Kawasaki 
motorcycle; at dusk, there will be 
fireworks. Hollis’s nephew is deeply 
engrossed, running purposefully from 
exhibit to exhibit, and Hollis follows 
thoughtfully, still occupied with the 
image of the girl and the snake, which 
he plans to write about in his journal.

After the urgency of the scene with the 

snake, the details of setting allow for a 

shift in intensity. That description is 

followed closely by the characters’ 

interactions with the setting: Hollis trailing 

his nephew as he makes his way from one 

carnival delight to the next. The reader 

experiences the setting as the character 

does and this prompts questions about 

what will happen next. Chaon also uses 

this description to prepare the reader for 

what comes later; the Kawasaki 

motorcycle is important in the end scene.

Sometimes setting can be used to 

illuminate other elements, like action, 

dialogue or a character’s state of mind. 

This appears later in Chaon’s story:

They sit for a time near the carousel 

watching people pass, children awash in 

the urgency of having fun, parents 

following behind with indulgent, 

sleepwalking expressions. He knows that 

they cannot sense the dull panic that has 

begun to throb around him, beating time 

to the distant churn of the calliope.

The reader is engaged in the character’s 

struggle – that “dull panic” – and at the 

same time is aware of his surroundings.

When setting commingles with the 

other elements of story, it becomes a 

natural part of the unfolding action and 

the character’s experience. It becomes 

part of the intrigue that readers seek. And 

it also works toward authenticity. Humans 

are always receiving sensory input from 

their surroundings and interacting with 

the spaces they inhabit. The same should 

be true for your characters.

—Brandi Reissenweber teaches fiction writing and 

reading fiction at Gotham Writers Workshop. 

ASK THE WRITER

Do I really need 
an editor?
You sure do, as do best-selling 

authors, heads of state and your 

mom when she sends out her 

annual holiday email. “Everyone 

needs an editor” is such a 

truism that no one knows who 

said it fi rst.

Perhaps you’ve heard a writer 

on some online forum or in your 

writer’s group say, “An author 

should tell his or her own story,” 

but that’s missing the point of 

what an editor does. Editors are 

like midwives: They don’t make 

the baby; they help deliver it.

If you’re in an early draft, an 

editor may work with you on 

structure: Is the protagonist’s 

need compelling? Does the pace 

lag? Does your character evolve 

emotionally?

By the time you’ve rewritten 

your novel three times, you’re so 

familiar with the material you 

can’t separate what’s on the page 

from what’s in your head. An edi-

tor can identify holes in your plot 

and extraneous backstory your 

reader doesn’t need.

Finally, an editor can turn 

your story from a raw gem into a 

gleaming jewel: eliminating fi lter 

words, fi nding passive sentences, 

striking out all semi-colons and 

pointing out those six paragraphs 

in a row that start with “I.”

A strong, critical eye is essen-

tial to a developing story. Whether 

your editor is a classmate in your 

graduate seminar, your journalist 

spouse, a hired professional 

or a neighbor who works for a 

publishing house and is happy 

to trade for babysitting, make no 

bones about it: Everyone needs 

an editor.

– Dionne McCulloch is managing 

editor at Cornerstones Literary 

Consultancy in England. 

EDITOR’S NOTE: Career Chops, 

a Q&A with a literary consultant, 

is a new feature in the Take Note 

section of the magazine. 

We hope you enjoy it. C A R E E R 
C H O P S
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Athletes warm up before a workout. Writers should, too. Get 
fountains of creativity fl owing with these inspiration-sparking apps. 

Creativity calisthenics 

BRAIN WAVE
Looking for a boost of 

inspiration? Harness the 

power of binaural beats to 

stimulate creativity. The 

Brain Wave app uses a 

different audio frequency 

played into each of the 

listener’s ears to stimulate 

specific brainwaves. Use 

the curated programs to 

promote sleep, stress relief 

or focus, or pair it with your 

favorite songs through 

iTunes Music or Spotify. $3.99

“Passion is one great force that unleashes creativity, 

because if you're passionate about something, then 

you're more willing to take risks.” –Yo-Yo Ma

TED APP
Use the TED app 

to access expert 

advice on writing and 

creativity from some 

of the world’s most 

successful authors. 

The app includes talks 

by Elizabeth Gilbert, 

Dave Eggers, Shonda 

Rhimes, J.K. Rowling, 

Chimamanda Ngozi 

Adichie and others. 

Traveling? You can 

also create playlists 

and download talks to 

watch offline. Free

HAIKUJAM 
Get both creative and 

collaborative juices 

flowing with this 

virtual “social poetry 

experience.” Write a 

five-syllable first line 

to a haiku and watch 

as two strangers 

complete the poem. 

You can also chime in 

to complete someone 

else’s creation. Need 

a break from words? 

Use photos instead 

to complete a three-

part visual montage 

with fellow poetic 

photographers.

Free

INKFLOW VISUAL 
NOTEBOOK
Take handwritten, multimedia 

notes on your phone or tablet 

with Inkflow Visual Notebook. 

The free version of the app 

includes black ink, five text fonts 

(for when you’d rather type than 

write) and a photo integration 

option. Inkflow Plus features 

a full color palette, additional 

writing tools, unlimited book 

size and more fonts. With the 

upgrade, you can also use your 

phone or tablet’s camera to 

capture notes on paper and 

convert them to vector ink. Free

SOMETHING WICKED
Superstitious thespians refuse to utter the word “Macbeth” inside a theater. 

Instead, they call Shakespeare’s study of power and tyranny “the Scottish play” 

in an attempt to avoid the hurly-burly curses of three witches who haunt the 

story. And while “Double, double, toil and trouble” may be one of the play’s most 

famous lines, Macbeth is endlessly quotable. Consider the following.

“By the pricking of my 

thumbs,/Something wicked 

this way comes.” 

“To-morrow, and to-

morrow, and to-morrow,/

Creeps in this petty pace 

from day to day.”  

“Life is a tale/Told by an 

idiot, full of sound and 

fury,/Signifying nothing.” 

“False face must hide what 

the false heart doth know.” 

“Out, damned spot! out, 

I say!” 

“This tyrant, whose 

sole name blisters our 

tongues,/Was once 

thought honest.”

“’Twas a rough night.”

“What’s done, is done.” 

Chose a line from 

Macbeth to inspire an 

essay about shocking 

world events, a poem 

about the cruel abuse 

of power, a short story 

about vicious people. 

Shakespeare has been 

dead 400 years, but “the 

Scottish play” and all 

its eerie resonance can 

stir our imaginations 

wickedly in the 21st 

century. 

Writing Prompt

Courtesy Opera House Arts, Stonington, Maine
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OFF THE CUFF
BY CANDY SCHULMAN

A form of fiction
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I keep the quote above my 
desk: “Truth is stranger 
than fiction, but it is 
because Fiction is obliged 

to stick to possibilities; Truth 
isn’t.” Mark Twain’s words 
inspire and guide me in my 
daily writing discipline. The 
truths I reveal may not stick to 
possibilities, but I grapple over 
something even more enig-
matic: Are my recollections real 
or imagined? Or a combination 
of the two?

I have written both fiction and 
nonfiction, but my passion and 
focus is creative nonfiction, a 
term Twain would have definitely 
found rife for riffs. My trade is 
translating memories into per-
sonal essays and memoir. The 
tedium of life is boring; no one wants to 
read a transcript of the banal events that 
make up the majority of our days. Wak-
ing up, brushing our teeth, getting on 
the subway are not worth reading about 
– unless there’s a burglar in the house 
when we wake up, or there’s a bomb 
scare in the subway on the way to work. 
Essayists and memoirists must ask 
themselves: What is the epiphany 
beneath the real story? I dig deeply into 
everyday events to find a universal truth 
to share with my readers: Being capti-
vated by baby birds nesting in my city 
backyard poignantly illuminates my 
own empty nest after sending my 
daughter off to college for the first time; 
taping a DNR on the wall above my 
dying mother’s bed makes me wrestle 
with guilt, even though her living will 
clearly states she does not want to be 

kept alive by artificial means.
The lines between fiction and non-

fiction have blurred. New Journalism 
in the 1960s encouraged nonfiction 
writers to incorporate fiction tech-
niques of dialogue, scene-setting, dra-
matic tension and mind-reading. It has 
become a liberating creative journey. 
Stylistically, contemporary nonfiction 
reads like stories from beginning to 
end. Nonfiction is no longer dull, flat, 
reportorial. But is it true?

Nabokov said, “Memory is a form of 
fiction.” We all remember past events 
uniquely. One of the first personal 
essays I published was an embarrass-
ingly sentimental, completely non-con-
troversial essay about growing up as a 
baby girl with two older brothers. The 
magazine asked each of my brothers to 
sign a release form, agreeing my words 

were true. They both complied, 
even though my brother Jay told 
me, “That’s not the way I remem-
ber it.”

But it is the way I remem-
bered it – and wrote about it.

 When I sit down to write 
personal essays, I am in the same 
frame of mind as a fiction writer. 
I let the unconscious flood onto 
my keyboard. I believe I am 
writing nonfiction, aka The 
Truth. And I pride myself for 
having a sharp writer’s memory. 
My husband has witnessed how 
I can recall, decades later, exactly 
what someone wore or ate at a 
restaurant. When I published a 
humor piece about how devas-
tated my husband was upon 
learning he had high triglycer-

ides – even though he didn’t really 
know what they were – I exaggerated 
his reactions for comedic effect; he 
cared less about what triglycerides 
were than about how old it made him 
feel. He has never challenged any por-
trayal I’d made as being untrue. Years 
later, when friends stopped him in the 
street and asked in a highly concerned 
voice, “How are your triglycerides?” 
he’d laugh and assure them he was 
perfectly healthy, except for his soar-
ing triglyceride count.

Today my sharpest faultfinder of my 
“recalled truths” is my daughter, who 
has inspired me to publish insights 
into raising a child. When she was 2, I 
couldn’t ask her permission to publish 
humorous takes on potty training or 
her flagrant Oedipal stage, when she 
clearly preferred the dad with high tri-



 

glycerides to her loving, devoted 
mother. Baffling! For the past five 
years, however, I’ve asked her to read 
everything before it is published with 
an open invitation: Does she have any 
objections?

Sometimes she points to a line of 
dialogue and offers, “I never said that.”

“We must remember it differently,” I 
say. Or do we?

“Whatever,” she answers. “At least 
put it in words I would use.  I’d never 
say ‘Stop mothering me.’ Change it to 
‘Stop annoying me.’”

I correct it. Perhaps she’s right. Or 
perhaps Nora Ephron was correct in her 
essay about revision in writing: claim-
ing that a “genuine ability” for revision 
might not appear until one’s mid-20s, 
“when it seemed to me that all that was 
required in my life and my work was 
the chance to change a few lines.”

My writing students ponder the 
ethics of “changing a few lines.” I  
photocopy for them a cartoon I’ve 
been saving for decades by Richard 
Orlin: a man tip-toeing on a tight-
rope, teetering between fact on one 
side, fiction on the other. The tag 
line is, “The fine line between fact 
and fiction.” 

I also tell my students that if they’re 
lucky enough to interview a public fig-
ure, they’d better get every word right 
and have a recorded back-up. But will, 
or can, anyone fact-check a conversa-
tion you had with your late mother five 
years ago? Or your 5-year-old daughter 
on the playground?

Writers such as Philip Roth have 
struggled with the issue of whether 
their work is perceived as fact or fiction. 
Countless times Roth has been accused 
of creating fictional characters that are 

really his alter-ego. In Jewish Quarterly, 
Roth says, “I write fiction, and I’m told 
it’s autobiography. I write autobiogra-
phy, and I’m told it’s fiction, so since I’m 
so dim and they’re so smart, let them 
decide what it is or isn’t.”

Recently I re-read Roth’s  
Patrimony, a piercing portrayal of his 
father’s debilitating brain tumor lead-
ing to his final days. With precise 
detail, Roth recounts intricate conver-
sations with ailing father, erudite neu-
rosurgeons and others. The last line of 
his memoir: “You must remember 
everything.”

I do. At least I think I do.   

Candy Schulman is a creative writing profes-

sor at The New School in New York City. Her 

work has appeared in The New York Times, The 

Washington Post, The Chicago Tribune, Creative 

Nonfiction, Parents and Salon.com.
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Good grief

I don’t suffer writer’s block. When I 
sit down to get ideas out of my 
head and onto the page, I am full 
of excitement and, well, hot air. It’s 

what happens next that causes me 
trouble. I’ve come to identify – with 
apologies to Elisabeth Kübler-Ross – 
seven discrete stages of manuscript 
grief, each reflected in its own draft.

1 
The kitchen-sink draft

The first draft is the writer’s ver-
sion of “Today is the first day of 

the rest of your life.” My research is 
behind me. A brilliant opus is ahead 
of me. I am filled with ebullience. I 
dive in – somewhere, anywhere. I love 
love love the act of writing. I let 
myself be as free as possible. For now, 
the sentences don’t have to be well 
crafted, the structure is still an experi-
ment, the piece is an improvisation. 

The humorist Calvin Trillin calls 
this draft “the vomit out”; my Wired 
editor calls it “the core dump.” I pour 
in all the thoughts, anecdotes, scenes 
and quotes that have been rattling 
around my brain or waiting quietly 
in files. I keep moving forward, 
mushing around, knowing that there 
will be time to refine later.

2 The backfill draft

I reach a stopping point. I’ve laid 
out my argument, found a loose 

structure, figured out an ending. I’ve 
got a “draft.” I go back to deal with the 
big spots where I left “INSERT THIS-
OR-THAT HERE.” I massage the little 
spots where I left a TK or a CK.  

I feel like a seamstress in a sweat-

shop, grabbing patches of fabric, pieces 
of lace, beads and brocade and run-
ning everything through the machine 
as fast I can, not fretting over place-
ment, style or cut. I’m just stitching the 
disparate pieces into a whole. Not nec-
essarily a coherent whole. Just a whole.

3 The “oh shit” draft

I print the draft out, sit down and 
read what’s on the page. It’s mess, 

a sheer, utter, confusing mess. It lacks 
structure. There’s no story. It’s skinny 
in some places, obese in others. There 
is no voice. Thousands of words on the 
page, but the parts don’t equal a whole. 

My mood goes from slight self-
doubt to sheer panic. 

4 The Prozac draft

I enter the time of Deep Depres-
sion. I have read the draft, prob-

ably more than once, and I have 
deemed it wanting. Very wanting. 
Like, wanting more than I can deliver.

I think, “I’m going to suffer profes-
sional embarrassment. This editor will 
never work with me again. My name 
will be mud. I’m going to have to go 
back to graduate school and become a 
lawyer after all.”

5 The long slog

This draft takes neither bril-
liance nor talent but courage and 

grit. I’m reminded that it’s always hard 
to complete a manuscript. I draw on 
every ounce of professionalism I can 
muster, saying to myself, “You have 
been here before. You know what to 
do. Just keep working. Move the pencil 

across the page. Keep typing.” 
I sit down every day, re-date the file, 

move material around, cut everything I 
can and mutter, “Keep the faith.”

6 The “something clicks” draft

Then, in one of those re-dated 
drafts, in a random moment, after 

a humble keystroke or a struggle with a 
synonym, something clicks. Maybe I 
come up with a little word play. I write 
a sentence I like. Something causes me 
to chuckle. I hear a voice, my voice. I 
decide to do more of that. 



 

I go back to the beginning and do 
more of that throughout the entire draft.

7 The “I love this story” draft

This is the pure-play draft, when I 
feel I’ve hit my stride. I turn 

phrases. I cut clunky paragraphs. I make 
metaphors. I might even show this draft 
to someone – my husband, a writing 
buddy, my critique group, a sympathetic 
editor. He or she might put a smiley face 
somewhere. Or a “nice.” Or offer sug-
gestions I can use. I keep playing, and I 
start to polish.

I don’t feel grief any more. I don’t 
even feel relief. It’s better than that. I am 
starting to like what I’ve done. 

I go through these seven stages, it 
seems, with everything I write – 
whether a blog post, an essay, an article 
or a book. When it’s agony, I force 
myself to remember that I’ve been here 
before. I look at my work with compas-
sion and say, “This is just a draft. It will 
get better.” 

Then I send the piece to my editor, 
realizing that I may need to start all over 
again. 

Constance Hale is the author of Sin and Syn-

tax and Vex, Hex, Smash, Smooch.  She is a 

founder of The Prose Doctors editors collective 

and a regular presence at the San Francisco 

Writers’ Grotto.

I don’t feel grief any more. I don’t 
even feel relief. It’s better than that. I 
am starting to like what I’ve done.
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“We need to discuss 
your performance,” 
my supervisor 
whispered over the 

walls of my cubicle. Earlier that 
morning, he had emailed me a link to 
an article on body language mistakes 
employees make. “This is based on 
feedback I received,” he wrote. 

I knew our ensuing conversation 
centered on my nonverbal communi-
cation skills and not my actual job 
duties as a copywriter. I braced 
myself for an awkward after-
noon and grabbed the stress 
ball I squeezed to keep my anx-
iety from going off the charts.  

As a supreme introvert, I 
knew my boss would not pro-
vide a surprising revelation 
about what others think of me. 
I have received feedback about 
my shyness throughout my life. 

When working a retail job 
in college, I recognized a 
woman in my checkout line: 
my first-grade teacher. When 
she laid her purchases in front 
of me, I gathered the courage 
to mention I had been one of 
her students long ago. She 
paused, pursed her lips 
together and tilted her head to 
the side as if trying to place 
me. Within seconds, her eyes 
grew wide, and she said in a 
high-pitched voice, “You’re 
Jennifer Purdie.” 

I felt bewildered, thinking 
maybe I had been some kind of 
5-year-old prodigy for her to 
remember me after all those 

years. I was an excellent speller with 
stellar penmanship at that age. 

My former teacher let out an audi-
ble sigh. “I could never forget the shy-
est student I had in all my 25 years of 
teaching.” In an instant, my self-esteem 
sank, and I gritted my teeth while 
completing her transaction.  

Sadly, I did not outgrow introver-
sion, and I chose a profession as 
insular as possible: writing. My 
resume is full of in-house writing 

jobs for magazines and corporations 
and of human resource files full of 
verbiage such as “good writer, but 
needs to speak up” and “writes fast, 
but separates herself from the team.” 
My positive attributes were always 
followed by a loud “but.” 

I realized I could keep receiving 
these types of adult report cards for the 
rest of my life, or I could make an 
effort to remove the “but” and every-
thing following it. I chose the latter. 

I began this transformation by 
making a list of the most uncom-
fortable situations I could imag-
ine, and one rose straight to the 
top: stand-up comedy. One 
Google search later, I found 
myself whipping out my credit 
card and registering for a local 
comedy course. 

At the start of the class, the 
teacher called us up individually, 
and it was the first time I had 
stood alone on a stage. I shook 
while holding the microphone 
and felt beads of sweat form over 
my body, which made me glad I 
had worn black to hide the unat-
tractive evidence of my stage 
fright. I tried to provide razor-
sharp witty responses to the 
instructor’s questions as he 
mined my life in search of comic 
gold. Back at my seat, I searched 
my handbag for tissues to wipe 
away the mascara running down 
my face.  

Stand-up comedy wasn’t for me. 
I called my teacher the next 

day and notified him I was drop-
ping out. “Please don’t,” he said in 
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a sincere voice. “You can get past your 
fear of the stage. You’re funny. Trust 
me.” His words elevated me, even if they 
were not truthful. I vowed to return. 

During the next week, I wrote a set 
– a term for the jokes in a routine. In 
my second class, I stepped onstage 
armed with a new healthy dose of 
motivation and my teacher’s words 
echoing in my head. 

With each passing week, I honed 
my jokes and pared my words down, 
learned the techniques of slating and 
added tags to stretch jokes out longer.  
I practiced in the shower and wouldn’t 
end a workout session on a treadmill 
until I had run through my material 
three times. 

We ended the six-week course with 
a comedy showcase. I was intensively 
nervous that day, repeating my physi-
cal response to finals week in college.  

I couldn’t eat. My heart felt as though it 
were stinging, and all I could think 
was, “I did this to myself.” 

When my time to perform arrived, 
I recited my first punch line and the 
crowd roared. I heard this immediate, 
visceral reaction to words I wrote – 
nothing like that had ever happened 
in my career as a writer. An empower-
ing feeling came over me. I kept on 
with my set. People kept laughing. 
The clapping grew louder. I under-
stood the power of the stage now and 
how it beckons thespians who try to 
quit but can’t.

I found stand-up comedy enor-
mously addictive, despite the stage 
fright that still grips me. I started to get 
calls from bookers and have since 
opened for comedians with David Let-
terman, Jimmy Kimmel, Last Comic 
Standing and Comedy Central on their 

resumes. The part I adore the most is 
the creative writing aspect, and I’m 
proud to say I have never performed 
the exact same set twice. I love switch-
ing up material and crafting stories in 
my head. Yes, I bomb sometimes, and 
yes, I deal with hecklers, but when I 
have a bad set, I go home and go to 
bed and wake up to a new day. 

After one show, I noticed my com-
edy teacher in the audience. I 
approached him after my set, and he 
put his hands on my shoulders and 
whispered in my ear, “You killed. You 
lit up the stage.” It was an all-positive 
review, with no “buts.” 

I don’t know if writing comedy makes 
me a stronger writer. It does, however, 
make me a more confident one. 

Jennifer Purdie is a journalist with a back-

ground in magazine editing and writing.
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Insult comic Lisa Lampanelli has 
been making people laugh for 
more than two decades. Known 
as “The Queen of Mean,” she is a 
regular on televised celebrity 
roasts and has cultivated cut 
downs of such folks as Donald 
Trump and Pamela Anderson. 
Onstage, she can repeat a joke 
she’s told 20 times, but it sounds 
as if she just thought of it. But 
jokes don’t spring fully formed 
from her head. A very particular 
craft informs her comedy: a pro-
cess of talking, taping, listening 
and revising. She recently added 
a bit in her show about the fact 
that her assistant had a baby.  She 
had been thinking about it 
before going onstage. Then she 
tried it out and revised it later. 

It takes a leap of faith to go 
out with untested material, but 
Lamapanelli is a seasoned pro, 
and her confidence has grown 
over the years. Her work has 
evolved as well. She has cut back 
on the insult shtick and now 
tells more personal stories that 
have several punch lines until 
she reaches a ba-da-boom at the 
end. That shift coincided with 

several recent changes 
in her life. She lost 

more than 100 pounds after gas-
tric sleeve surgery in 2012. She 
got divorced. And her father 
died in 2014. She started to look 
inward and is now working on a 
play – tentatively titled Fat Girls, 
Interrupted – about women and 
body issues. Playwriting is a 
completely new process, which 
she finds fascinating.

Lampanelli isn’t “on” all the 
time. During a recent phone con-
versation, she eagerly discussed 
her process and revealed the pre-
cise moment she decided to 
become an insult comic and how 
she crafted that persona. What 
follows is an edited and con-
densed version of our exchange. 

 Fearlessly
funny

BY PATTI 
HARTIGAN

STAND-UP COMIC 

LISA LAMPANELLI 
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CAREER OUT 
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How do you craft your comedy?

A lot of comics and other types of writers seem to be able to 
say, “I’ll sit down at the computer and work on jokes.” I 
don’t do that. I’ll have an idea – something will happen that 
day – and I’ll go onstage and talk about it and see what 
comes out.

I did it this past weekend. My assistant had a baby on 
Saturday. I said, “I am going to talk about it and what an 
inconvenience it’s going to be to me. I just don’t approve 
that she had this baby because how is she going to take care 
of both of us?” I went up with the idea that my flight got up 
messed up, and I had to handle it myself. Of course, I’m an 
adult. I’m 54 years old. I can do that. I was thinking, “Wow, 
what an inconvenience. My assistant is so good at what she 
does, and this baby is going to block my happiness because 
I’m going to have to share her.” I thought it was funny to talk 
about me being helpless without her. So I basically went on 
with just an idea in my head, nothing written down, noth-
ing formed fully.

I have an iPhone, and I just have it on record when I am 
up there. I’m going to listen to that, transcribe that and see 
what’s funny, add to it and punch it up. I will take the funny 
lines that came out of it and add to it onstage. I do 99 per-
cent of my stuff on the stage. Then if I get stuck for a really 
killer punch line, I will try to do something with either a 
team of people or myself and try to get to the big ending. 
But for the most part, it’s done on the stage.

Say I am taping a special for FX or HBO or Comedy 
Central. I’ll tape the entire show, and then I send it to my 
assistant to transcribe, and I’ll work on it as a whole. You’ll 
have an hour of material that you want to craft fully and 
make into a one-hour special. To me, taping is the only way 
I remember the exact way I say something.

How can your assistant transcribe now that she’s had the baby?

It’s a different assistant. Transcribing an hour of comedy 
takes eight hours. It’s so miserable, she would have quit a 
long time before this baby. 

How do you take the transcription and build it into the hour set?

You have been building up to that hour for about a year and 
a half or so. The jokes are pretty much where they are going 
to be. I will go through the transcript for weak punch lines, 
because there are always a couple that I think could be bet-
ter. I pinpoint those and start working on better punch 
lines. A lot of them are stories, so they have punch lines 
throughout them. You want that big ending thing. So I will 
go through for that. I’ll also go through to make sure the 
order makes sense and that the audience has a little break in 
the middle, because I am a fast delivering comic. In the 
middle, you want a slight dip so they can get their breath a 
little bit. I’ll do something that is a little more low-key and 

then build up again. Then I will work on punching up the 
ending to make sure there is a real payoff at the end. And 
honestly, the hardest part of any special is coming up with 
the beginning, the ending and the title. The beginning is 
like, “Oh my God, what do I say as the first thing? Oh man, 
what do I say?” It obviously ends up working out but for me, 
but that is one of the toughest things to come up with. It’s 
just trial and error.

Do you do trial and error at home in front of the mirror?

Nah, that is amateur stuff. You have to be onstage. I don’t 
know any comic who has practiced on anything on home. 
I do know a lot of them go to clubs and try to work things 
out. I play theaters, and my audiences are so accustomed 
to what I do. They get my rhythm, so I test things on them 
and if they like it, I’m like, “OK, that stays or that has to be 
funnier or they told me the truth by their reaction.’’ You 
just listen to the audience. And again, I can’t stress enough, 
and I’ve said this to other comics, if you think the subject 
and your take on it is funny, it is going to be funny. It 
might take a few months to develop the joke, but there is 
no way you think it is funny and have a comedic mind and 
everyone else is going to look at you and go, “What are you 
talking about?” It just takes a few months to get it right.

You are comfortable doing that in front of an audience? What 

does the audience think?

Oh, they love it, because they feel in on the process. I am 
writing this play, and people love coming to readings of the 
play. They give feedback, and then they are in on the process. 

What is important to you when you are revising?

I have a rhythm that I like, so when it sounds like it is not 
my cadence, it doesn’t really work. If a joke comes out that 
sounds different from the way I usually speak onstage, I try 
to reword it so it comes out more naturally as me and does 
not sound as written. When you sound writerly, the audi-
ence doesn’t like it as much. They are not paying to hear you 
read your book out loud. They are paying to hear you say it 
– quote unquote – for the first time. That is what I look for: 
Does it sound like I’m just thinking of it? Some of my 
insults that I do with the audience I have said for 10 years, 
and they always think I just thought of it today. I’m like, 
“Yeah, right.”
 
I watched videos of you, and the audience seems to think it’s 

all fresh and brand new.

Exactly. You have to make it look as if it is just like you talk. 
In real life, I don’t talk like that. Even at a party or dinner, I 
am just normal and quiet, not like the big shot comic mak-
ing jokes all the time. But with that onstage persona, you 
want to make it sound like that is how you are in real life.
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Has your process changed over the years?

I think it is just basically more of the same. I always did the 
taping, listening and revising. You know how many billions 
of times you’ve heard that writing is rewriting. It is the exact 
same process but quicker over the years. It may have taken 
10 shows to get something up and running, but now it takes 
fewer shows to get a joke in its top form. And I am more 
confident. I was doing open mics when I first started, and I 
was so scared I’d be pacing in the kitchen thinking, “What if 
the audience hates me?” Now it’s like, they are not going to 
hate me. They paid whatever the ticket price is to see me. I 
just have no fear.

I read that when you first started, some guy yelled out, “Bring 

back the fat chick!” when another comic was bombing after 

your set.

That is sort of how I started as an insult comic. When I was 
offstage, a guy yelled that. I guess he liked me but didn’t like 
the guy who was on. I was so 
embarrassed. Even though he liked 
me, all I heard was the fat part. I 
went home that night and sat at a 
table in my mother’s den, and I 
wrote these very amateurish come-
backs. It made me feel like a Boy 
Scout. I would always be prepared. 
And every time you are prepared, 
you don’t need it. Like every time 
you bring a Band-Aid in your purse, 
you don’t cut anything. The second 
you are not prepared, you need the 
Band-Aid. Because I had those 
comebacks, I didn’t get heckled 
much, but I always had them to pull 
out just in case. That night sort of changed my whole comic 
focus, which was really a blessing. 

When you mold jokes onstage, does anything ever go wrong?

There was the time the whole Paris shooting thing hap-
pened, but I didn’t know because I hadn’t turned on the TV.  
I made fun of France that night, and nobody laughed. They 
always laugh when I make fun of France.  Everybody hates 
French people. I suffered for 24 hours, and then I heard 
when I got home from the gig that there was a shooting in 
Paris. So I rewrote a whole bit about being uninformed and 
that the real victim of that shooting was me because the joke 
didn’t work, and I tortured myself. Anything that happens to 
me that has a little kernel that can be funny, I just throw it 
in. It can’t hurt.

You have made jokes about race that others could never get 

away with. Have you ever written a joke that went too far? 

No. I think I know my gauge. There are a couple of words 
that always bothered me that I would never say. They just 

seemed too incendiary. But I don’t think I have ever written 
a joke that I thought was too insane to say. I don’t do racial 
or sexual stuff as much anymore because I’m telling more 
stuff about my life, but I love shocking people. I think it is 
hilarious. It tickles me. I only back off, say, if I am making 
fun of somebody in the audience and they look a little bit 
uncomfortable. 

During celebrity roasts, you want the subject to be uncomfort-

able. Is the process different?

Roasts are 100 percent different. The roasts are like a 
month of huge pressure. You have a writing team. You pin-
point the subjects you are going to write about. Say it’s 
[Donald] Trump. We are going to write about his many 
wives, his hair, his kids, his buildings, his bankruptcy. We’ll 
find all the areas. I’ll also research a bunch of areas that 
aren’t as well known, so if I go later in the evening and peo-
ple have already covered his hair, I won’t talk about it 

because it ends up to be repetitive.
We will all submit our ideas, then 

once we have our ideas, we will pick 
the A-level jokes. We’ll put together a 
script. I’ll write the whole script in the 
order in my cadence. I’ll write my seg-
ues. I’ll write my beginning and end-
ing, and then we’ll all punch it up 
together. It is a hell of a process. It is 
hard, but it ends up that you have 
fond memories of that brainstorming. 
It’s like childbirth. You don’t remem-
ber how hellish it is, but you have fond 
memories of the product that came 
out. I am assuming that is how child-
birth is.

You said Trump put up more pointless hotels than an autistic 

kid playing Monopoly. Did you get any pushback?

I love that joke. I remember a few tweets, but I didn’t care, 
because I know that I have great sympathy and empathy 
for people with special needs kids or handicapped kids or 
adults. It is called a joke. I am not a senator. Don’t start 
with me.

Are you going to talk about Trump during the election pro-

cess?

Probably not, because I never really talk about politics. It is 
not something I am interested in, but I’m sure there will be a 
little observation on my part. He cracks me up. I know him 
a little from Celebrity Apprentice, and I have to throw in a 
few jokes here and there. I really hope he becomes president 
because at least I’ll be able to get in touch with the president.

Have you ever met a president?

Oh, God no. Nobody in any kind of controversial position 

“Anything that 
happens to me that 

has a little kernel that     
can be funny, I just  

throw it in. It 
can’t hurt.”



 

wants to meet me. I don’t think I’m an asset 
to them.

Tell me about your play, Fat Girls, Interrupted. How is the 

process different? 

It evolved from a one-person show I was 
going to do. I had written the show with 
Alan Zweibel. He wrote for Saturday Night Live 
originally. He wrote Billy Crystal’s show 700 Sundays 
for Broadway. We wrote a one-person show about me, 
regarding my relationship with food and men and comedy. 
Then my dad got sick, and I was like, “This show does not 
really do for me what I want it to do.” If I am going to go 
out there with a play, I want it to be a service-oriented 
play, meaning that you can see yourself in it, that it can 
help you. So I took the self-centered part out of it, and I 
made it into a play with four women talking about food, 
weight, body image and those kinds of struggles. I made it 
funny, but also emotionally viable.

How is the process different when you are turning a one-per-

son show into a play with four different voices?

I had to interview a whole bunch of women about their dif-
ferent food issues. I am the compulsive dieter and compul-
sive eater, so we had that covered. I said, “What other 
women would come to see this and see themselves in it and 
be able to see they are not alone?” Anorexia and bulimia are 
big things. I also wanted to put in a character who is skinny 
and can’t gain weight, because it is a huge problem for 
women who feel shame about it. And then, as a beacon of 
hope, I put in this girl based on an author friend of mine 
who is a big girl who is actually confident and likes herself. 
It’s so rare. By interviewing a bunch of women and talking 
to people with these different problems, I was able to cobble 
together these four characters and just sit down at the com-
puter and write their histories. 

You did the backstory first?

Yes. I sort of made up a lot about Stacy, the character who 
likes herself. Then I also interviewed the girl who is Stacy 
and some of that went in. It was the opposite of what it is for 
stand-up, because everything started with the computer. 
Now, it is at the stage of happening live. I hear the reading 
out loud, and I go, “This is what I have to change.” It is a 
cool process. I like it. 

It is the opposite of comedy writing.

It is a different muscle. It is so much fun. I can make up 
anything about this broad. I was having trouble with her 
because she seems not as well-rounded as the other 
women because she is actually from a real person. For 
some reason, I wasn’t getting those details in there. And I 
had a brainstorm over the weekend, like, “Oh my God, I 
know what I need to add.” I got so happy I just pulled out 

the computer on the plane, which I never do. So it is the 
opposite of the comedy writing. It is a good muscle to start 
getting used to using.

 
You said you wanted to start writing a service-oriented play 

when your dad passed away two years ago. I’m sorry for your 

loss. It sounds like it has fed your work. How did that shift 

change your craft? 

It is just as an intangible openness that you have to people. 
And vulnerability. They wouldn’t even notice it, but they 
just sense something is different and more open about you. 
Ever since my dad died, I started getting standing ovations 
again. I don’t know if it is just a coincidence, but I don’t 
believe in coincidences. I think there is something going on 
there. It feels so much better now to not be looking to them 
to fulfill me, but them looking at me to give them some-
thing in return. 

I think it all worked together. When I adopted my dog, it 
sort of cracked me open, and the weight loss cracked me 
open a little bit more. And my dad’s passing, which was so 
honorable, that opened me even more. It sort of all fell into 
place. A year from now, I might be super emotional onstage, 
who knows? I just go with it. I don’t fear anything. 

When you are writing, do you think of the audience at all?

Only when it comes to economy of words. A comedy coach 
I had when I first started said, “The audience is paying for 
punch lines, not for prose.” Oh my God, I loved that. Get to 
the point. It doesn’t mean don’t tell stories, but have a few 
punch lines thrown in there. So the only time I really think 
of the audience is going, “Get to the point,” make sure they 
know you care enough about them to make them laugh and 
that you are not getting therapy up there. This isn’t about 
you getting therapy. It is about you giving them something. 
That is the only time I really think of them. Give them what 
they paid for, which is to laugh. 

Patti Hartigan is a contributing editor at Boston Magazine. She was a 

longtime staff reporter at The Boston Globe, where she covered theater 

and the arts.

“Get to the point. It doesn’t mean 
don’t tell stories, but have a few 
punch lines thrown in there.”



      

Middle grade author 
Gitty Daneshvari 
taps into humor 
to explore the 
anxieties, fear, 
fun and pressures 
of growing up. 

BY ALICIA ANSTEAD



 

ou probably knew someone like Gitty 
Daneshvari in elementary school, some-
one who was quirky and awkward, not 
particularly athletic or academic, but 
who found a way to laugh at even the 
silliest of kid stuff. When Daneshvari and 
I met last fall at the Miami Book Fair, I 
could tell immediately what she must 
have been like as a girl. She’s expres-
sive, moves with confi dence, has a big 
voice and presents a winning and willing 
cheerfulness. “I grew up in the ‘80s in the 

height of the Care Bears phenomenon,” she said. “Every-
one in my class had names given by the most popular 
girl like Shiny Hair Bear and Smiley Bear. My name was 
Weird Bear. When you’re a little weird, you have to have 
a sense of humor. If you don’t have a sense of humor, 
it’s really hard to weather those moments.” But weather 
them she did. In fact, she took the world by storm with 
her popular middle grade School of Fear fi ction series, 
which she followed with another series, The League of 
Unexceptional Children. Daneshvari grew up near Los 
Angeles and started her career in the fi lm industry. But 
her stories spotlight the weird kids in the room rather 
than the superstars. She is also very funny in print. When 
I told her that the wry humor in the fi rst installment of 
Unexceptional Children reminded me of Woody Allen if he 
had written for children, she laughed. “That’s the high-
est compliment you could pay me,” she said. The second 
book –The League of Unexceptional Children: Get 
Smart-ish – is due out in the fall. What follows is an ed-
ited and condensed version of our conversation. 

How do you build humor?

The first thing I do is to create characters who have a unique 
voice; I can see who they are in my head. And then the 
humor comes naturally through them. I think life is amazing, 
but life without humor is very difficult. My characters in 
School of Fear or Unexceptional Children are faced with chal-
lenges. Humor is so important to weathering the challenges. 
A lot of The League of Unexceptional Children comes from 
the situations in the plot, but to have situational humor 
endure throughout a novel, it has to come from the charac-
ters. And the readers have to be invested in those characters 
well enough to say, “That’s so Jonathan,” or “That’s so Shel-
ley.” Otherwise, it’s like reading jokes for a comic you’ve 

never met. Humor is very subjective, so there are times when 
you think something is funny, and your editor says: Let’s cut 
this. I always entertain the possibility that a joke isn’t as 
funny as I think it is. Sometimes I want to cut it, and the edi-
tor says it’s really working. At the end of the day, I always go 
with my gut. At the end, all I have is what I think is funny. 

How do you know when something is funny? 

I read it out loud. Reading out loud is probably one of my top 
two writing tips. When you read something out loud, you’re 
able to hear it as much as you can from an objective point of 
view. And also, by the way, there are jokes in this book that 
are not all that funny. I could not find the best version. I 
don’t have unlimited time, so I don’t always find the best ver-
sion of every joke but I try really hard. In my gut, I can feel it. 
Writing humor is a craft you hone as you go. It’s much easier 
for me today than it was for the first School of Fear book. 

Do you come from funny people, or have you always had a 

sense of humor yourself? 

I’ve always had a sense of humor. My parents are funny, but 
they aren’t stand-up comedians. They are certainly indulgent 
in terms of letting people find their own voice. They allowed 
me as a child to be off the cuff, to ramble and to be socially 
inappropriate at dinners especially more than the average 
parent would have. 

What a gift.

They were not into putting constraints on me or my slightly 
odd personality. 

When did you know you were a writer? 

The first story I wrote I was 9. I wrote on a typewriter. My 
sister read it and said: “This is terrible.” Then I started again 
at 18. And from 18 to 22, I would write short  stories in a 
notebook by hand. No one had ever said to me that they rec-
ognize my “talent.” It was more about the fact that I really 
liked doing it. It was something I was drawn to, and I was 
honing my craft and my ability through reading and writing 
and re-writing the stories multiple times. By the time I grad-
uated from university, a few professors had said something to 
me. But even so I did not think I was going to make a living 
as a writer. So I went home, back to L.A. and got a job in the 
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film industry. I didn’t think I could 
get a job in L.A. as a writer, but I 
continued to write the stories. I was 
26 or 27 when I decided I wanted to 
do something I really enjoyed. At 
that time, I wasn’t making much 
money, and I had only two cats to 
support. I thought: This is the 
moment. I decided to jump off and 
do it. My first book was a phenom-
enal failure. And that’s OK. I know 
this sounds very cheesy, but failure is a step on the path to 
success. As a writer you also have to accept that there will be 
stories and version of stories you create and look back on 
and say: That’s exactly what I want that to be. Or: That’s the 
best I could do at that moment. And that’s how I feel about 
my first book. 

You’re very successful now. How has success affected 

your craft?

I want to say I write every single day. But I’m sporadic. I got 
through times when I am like a banker – sitting down at 9 
a.m., taking a lunch break and it’s amazing. And I think to 
myself: I have finally figured out how to write properly and 
not be behind on deadlines. I am so proud of myself. Then, 
somehow the moment I congratulate myself, I fall off a cliff 
and am writing an hour here, or I’ll have lunch first, and 
then it’s this process where I will be behind and I will work 
at night. What I have found is the more structured you make 
your day, the better the process is. It’s not to say that the 
work itself is better. It’s that the process is a more enjoyable 
process. I just had a child, and it’s the first time in my life 
that I don’t have the option to do an all-nighter. 

Writing isn’t always about being at your desk. 

Exactly. I’ll be engaged with my process, which can be out-
lining, rereading, reading other books, research and so many 
other things in an eight-hour day. Kids ask me about this 
and I say: Guys, there’s not enough Red Bull in the world. 

You said sometimes the humor doesn’t hit the top 10. Is 

that OK? 

If I’m honest? No, it’s never OK. I try everything I can to get 
it on that last pass in the last moment. People beat them-
selves up too much, but I also think you can be too lax. This 
is an incredible gift I’ve been given, to be able to write for a 
living, and I certainly don’t want to in any way ever phone it 
in. I try to as hard as I can to get every line to a place where I 
feel good about it. But inevitably when I go back a month 
later, six months later, I’ll find a line of dialogue or an awk-
ward transition. But at that point when they’ve told you it’s 
about to be printed no more changes, there’s a certain 
amount of acceptance because you can’t keep thinking about 
books in the past. You have to keep going. 

And you’re on that trajectory 

with this series. The path is laid 

out for you. 

Yes. I’m finishing book two in the 
series. It’s a lot of fun to do a series, 
but, especially with middle grade 
series, your audience ages out really 
quick. So you have to hit right 
away. When book one was done, I 
had to keep going. 

Is there more responsibility in writing a middle grade novel 

than an adult novel?

No, for me the responsibility is the same. You have to cre-
ate whatever your truth is. The world should be filled with 
books that some people are offended by and some people 
aren’t. I hate the idea of having a completely sanitized 
press where no one is offended by anything. The responsi-
bility is to create whatever truth you have in a story. People 
talk about trends in publishing in middle grade novels or 
in YA novels, but I think the responsibility is to yourself. 
Are you just following a trend because you want to sell 
something? Or do you really feel you have that story to 

“This is an incredible 
gift I’ve been given, to 
be able to write for a 
living, and I certainly 
don’t want to in any 

way ever phone it in.”

✮ AN EXCERPT FROM

The League of 
Unexceptional Children
Ordinary. Normal. Aver-
age. Unexceptional.

Awful words: the 
whole lot of them. Why, 
just saying them can 
turn a mouth sour! An 
exaggeration? Absolute-
ly not. To be an ordi-
nary, normal, average, 
unexceptional child in 
a world that celebrates 
fi rst place, the best, top 
of the class, and so on 
is tantamount to being 
invisible. It’s the human 
equivalent of wallpa-
per, someone who just 
blends into the back-
ground. So who would 
have ever imagined that 
two ordinary, normal, 
average, and highly 
unexceptional children 
would be tasked with 

saving the country after 
the greatest security 
breach in history?

OCTOBER 14, 7:45 A.M. 
MCLEAN, VIRGINIA 

“There is no way a 
trained seal could do 
my job!” Arthur Pel-
ton huffed at his wife, 
Franny, while fastening 
the shiny brass buckles 
on his uniform. A size 
too mall, the navy-blue 
suit covered Arthur’s 
meatball-esque fi gure 
so tightly that it cut off 
a signifi cant amount of 
oxygen to his extremi-
ties, leaving his face, 
hands, and feet perpetu-
ally pink and puffy. “A 
trained orangutan or a 
monkey, maybe. But a 



 

tell? It’s not easy because we all want to make a living, and 
we don’t want to have a second job. I always say if you are 
offended by the subject matter in my book or someone 
else’s book, you do not have to buy it. 

Books are so powerful. In your book, you tap into so many 

anxieties such as kidnapping and national threats. 

But also the fear that your child is not going to be the 
superstar, not going to be exceptional in a world of tiger-
mom parenting. 

You’re dealing with a lot of anxieties. 

Love anxieties! I’m a big fan of anxieties. That’s what School 
of Fear was all about. My childhood anxieties inspired that. 
It’s the same for this book. There is too much pressure put 
on children to have a talent, have a gift before they hit the 
double digits. And there’s a sense among parents that if 
their kid isn’t exceptional it’s a failure on their part. Tiger 
mom is obviously an extreme example, but even in the 
middle, there is incredible pressure on kids. I’m all for ask-
ing children to do the best they can do and nurturing tal-
ents, but we also have to give them space to be curious and 
try different things. 

I like that the humor around these issue comes in several 

levels in your book – some that seems to be for adults, some 

for children.

Yes, I think it’s also nice to have something that works on 
two levels. But some kids are a bit more advanced in terms of 
understanding a joke. They get it, too, or they get it later. 

What’s your best tip for writers? 

When it comes to the craft, I read all of my drafts out loud 
and when I do that, I try as hard as I can to turn that inner 
critic off, turn off that voice that says: Oh, are you sure you’re 
really a writer? The process of writing is that you have an 
amazing world in your head and when you go to put it on 
the page, it never translates smoothly. It’s always a frustrat-
ing, difficult process that requires seven or eight full drafts. 
You have to turn off that inner critic. And then you turn it 
back on when you need that eye. At the beginning, all it does 
is slow you down. You have to get it on the page. Once you 
have it on the page, you have something to work with. Even 
the most confident writer has an inner critic that sometimes 
can be chirping. You need to silence it. 

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

seal? Never!” Arthur con-
tinued as he furrowed his 
brow with frustration.

“You sit on a stool and 
point at a sign all day. I’m 
pretty sure a seal could 
do that,” Franny replied, 
stifl ing a yawn.

“Seals have fl ippers, 
not fi ngers. They couldn’t 
point even if they wanted 
to. And believe me, they 
don’t want to!” Arthur 
shouted as he stormed 
out the front door.

Whether from anger 
or the physical exertion of 
slamming the door, Arthur 
had to pause on the front 
stoop to wipe his perspir-
ing brow. His stubby little 
fi ngers scooped the sweat 
from his forehead and 
smoothed it across his 
thinning salt-and-pepper 
locks. Not that he was 
thinking about his thin-
ning hair or propensity for 

perspiration. Arthur was 
still stuck on seals. How 
did he know seals didn’t 
want to point? Maybe 
they did. And now that he 
thought of it, they could 
motion toward the sign, 
which was kind of like 
pointing. Franny was right. 
A seal could do his job.

Arthur’s face dropped; 
his jowls  sagged and 
his eyes closed. Total 
devastation. But then a 
smile slowly emerged as 
he reviewed the basics 
of his job. He worked 
the guard booth at an 
out-of-use delivery gate. 
But he didn’t just point at 
the sign in the window, 
which stated that the 
gate was “no longer in 
service,” any time a car 
or person approached. He 
also sat on a stool. How 
would the seal get onto 
the stool? Seals can’t 

climb. They don’t even 
have legs!

Arthur was not an in-
telligent man. Reading the 
ingredients on a box of 
crackers exhausted him. 
Counting was an activity 
that still required the use 
of his fi ngers. Needless to 
say, it was nothing short 
of a miracle that Arthur 
had a job. And not just 
any job, but a job protect-
ing the president of the 

United States of America. 
Or so he claimed. In 
reality a cavalry of highly 
trained Secret Service 
agents protected the pres-
ident, and Arthur manned 
a defunct delivery gate 
located on the west side 
of the White House.

Excerpt reprinted with permis-
sion from Gitty Daneshvari © 
2015, Little, Brown Books for 
Young Readers.
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A  V E T E R A N  C O M E D Y  W R I T E R  F O R  T H E  S T A R S  S A Y S 
J O K E S  A R E N ’ T  M A G I C .  T H E Y ’ R E  H A R D  W O R K .   
BY ALICIA  ANSTEAD

Gene Perret (center) has 
written for Bob Hope (in 
white sweater) and for 
Phyllis Diller (above right). 



 

ene Perret learned everything 
he knows about comedy by writ-
ing for Bob Hope, Phyllis Diller, 
Carol Burnett and many others. 
He started working in TV in 
1968, and has credits on some of 
the best comedy shows of all 
time: Laugh-In, The Carol Bur-
nett Show, All in the Family, 
Three’s Company and Welcome 
Back, Kotter. And he must be 
funny because he has three 
Emmys and one Writer’s Guild 
Award. He has also written more 
than 40 books, including The 
Ten Commandments of Comedy, 
in which he posits that humor 
isn’t magic. It’s skill and logic. We 
asked him to tell us more about 
the craft of comedy writing. 

How do know what’s funny on 

the page? 

You really don’t. Comedy writ-
ers depend on a sense of humor 
and experience to determine 
what’s funny. But basically we’re 
only guessing. Many times a 
joke that you love is rejected by 
the client or the rest of the writ-
ing staff. Writers must go with 
their instincts, but ultimately it’s 
the audience that determines 
what’s funny.

When you write something 

funny, what role does revision 

play? 

Comedy writers are incurable 
rewriters. As soon as they hear 
a line, they begin to “improve” 
it. The feeling is that the joke 
should be as effective as possi-
ble, and all lines can be 
improved. The original may be 
the funniest version, but we 
always try to make it funnier. If 
we succeed, it is funnier; if we 
don’t, it’s still a pretty good line.

How do you create vivid 

images? 
When people hear a joke, they 

often picture it in their minds. 
The more vivid the picture, the 
more impact the joke can 
have. As an example, Bob 
Hope used to kid about play-
ing golf with Jerry Ford who 
was well known for hitting 
people on the course. He said, 
“You don’t have to keep score 
when you play with Ford. You 
just look back along the fair-
way and count the wounded.”  
Almost everyone that hears 
that joke can see people scat-
tered along a golf fairway. If 
you can plant a picture within 
your joke, do it.

How did you learn to be funny? 

Just as youngsters learn to play 
sports by watching their idols, 
comedians and writers learn to 
be funny by imitating their 
idols. Bob Hope admits that he 
copied the style of vaudevillian 
Frank Fay. Woody Allen has 
stated that he used the screen 
persona of Bob Hope in his 
films. Johnny Carson was remi-
niscent of Jack Benny and 
proud of it. I always enjoyed 
comedy, so I began being 
funny. It was practically 
unavoidable.

What were the elements of the 

funniest bit you wrote for The 
Carol Burnett Show? 

One sketch that was tremen-
dous fun to write was called 
“The Hollow Hero,” in which 
Carol Burnett played the queen 

of some imaginary country, 
and Tim Conway was being 
given an award for heroism. 
The basic idea was that Tim 
didn’t want the award – he 
insisted on a pony. It was fun to 
write and consequently, it was 
funny onscreen.

Who’s the funniest person you 

know, and why? 

I would have to say Bob Hope. 
I admired his comedy as a 
youngster and was privileged to 
work with him as a writer. He 
worked hard at his craft and 
demanded near perfection 
from himself. He wanted 
laughs. He also demanded 
quality work, which brought 
out the best in those of us who 
worked for him.  

What inspires your humor? 

The love of laughter and the 
satisfaction one gets from 
hearing people laugh and 
applaud. I also enjoy the chal-
lenge of finding a way to turn 
ordinary incidents and state-
ments into jokes.

Referencing your “ten com-

mandments”: What is the 

greatest of these? 

Surprise is the most important 
element of comedy. Basically, if 
there is no surprise, there is no 
humor. 

Alicia Anstead is editor-in-chief of 

The Writer magazine. 

G
“Just as 

youngsters 
learn to play 

sports by 
watching 

their idols, 
comedians 

and writers 
learn to be 

funny by  
imitating 

their idols.”
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IF  
YOU    

BUILD    
IT

FIVE WRITERS SHARE PROCESSES FOR DEVELOPING FRAME-
WORKS THAT ALLOW STORIES TO STAND ON THEIR OWN. 



 

AS A NOVELIST, 
you must handle elemental 

fictional elements – charac-

ter, plot and setting – with 

artistry and polish. Your 

prose style must be engag-

ing, your scenes energizing, 

your writing vivid. None of 

that can work without struc-

ture, however. Peter 

Behrens, author of Carry Me, 

puts it this way: “Be aware 

that novels tend to be com-

posed of, first, scenes, and, 

second, summary. The point 

is to try to find the balance.” 

Balance must be achieved 

at all levels of your work, 

with crucially placed drama 

points that provide emphasis 

and effective pacing. 

Let’s begin with overall 

structure: the skeletal frame-

work of a novel. 

The five-stage story

You might choose the clas-
sic five-stage plot struc-
ture: exposition, rising 
action, climax,  falling 
action and resolution. You 
might also choose the 

three-act structure – setup, confronta-
tion, resolution – familiar to screen-
writers. Both structures can be rigid, 
although novelistic structure can also 
be loose as long as it includes some 
sort of beginning, middle and end. 
What is drama without these three 
fundamentals, as Aristotle makes 
abundantly clear in his Poetics? Where 
is the story? 

“I suspect that for the most part, I 
fall into the traditional five-stage plot 
structure intuitively, and that’s likely 
due to my exposure to the predomi-
nant plot structure in the Western lit-
erary tradition,” says Julie Iromuanya, 
author of Mr. and Mrs. Doctor. Depar-
tures from this traditional structure 
are always risky, she adds. Margaret 
Verble, author of Maud’s Line, says 
that the five-stage story structure 
remains “the best structure on which 
to hang a tale.” Only seasoned writers, 
she says, should consider experiment-
ing with “funky structures.” Beginning 
writers should avoid them.    

However tried and true the five-
stage plot structure, authors find rea-
sons to make slight departures from 
it. In his debut novel The Sympa-
thizer, Viet Thanh Nguyen deviates 
in a minimal but important way. “I 
was aware of the five-stage plot struc-
ture, partially through long exposure 
to it as a student and partially 
because I wanted my novel to work 
as genre fiction in addition to being 
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literary fiction,” he says. Yet Nguyen deviates from tradi-
tional when a mid-novel interlude veers off the “explicit nar-
rative of a spy caught in history.” Here, Nguyen’s spy becomes 
a film consultant on an epic Vietnam War movie shot in the 
Philippines. “Perhaps this was a digression from the five-
stage plot,” he says, “but I couldn’t help myself. This was my 
revenge on Hollywood’s Vietnam War, and I was going to 
take it.” Although this interlude breaks with the “straightfor-
ward action” typical of the five-stage story, it serves to 
enhance this traditional structure. “The climax and denoue-
ment of the section in the Philippines, halfway through the 
novel, foreshadows the climax and denouement of the entire 
novel toward the end,” says Nguyen. The interlude under-
scores Nguyen’s final authority in the structure department. 
In the end, the author has to be true to his creativity. 

When drafting a novel, Behrens never thinks in structural 
terms. He doesn’t fixate on plot. Instead, he follows charac-
ters, sometimes having “a vague sense of the place where the 
characters end up – their moral, mental, emotional, tactile 

and sensual surroundings at 
the end of the story.” For him, 
writing a novel is “trying to 
learn more about that place 
and figuring out how [charac-
ters] got to that place from 
where they started.” The first 
draft goes fast. In the revision 
stage, Behrens turns a critical 
eye to structure. “When I see 
the thing as a whole for the 
first time and know the story,” 
says Behrens, “I go back to 

➻AN EXCERPT FROM CARRY ME  by Peter Behrens
This will become the story of a young woman, 

Karin Weinbrenner. Her story is not mine, but 

sometimes her story feels like the armature my 

life has wound itself around. I am telling it, so 

this story is also about me.

I was born 27 May 1909 on the Isle of 

Wight, in a house, Sanssouci, named after 

Frederick the Great’s summer palace at Pots-

dam. I was baptized Hermann Lange but for 

most of my life have been called Billy.

Sanssouci still sits on a cliff overlooking 

the English Channel, which on a fair day 

spreads out below like blue butter. The house 

is now a small, expensive “boutique” hotel 

and no longer called Sanssouci. The manage-

ment offers weekend-getaway packages for 

anxious Londoners who desire sea views, the 

scent of roses, and shadowy island lanes drip-

ping with fuchsia.

Before the First World War the house 

belonged to Karin’s father, Baron 

Hermann von Weinbrenner. He 

was a chemist and colorist and 

very rich: half the cotton shirts in 

the world were dyed with aniline 

colors he’d created. The kaiser had 

first given Weinbrenner his von, 
then raised him to the lowest rank 

of nobility after he married Karin’s 

mother, daughter of an Irish peer.

Baron Hermann von Weinbrenner was the 

second Jewish member of the Royal Yacht 

Squadron at Cowes, on the Isle of Wight—Lord 

Rothschild was the first. Weinbrenner kept a 

pair of very fast gaff-rigged schooners, Herm-

ione and Hermione II, and my father, Heinrich 

“Buck” Lange, was his racing skipper and 

trusted friend. Which is why my parents were 

living at Sanssouci and why I was born there.

Birthplaces, nationality—such details have 

consequences in this story.

My grandfather—also Heinrich 

Lange, but known in the family as 

Captain Jack—was a professional 

sea captain out of Hamburg. The 

Lange family had been traders and 

merchants (mostly in the Baltic) for 

a couple of hundred years before 

Captain Jack persuaded a syndicate 

of uncles and cousins to speculate 

in the California grain trade. Which meant 

purchasing San Joaquin Valley wheat at Port 

Costa, on San Francisco Bay, and transport-

ing the cargo to Europe aboard their own 

three-masted bark, Lilith, to sell on the 

Hamburg exchange.

     Risky business.

Excerpt reprinted with permission from 
Peter Behrens © 2016, Pantheon. 

➻EXCERPT FROM THE SYMPATHIZER  
by Viet Thanh Nguyen
I am a spy, a sleeper, a spook, a man of two faces. Perhaps not surpris-

ingly, I am also a man of two minds. I am not some misunderstood 

mutant from a comic book or a horror movie, although some have 

treated me as such. I am simply able to see any issue from both sides. 

Sometimes I flatter myself that this is a talent, and although it is admit-

tedly one of a minor nature, it is perhaps also the sole talent I possess. 

At other times, when I reflect on how I cannot help but observe the 

world in such a fashion, I wonder if what I have should even be called 

talent. After all, a talent is something you use, not something that uses 

you. The talent you cannot not use, the talent that possesses you—that 

is a hazard, I must confess. But in the month when this confession 

begins, my way of seeing the world still seemed more of a virtue than a 

danger, which is how some dangers first appear.

The month in question was April, the cruelest month. It was the 

month in which a war that had run on for a very long time would lose 

its limbs, as is the way of wars. It was a month that meant everything 

to all the people in our small part of the world and nothing to most 

people in the rest of the world. It was a month that was both an end 

of a war and the beginning of . . . well, “peace” is not the right word, 

is it, my dear Commandant? It was a month when I awaited the end 

behind the walls of a villa where I had lived for the previous five years, 

the villa’s walls glittering with broken brown glass and crowned with 

rusted barbed wire. I had my own room at the villa, much like I have 

my own room in your camp, Commandant. Of course, the proper term 

for my room is an “isolation cell,” and instead 

of a housekeeper who comes to clean every 

day, you have provided me with a baby-faced 

guard who does not clean at all. But I am not 

complaining. Privacy, not cleanliness, is my 

only prerequisite for writing this confession.

Excerpt reprinted with permission 
from Viet Thanh Nguyen © 2015, 
Grove Press.

“Be aware that  
novels tend to be 
composed of, first, 
scenes and, sec-
ond, summary. The 
point is to try to 
find the balance.”

– Peter Behrens



 

the storytelling and try to establish a structure that will 
keep the story moving at the right pace, engage the 
reader and get to where I want to go.”  He learned about 
story structure from his screenwriting background and in 
post-production editing. “There are a zillion ways to cut 
a story up and assemble it,” he says. “The movie is made 
in the editing room.” Behrens speculates that the struc-
ture of Carry Me emerged when he “started scissoring it 
apart and reassembling it.”  

Bernice L. McFadden, author of Sugar and eight other 
novels, also doesn’t focus on structure in a first draft. For 
her, it’s best to let the story unfold instead of working 
with a linear approach. Often she writes the ending 
before the beginning. “If the rising action comes early 
on,” says McFadden, “I write it down and build the expo-
sition around it.” When she reads drafts, McFadden is 
confident that “the structure will unquestionably reveal 
itself.” Usually, it’s not the standard five-stage plot – more 
like “piecing a puzzle together,” she says – but it does 
include a beginning, middle and end.  

Key structural elements 

Outside of traditional plot 
structures, character 
development also affects 
structure. If you’re writ-
ing a character-driven 
versus a plot-driven 

story, your characters must be “multi-
layered, much like an onion,” says 
McFadden, or “round,” as E. M. For-
ster says in Aspects of the Novel. 

“How  and when you choose to 
peel back a layer to reveal another 
quality or trait of said character is 
just as important to the story as ris-
ing action, falling action and climax,” 
says McFadden. You mustn’t unload 
a multi-faceted character in one fell 
swoop. Good character revelation is 
a matter of judicious timing – and 
that’s structure.  

A protagonist’s “active goal,” says 
Verble, will serve as a major organiz-
ing device for a novel. It is, she says, 
“the muscle of the story, the conflict between what the charac-
ter wants, or thinks she wants, and the obstacles, both external 
and internal, thrown in the way.” Verble holds that this crucial 
structural device should be evident “in clear language” early in 
the novel. By page three in Maud’s Line, the reader learns 
about the main character’s situation, what she wants and her 
need to be free from “meanness and violence.” This structural 
device, says Verble, keeps both writer and reader on track.  

The character arc is ultimately generated from the charac-

ter’s active goal, providing a thread 
from page one to the end. Because 
of the character’s experience, 
fleshed out in scenes, summary 
and expository sections, a protago-
nist comes to some sort of knowl-
edge, some recognition regarding 
self and world. This usually means 
a confrontation with self. “I’ve 
always believed that as a writer, it’s 

my job to force my characters to face the very things they fear 
the most in the space of the narrative,” Iromuanya says. “In the 
best writing, that ‘thing’ is themselves.” In real life, she points 
out, people may confront their true selves only a few times, 
but fiction offers other imaginative possibilities. For dramatic 
tension, says Iromuanya, this encounter with self is essential to 
character growth or change. In some cases, characters will be 
willing to face certain truths about themselves, and in other 
cases, they will shun these truths. As a novelist, Iromuanya 

➻AN EXCERPT FROM THE BOOK OF HARLAN  
by Bernice L. McFadden
October1952

Surrendering to the lullaby and 

goodnight of autumn, the flowers 

threw down their petals and wilted. 

The trees, as if ashamed, waited 

till night fell before dropping their 

golden leaves.

The fire department locked off the 

hydrants, barbecue grills were stored 

away, white shoes and purses moved 

to the shadowy corners of closets, 

children returned to school.

Labor Day was a month-old 

memory by the time the moving 

truck, followed by Sam, Emma, and 

Harlan (in their sun-yellow Chevrolet 

Fleetmaster), along with Lucille 

and her new husband Gomez Allen 

(in their powder-blue Ford De Luxe 

convertible coupe), pulled up to 17 

Fountain Avenue and wrecked the 

doleful quiet of the dying season.

Car doors opened, radios on, the 

shriek of violin strings that prefaced 

Nat King Cole’s velvet voice caught 

the warm autumn breeze and sailed 

across the street into Patsy Harris’s 

sitting room.

Patricia “Patsy” Harris, a 

thirty-year-old fading prom queen and 

reluctant mother of three, had few 

luxuries in her life. Listening to Queen 

for a Day was one of them.

Glued to the radio, Patsy swatted 

at her ears as if the music was a 

bothersome fly. During the commercial 

break she stood to close the window, 

but spotting the spectacle, she 

reached for the phone instead.

“Hello?” “Hey, Jill?”

“Patsy? Let me call you back after 

Queen for a Day  goes off.” “This is 

important.”

“Oh. The baby okay?”

“It’s not the baby. We just got some 

new neighbors.” “Oh?”

“Niggers.” “Oh!”An hour later, 

Patsy, bouncing her four-month-old on 

her shoulder, was still at the window, 

phone fixed to her ear, rattling off 

descriptions of the people, their cars, 

and their furniture.

“Um, wait a minute, Jill. A Newark 

Checker cab just pulled up.” “A cab, 

huh?”

“Another nigger.” “A passenger?” 

“No, the driver.”

John Smith leapt from the taxi, 

nodded at the moving men, strolled 

up the steps, and disappeared into 

the house.

“They unpack any watermelon?” 

Jill snickered from her house around 

the corner on Sweets Avenue.

“Not yet, but I expect to smell 

some fried chicken any second now.” 

Excerpt reprinted with permis-
sion from Bernice L. McFadden 
© 2016, Akashic Books. 

“How and when you choose to 
peel back a layer to reveal 
another quality or trait of 
said character is just as impor-
tant to the story as rising action, 
falling action and climax.” 

– Bernice L. McFadden
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believes it is her job to create the right circumstances at the 
right time for those who are willing to confront themselves 
and to chase "down characters who resist coming face to face 
with their truest reflection.” For her, it’s a matter of structuring 
the drama points just right for both kinds of characters. 

If matters of character become important structural 
issues, the handling of time, 
especially in novels that deal 
with historical events, is 
equally important. “I am 
usually trying to write stories 
that span a longish time – 
decades,” says Behrens, who 
has written two previous 
novels. For him, effective 
structure is critical in han-
dling historical contexts. 
Behrens doesn’t consider 
himself a historical novelist, 
but he does create social and 
psychological novels dealing 
with characters based on the 
past. He writes fiction to 

“investigate the various claims the dead generations seem to 
have upon me.” Structurally, Carry Me centers on key his-
torical events as Europe goes into its near-death spiral in 
between 1910 and 1938. Events in his work include the dec-
laration of war in 1914, Hitler’s speeches in 1927, the Irish 
Rising in 1916 and Kristallnacht in 1938. While historicity 
isn’t his main purpose, it provides the skeleton of his novel. 
He seeks an overall pattern that unifies his social-psycholog-
ical themes with related historical contexts.  
 
Additional structural patterns

S tructural features beyond those discussed here 
are also options in novels.   

The journey structure is a classic organizing 
device, often serving not only character and 
plot but also theme. This was a useful device in 
Behrens’ first novel, The Law of Dreams, which 

he calls “bare bones, simple and straightforward.” Except 
for a short prologue, this novel is narrated from the point 
of view of a young Irish boy from the hills of East Clare. 
The journey motif allows Behrens to follow the boy over 
the course of a year as he makes his way to America. For Beh-
rens, the journey structure worked because the story was 

about immigration and refugee flight.
Another approach is to use a circular 

structural element, as in Iromuanya’s Mr. and 
Mrs. Doctor in which an extravagant fur coat 
becomes not only symbolic but also crucial 
to advancing plot and character. Iromuanya 
builds on the metaphor of the fur coat as an 
organizing thematic pattern. 

A structural feature can work in one sec-
tion of the novel, if not the whole. In the pro-
logue to her novel Glorious, McFadden uses 
an if-then refrain throughout. “While this 
is typical of a song or poem, it is not often 
seen in novels,” she says. “I believe this tech-
nique was as  powerful and  impactful as 
an unforgettable opening sentence – except 
this wallop goes on for pages. The promise is 
made in those echoing lines and ultimately 
fulfilled at the close of the story.”  

Multiple points of view 

You may decide that your novel 
calls for more than one point-of-
view character, which is more 
complicated. The question 
becomes: Whose story is it? 
Once you do decide on point of 

view, the question of structure follows. How 
do you determine whether to divide the story 
into sections devoted to a specific character 

➻AN EXCERPT FROM MAUD’S LINE by Margaret Verble
Once that dam broke, Maud and Booker 

embarked on easy ways in the heat of 

summer days. At every opportunity, they 

took pleasure in each other’s crannies 

and nooks, smells and juices. Maud 

wanted Booker before sex, during, and 

also after, when he was soft and tender 

and she was melted into a puddle of 

love. She wanted him when they were 

together and apart, for 

those days and for days 

far away. And Booker, too, 

seemed as aroused by 

love as by sex. He talked 

with eagerness about how 

she had awakened him 

from a life half lived, and 

about a future together 

that included books, indoor 

plumbing, electricity and 

children. He also confessed how he’d 

felt hemmed in – not by his wife – but by 

his job, the community’s expectations for 

a teacher, and by his parents, who had 

gone to Bible-thumping and teetotaling 

as they’d aged. He liked having an Indian 

maiden. Inside, he had an untamed 

streak himself.

Maud thought Booker hadn’t yet 

figured out that Indian maidens weren’t 

exactly the lovely wildflowers they were 

made out to be in books. But she didn’t 

mind pretending. She felt that was 

best. She told Booker her father had 

gone to look for work in the Seminole 

oilfields. And she avoided the subject of 

the Mounts. And so did Booker, except 

for one conversation when he admitted 

he’d been shocked by the sheriff’s 

suspicions until he’d realized that he 

had more reason than anyone 

to know that the sheriff jumped 

to conclusions. He apologized 

to Maud, and she accepted 

his apology, remarking only, 

“Uncle Ryde’s right. Talley’s not 

bright.”

They used Mustard’s bed 

whenever Lovely was off 

sparking Gilda, even sometimes 

when he was around and just 

out in the barn. Once, they didn’t hear his 

footsteps until they hit the planks of the 

porch, and they had to jump up and hide 

behind the sheet. After Lovely found them 

there, whenever Booker was visiting, he 

started whistling whenever he came back 

to the house from the barn.

Excerpt reprinted with permission 
from Margaret Verble © 2015, 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.

“[A protagonist’s] 
active goal [serves 
as] the muscle of the 
story, the conflict 
between what the 
character wants, or 
thinks she wants, 
and the obstacles, 
both external and 
internal, thrown in 
the way.” 

– Margaret Verble



 

or to use alternating 
point-of-view chapters?

In her novels Loving 
Donovan and Nowhere Is a 
Place, McFadden found the 
characters were complex 
and layered enough so that 
she had to give them each a 
voice. A three-part novel, 
Loving Donovan is written 
in three point-of-view sec-
tions. Nowhere Is a Place 
uses alternating chapters to 
represent narratives shift-
ing between the past and 
the present. In both novels, 
McFadden chose to handle 
point of view “in such a 
way that the personal and 
historical pasts wouldn’t go 
unnoticed, because what 
happened ‘before’ is criti-
cal to what is happening in 
the now.”   

The two methods create 
distinct effects. Alternating 
viewpoints by chapter 
worked for Behrens as 
long as the shifts didn’t 
occur within the chapter. 
“I want the characters, 
their voices and ways of 
seeing, to each own their 
own piece of ground within the book,” he says. “Maybe I’m 
afraid of confusing readers or confusing myself if I blend dif-
ferent POVs in smaller fragments or alternate constantly 
within a chapter.”

For Iromuanya, alternating points of view by chapter and 
even within chapters was the best choice in Mr. and Mrs. Doc-
tor. “Most of the novel shifts back and forth between the per-
spectives of Job and Ifi, the husband and wife at the center of 
the novel,” she says. “But there are also moments when the 
point of view shifts to Aunty and their son, Victor. When I 
started the book, I thought I would only be in the point of 
view of Job, but as I wrote, each chapter called for a different 
perspective.” This difference in perspective becomes crucial to 
her novel. “So much of Mr. and Mrs. Doctor is about the dif-
ferences between reality and dreams,” says Iromuanya, “and in 
some cases the best way to magnify perception to the point of 
distortion is through shifting point of view.” Thus, point-of-
view shifts emphasize significant differences in Iromanya’s 
characters’ perceptions. With a different structure, the novel 
would not provide the emphasis she’s after. 

Final thoughts

G ood fiction requires handling major story ele-
ments with disciplined artistic control. Most of 
what happens in good fiction happens in revi-
sion. You pound out your novel in scene, sum-
mary and exposition; then, in revision, you go 
at it with an acutely critical eye, seeking the 

right balance, the right structure. And you may find your 
approach, in the end, defies every lesson of structural wisdom. 
Perhaps it’s the five-stage plot structure. Perhaps it’s the three-
stage. Perhaps it’s something of your own making. Whatever 
fits your project, go with it to create a structure to support 
your story and characters. Make sure that the various struc-
tural elements serve not only character and plot but also 
theme. After all, structure is the framework your whole fic-
tional world stands on.  

Jack Smith is the author of Write and Revise for Publication and two 

satirical novels, Hog to Hog, winner of the George Garrett Fiction 

Prize, and Icon.

➻AN EXCERPT FROM MR. AND MRS. DOCTOR  
by Julie Iromuanya
Everything Job Ogbonnaya knew about sex he learned from American 

pornography. So on their first unchaperoned meeting, Job rushed his 

new wife, splitting her thin body against the papered wall of their lavish 

honeymoon suite at the Presidential Hotel in Port Harcourt, Nigeria. Job 

tore at her lacy pink panties and only released his lips from her face to 

haltingly shout, “You are the dirty slut girl!”

Ifi punched his gut with the sharp heel of her sandal. He crumpled. 

Together they landed on the floor in a tangled heap, legs splayed in 

every direction.

“You are ugly,” she said, glaring at him. Potato sack head. Stout 

shoulders. Hog’s gut. Bushy, curling eyebrows. Thick glasses pushed into 

the lips of his nose. “Eh? And now a beast? I married a beast. Hey!” She 

wound up her fist and struck him squarely on an ear.

Job clutched his throbbing ear. For a moment, he struggled to unwind 

the underwear from his wrists before handing them back to her.

When Ifi attempted to put them on, the ripped elastic band left the 

underwear lopsided on her hips. “You see what you have done, oh?” She 

thought of the time and care she and Aunty had put into her appearance 

for this day – the matching underwear set, the hours cooking her hair in 

an egg smelling relaxer and then curling it; her lipstick and eyeliner were 

now a streaky veneer finish on her face.

A solid fist banged at the door. Ifi disappeared into the bathroom, 

clutching at the panties. When Job opened the door, a man in a too tight 

suit stared up at him with liquid eyes.

“Is everything fine, sah?” The man took in Job’s appearance – his trou-

sers with the zipper open and belt dangling, his face prickling with beads 

of sweat, his slack, bare chest. A smile gradually spread over his face.

Excerpt is reprinted with permission from Julie Iromuanya © 2015, 
Coffee House Press. 

“I’ve always 
believed that 
as a writer, it’s 
my job to force 
my characters 
to face the very 
things they fear 
the most in the 
space of the 
narrative – in 
the best writ-
ing, that ‘thing’ 
is themselves.”

– Julie Iromuanya
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 I
N THE CHAPTER BOOK  Wayside School is Falling 
Down, third-grader Calvin has a big decision to make. His 
parents are going to let him get a tattoo for his birthday. His 
classmates help him decide: Should he get a fire-breathing 
dragon? A lightning bolt? A leopard fighting a snake? No, 
Calvin decides: He comes to school the next day with a 
small potato tattooed on his ankle. Everyone tells him his 
tattoo is stupid, but Calvin, quietly pleased with his choice, 

stands by his decision. He likes potatoes.
Years after writing that chapter, author Louis Sachar has met 

more than one young fan with an ankle potato tattoo. He’s also 
responsible for a family that quacks like a duck whenever it sees 
a train with more than 20 cars, an elementary school class that 
removes socks before spelling tests and fanfiction writers who 
create feverish crossover romances about his characters.

 (Direct quote from one such story: Wayside School gets some 
new students, Bella Swan and Edward Cullen that are vampires! 
Then everyone has lots of drama filled advenchers!)

All are inspired by Sachar’s mega-popular Wayside School 
series, which aren’t your run-of-the-mill children’s books. To 
wit: A student character brings a hobo to school for show-and-
tell. A teacher has a third ear that allows her to read minds. 
Gravity is taught by throwing computers out windows (much 
faster than using paper and pencil). And a talking dead rat dis-
guises himself as a student by wearing multiple raincoats.

The series is beloved by children and adults all over the 
world, and although the first book, Sideways Stories from Way-
side School, was published in 1978, the books remain widely 
read and sold. Since Sideways Stories, Sachar has written 25 
books for children and young adults, including Holes, which 
won both the National Book Award and the Newbery Medal, 
and was made into a 2003 movie starring Shia LeBeouf. (Sachar 
wrote the screenplay.)

Many of his early fans are now adults, including this writer, 
who burned through every Sachar book I could find as a kid, 
not simply because they were devilishly funny, but because 
they were the first books that felt like they were written for me, 
not at me. 

Sachar’s books treat the reader as an intelligent and willing 
partner, not as an audience member demanding entertainment. 
They require the reader to think, respond and empathize with 
characters that feel creepily lifelike. Two-D action heroes or 
sassy caricatures need not apply here; only real, grounded 
human beings.

Sachar doesn’t write down to his readers. He never breaks 
character to give a sly wink-and-nod to parents over kids’ heads. 
His books feel genuine, with a sense of childlike joy that has 
remained steadfast throughout his plots.

Sachar, the person, shares certain characteristics with his 
books. He is thoughtful, with a warm voice. He is mild-man-
nered and polite, preferring soft-colored sweaters and muted 
blazers for professional appearances, but he speaks firmly and 
directly to make his point or to stand up for his characters. He is 
serious, with gravity and a trustworthiness that kids respond to. 

At the Boston Book Festival last fall, Sachar was the Kids’ 
Keynote Speaker. I slipped into the back row and watched as 
flailing limbs and fidgety bodies were instantly quieted by the 
author’s voice. Children sat straight-backed as the author spoke. 
Just like in his novels, Sachar spoke to them –not about them, 
not down to them. He had good, worthy things to say. And his 
young audience responded in kind. 

Telling Sideways stories

Sideways Stories from Wayside School technically began in a 
high school creative writing class, when Sachar’s teacher 
assigned the students to write a story for children. Sachar went 

Louis Sachar was a 
speaker at the Boston 

Book Festival in 
October 2015. 



home and wrote about a wicked teacher who turned students 
into apples by wiggling her ears and sticking out her tongue. 

Sachar’s teacher hated his story, assuming he hadn’t taken the 
assignment seriously. But Sachar liked the story. So years later, 
when volunteering at an elementary school for college credit, he 
read it to the students. The kids ate it up. The story would later 
become the first chapter in Sideways Stories.

After graduating from the University of California at Berke-
ley, he became a sweater factory employee by day, children’s 
book author by night. (After a year, Sachar was fired from his 
day job. “My enthusiasm for sweaters was insufficient,” he writes 
in his website biography.)

Sachar enrolled in law school, passed the bar exam and did 
part-time legal work while he wrote children’s books. It took 
nine years for him to become a full-time writer.

Bottled up

Sachar’s books are written as if crafted in the world’s slowest 
pressure cooker. 

He writes for no more than two hours a day, sometimes 
only for one if the story is new to him. He goes into his 
office, sits down at a blank computer screen and lets his 
brain wander. He does not outline. He does not plan. For the 
remaining 22 to 23 hours, he doesn’t think about the book. 
But the next day, he often finds that magic has happened 
overnight. 

“There’s a part of my brain that’s unconsciously working on 
it all the time. I know this because I’ll stop writing one morning 
and just think, ‘Well, I don’t know how I’m going to fix this,’ or ‘I 
don’t know what’s coming next.’ [Then I’ll] sit down the next 

morning, and suddenly I’ll know. So obviously there’s some part 
of me that’s thinking about it,” he says.

Part of this magic happens because Sachar tells no one – not 
his wife, not his daughter, not his long-standing editor – any-
thing about the book he’s writing. He works in secret. The 
silence acts like a Petri dish or an incubator, letting his charac-
ters grow and evolve in an isolated environment without out-
side influence. It also gives Sachar laser-sharp focus as well as an 
incentive to finish the book – if he doesn’t tell the character’s 
story, no one can.

“It’s like it’s all inside me just kind of trying to get out,” he 
says. “If I talk about it, it diffuses it, lets it out, and then maybe it 
wouldn’t be as clear to me, or the characters wouldn’t jump out 
of the page. The dialogue wouldn’t just jump out [at me] if I 
talked about it with people and they said, ‘Oh yeah, that part’s 
good, that part’s…’ It’s better for me to just keep it all bottled up 
and let the pressure build.”

Layering the story

Sachar spends approximately two years and drafts five to six 
versions of every book. He starts with a small idea, the seed 
of story, and lets the novel grow from there. For example, 
with Holes, Sachar started with the setting – a juvenile cor-
rectional camp where inmates are forced to dig holes for a 
villainous, steel-eyed warden who Publishers Weekly calls 
“perhaps the most terrifying female since Big Nurse.” The 
reader begins just as Sachar begins: “There is no lake at 
Camp Green Lake.”

Sometimes the kindling doesn’t catch, and he scraps the 
entire thing. Sachar says this is essential to being a writer. “You 



have to be willing to throw out a lot. You may have spent all this 
time working on this story and then realize, well, no, the bet-
ter story is this little aspect of it. That’s really where the good 
stuff is. Just throw out everything else and start with the good 
stuff,” he says.

His first draft is a slow plod, with Sachar feeling his way 
through plot and character. The end doesn’t have to match the 
beginning. There are plot holes and inconsistencies, but it’s a 
start, Sachar says. 

“When I finish a first draft, it’s really horrible. I’d be embar-
rassed to let anyone see it,” he admits. “But it gives me some-
thing to work with. And when I go back on the second draft 
and the third draft, I’ve got some ideas down now that I can play 
with and build on.”

The next few revisions are spent hammering out plot and 
deepening character. In later drafts, Sachar turns his attention to 
artistry, retooling and tightening the work. 

And the last draft? “I just want it to sparkle. I don’t know 
how else to put it,” he says. “I make sure nothing is boring, noth-
ing gets tedious, that it just moves quickly.”

In this final draft, Sachar forces himself to finally stop fid-
dling with plot and dial deep into the telling. He makes himself 
believe that the story is true, and now it’s simply his job to play a 
convincing storyteller. 

“I spend so much time working on the plot by the end [after] 
all the revisions, I have to almost force myself to stop and say, ‘I 
didn’t make this up. It is what happened. And now I just have to 
tell it, the best way I can,” he says. “And if something seems 
unbelievable or too much of a stretch, well, it is what happened, 
so I better make sure it doesn’t come across that way.”
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Risk taker

Sachar’s books have evolved since the dead rats and 
madcap zaniness of Wayside School. The author says he 
tries to do something new with each book. With Side-
ways Stories, he “was just trying to be funny,” in his next 
book Johnny’s in the Basement, he aimed for a full-
length novel instead of short stories, and in his third, 
Someday Angeline, he reached for “more poignancy: less 
about humor and more about character.” 

“As my books have progressed, I’ve tried challeng-
ing myself in different ways,” he says.

Sachar isn’t afraid to take risks. He has written about lynch-
ings, torture and racism. His characters include a schizophrenic 
teen, a girl with cerebral palsy and a boy trying to reset his life 
after a stay in a juvenile correctional facility. 

His latest book, Fuzzy Mud, has vexed critics who try to cat-
egorize it. NPR calls the book a “scary eco-bioterror-mystery-
thriller-comedy”; Publishers Weekly says it’s a “taut 
environmental cautionary tale”; while Bookpage.com says it 
reads like a “middle school version of Contagion.” (Sachar 
merely contends it’s his first attempt to write a scary book.)

Sachar has become a master at turning unlikely subjects into 
wildly engaging YA novels. His favorite own book is The Card-
turner – about bridge. No, not bridges. Bridge, as in the card 
game old people play.

And the book isn’t merely about bridge. It contains full-
fledged chapters detailing the nuances of a particular 
bridge hand. 

“The book feels like one long, deadpan dare, as though 
Sachar has made a bet with himself that he can make the most 
boring setting thrilling,” writes Frank Cottrell Boyce in a review 
for The Guardian. “The genius of Sachar’s prose is that it’s so 
plain and unshowy you don’t realize the daredevil artistry until 
it’s too late. You don’t know you’ve been cut in half until you try 
to walk away.” 

The deadpan dare worked, by the way. Sachar, who with 
4,200 masterpoints is just a few years away from becoming a 
Diamond Life Master in competitive bridge, has indeed met 
young players on the circuit who say they were inspired to learn 
the game after reading The Cardturner.

Letting freak flags fly

Perhaps these risks pay off because Sachar’s work is driven by 
character. Dialogue comes naturally because he hears charac-
ters’ voices clearly; all humor is grounded in story and based 
on character. 

“I never put in things [like], ‘Well, this is stupid, but kids will 
think it’s funny,” he tells me. “I don’t just stick jokes in the book 
just to make a laugh.”

From Sideways Stories to Fuzzy Mud, Sachar says that one 
theme in all his books has remained the same: It’s OK to be you. 
Don’t fake it, don’t hide it, don’t force yourself into someone 
else’s groove. Accept who you are, not who other people decide 
you are, he says.

“I think kids, even more than adults, 
feel they want to fit in. There’s this real 
fear of not fitting in, that everyone else is 
included and you’re not. I think just 
about all kids feel that way,” he says. 
“They can identify with that. And it’s an 
important life lesson, to learn to trust and 
believe in yourself.”

Sachar has said in interviews that he 
writes for kids because the world is wide 
open to them; they lack the cynicism and 

jaded attitudes that plague older audiences. Yet he maintains 
that writing for kids isn’t much different from writing for adults. 
Young readers deserve richly drawn characters, compelling 
plots and a strong narrative voice just as much as older ones. 

It’s a tricky balance, writing for kids. “You write what you 
like, and try to make it accessible for the reader. But it’s more 
than that. It’s making it fun for the reader without talking down 
to the reader,” he says. 

As we near the end of our interview, I ask Sachar if he has 
any advice for would-be YA authors. At this point, we’ve been 
on the phone for quite some time. Sachar’s home phone has 
rung in the background, his answers have become shorter and I 
know he’s distracted, gearing up for a national bridge tourna-
ment in Denver.

But he delivers: Respect your reader, develop your charac-
ters, be willing to rewrite and doubly willing to throw out what 
isn’t working. Then there’s a pause, and he says this, strongly, 
with deep-set conviction and focus:

“As an adult, you see a bunch of kids and you think, ‘Oh! 
How sweet! How darling! How cute! I want to tell a story to 
these cute, adorable kids!’ But you have to remember: Kids don’t 
see themselves as cute or adorable. They see themselves as real 
people with real problems. And even though their problems 
might seem insignificant or silly from an adult perspective, 
they’re very real to kids. So you have to get into that mind-set 
and not treat them like they’re little adorable human beings, but 
as real, caring, smart, sensitive people.”

This is why his books are so popular with younger audi-
ences, I think: He plays in their sandbox. He takes their anxiet-
ies, embarrassments and nightmares and spins them into 
something that is both exciting and inviting. 

But something else happens when you read his work. You 
laugh, certainly; you might cry, you might cheer, you might 
need to stay up late with your furry blanket tented over your 
book and flashlight. But you’ll finish this book. And you’ll find 
you’re inspired to live tomorrow a little smarter, a little more 
caring, with a more sensitive heart pointed toward the world 
around you.  

Or you may be inspired to go out and get a tattoo of a 
potato on your ankle.  

Nicki Porter is senior editor at The Writer. 

“Kids don’t see 
themselves 
as cute or 
adorable. They 
see themselves 
as real people 
with real 
problems.”



 

CONFERENCE INSIDER

Award-winning 
novels can be 
grueling slogs 
through grief, 

hardship and trauma. 
Actors rack up award stat-
ues for despairing roles in 
darkly-lit dramas. Ballads 
win critics’ hearts quicker 
than pop songs. 

But writing a well-
timed joke requires as 
much craft as a soul-
crushing monologue. Making 
someone laugh is as challeng-
ing as making someone cry. 
And buoying troubled, stressed 
readers with a bit of genuine 
literary lightness is as respect-
able as taking them down a 
pain-ridden rabbit hole.

For those who believe com-
edy shares equal footing with 
tragedy, that Beatrice and Benedick 
are on equal dramatic footing as 
Hamlet and Ophelia, the International 
Society of Humor Studies conference 
is no laughing matter. The event, 
which features leading humorists, 
takes place June 27-July 1 at Trinity 
College in Dublin.

Although the conference is admit-
tedly more skewed towards academic 
writing, humor writers will find a 
packed schedule rich in tips for honing 
comedic craft. Panel proposals were 
still being submitted and accepted at 
press time, but the 2015 conference in 
Oakland, California included sessions 
such as “Humor and Diversity;” 
“Humor Writers Through Time;” 
“Punny Names: The Humorous Use of 
Homographs, Metonyms and Poly-

semy in Assigning Names” 
and “Sensible Skepticism, 
Responsible Rhetoric and 
the Science of Snickers.”

Eric Weitz, chair of the 
2016 ISHS conference, 
plans to run a panel on 
writing humor for stage 
and TV performance, and 
that humor, social media 

and literary humor are under discus-
sion as panel topics. 

In addition to a packed schedule of 
both academic- and practical-minded 
panels and workshops, attendees will 
be treated to a limerick competition 
and a full banquet at Trinity’s Hog-
warts-like dining hall. 

The conference’s annual perfor-
mance event will be Laughter in Our 
Bones: A Comic Cultural Buffet, and 
will involve “short comic sketches 
from different cultures performed by 
people indigenous to those cultures,” 
confirms Weitz. All performers will 
be Dublin locals.

Keynote speakers for the 2016 con-
ference include Jessica Milner Davis, a 
Sydney-based professor and author of 
Farce, and Des MacHale, author of 

humor and joke books and noted 
mathematician who found a way 
to combine his two contrary pas-
sions in his book Comic Sections: 
Book of Mathematical Jokes, 
Humour, Wit and Wisdom. 

The ISHS conference location 
varies annually, generally alter-
nating between a North Ameri-
can city (usually in the U.S.) and 
another international location. 
Recent U.S. host cities have 
included Oakland, Williams-

burg, Boston and Long Beach, while 
international sites have included Tel 
Aviv, Copenhagen, Sydney and Hong 
Kong. Conference-goers are gener-
ally a mix of active, longstanding 
society members, newer members 
and humor enthusiasts. 

“There is a real sense of camarade-
rie amongst humor scholars, maybe 
because everyone thinks we must be 
joking that people study this stuff 
seriously. Studying humor and laugh-
ter is important precisely because they 
are so endemic to human experience 
and interaction,” says Weitz.

It’s not all fun and games, but that’s 
certainly a part of it. “People are there 
to talk seriously – and not seriously – 
about humor, but also to have a good 
time,” Weitz says. 

Be prepared to laugh, but be pre-
pared to learn, says Weitz. Humor 
may not be a grave subject, but it is a 
worthy one. 

Sir Peter Ustinov once said, “Com-
edy is simply a funny way of being 
serious.” And ISHS attendees couldn’t 
be more serious about being funny. 

Nicki Porter is senior editor at The Writer. 

Jest medicine

Workshop 
ISHS
Conference

Date 
June 27th –
July 1

Location 
Dublin, Ireland

Website 
irishcomedy.ie
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CLASS ACTION

A s president of the Univer-
sity of Valley Forge with 
nearly 1,000 students, I 
look for ways to connect 

the academy to the community. I 
thought that a weekly column in the 
local newspaper might be a good 
outlet, and 14 years later, it’s still 
working. If you’re looking to make 
your educational organization more 
present in the local scene, the follow-
ing tips will get you started.

FIND THE NEED. To land a weekly 
column, figure out the interests of the 
readership. What topics are of wide 
interest to you, your organization and 
community? Ask friends, family and 
neighbors about the issues going on 
in your town or on campus. As you 

look and listen, find the gaps where 
your writing can make a difference.  

COUNT THE COST. A weekly column 
can be a relentless taskmaster. Before you 
do anything else, you must be ready for 
the commitment of an unforgiving dead-
line. Editors count on the column. Read-
ers count on the column.  

Perpetual responsibility is something 
I learned growing up on a dairy farm 
with obligatory morning and evening 
chores. A weekly column is not a lifetime 
obligation, but no matter how long it 
runs, you must be prepared to commit 
the time to write it each week.    

MAKE THE PITCH. Select the publica-
tion you’d like to have a column in and 
learn everything you can about its mis-

sion, website and editors. Study the opin-
ion page to learn the editorial 
philosophy, style and preferences.  

Next, decide on a title and topics. If 
an issue interests you, chances are it will 
interest others. My topics are reflected in 
the column’s name: “Think About It.” 
After reading the column, I want people 
to say, “I didn’t know that” or “I wish I 
had said that” or even “That was  inter-
esting.” Some columnists try to stir up 
controversy, but that was never my goal. 
Know your purpose.

With that information, you’re ready 
to pitch the editor. Ask for an in-person 
meeting and bring along your resume 
and writing samples. Summarize your 
pitch on one page with a clear rationale 
of why your column would be valuable 
to the paper. Although you may have 

Recurring theme



 

preferences about length, frequency and 
content, keep the initial presentation 
more general. A weekly column may be 
an ambitious task if you’ve never written 
for the paper before, so propose a single 
article with the option of future install-
ments. Starting small and succeeding is 
better than aiming high and failing.   

GETTING THE IDEAS. Once you begin 
writing, you will find yourself searching 
for topics everywhere. At first, I gathered 
ideas that I eventually lost interest in or 
realized didn’t have enough substance for 
an entire column. To keep track of ideas, 
develop a filing system. Take notes. Clip 
the article. Take the picture. Nothing 
helps the writer more than powerful 
curiosity. After visiting Argentina, I 
wrote about cross-cultural life. After 
walking in my yard, I wrote about a 
country garden. After reading a book by 
Warren Bennis, I wrote about leadership. 

STRUCTURE AND STYLE. At first, 
writing your column may take longer 
than you expected, but the more you 
hone your structure and style, the eas-
ier it will be. I always use the same for-
mat: a title, an inspirational or 
thought-provoking quote, the body 
(about 685 words) and a bio with con-
tact information. I have a template set 
up with these fields to make the pro-
cess efficient. I decided on an optimis-
tic, conversational tone that is readable 
for the average person after a day at 
work. Those who read my columns say 

my words sound like I am talking to 
them. As you write, you will discover 
your unique approach.  

WRITING AND REVISION. I typically 
write columns two months ahead of my 
weekly deadline. Occasionally, a holiday 
or something newsworthy will prompt a 
column idea. Since I am in charge of my 
publishing calendar, I can insert it into 
the schedule without a problem. 

I send my editor the column ahead of 
my weekly deadline. At first, the editor 
made changes to my articles and head-
lines, but the longer we have worked 
together, the less work my articles need. 
Before I submit, I ask trusted readers to 
take a look and use their notes for 
rewrites to reduce the editor’s task. 

USING THE COLUMN. Over the years, 
you will compile an enormous amount of 
material that you might be able to repur-
pose. I have used many of my stories, 
quotes and illustrations in public presen-
tations. Before you do, make sure that 
you understand the copyright agreement 
of any publication. Prior to reusing any of 
my columns, I ask the editor for direc-
tion. As long as I referenced where they 
had been published, I had permission to 
reuse them. Be proactive so you don’t 
make a wrong move.   

Don Meyer is president of the University of Val-

ley Forge in Phoenixville, Pennsylvania. His arti-

cles and essays have appeared in the Huffington 

Post, The Phoenix and Extra Country.
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LITERARY SPOTLIGHT

I n the midst of selling unwanted 
shirts and pants on eBay, novelist 
Yi Shun Lai wrote the “list” essay 
“eBay List: This Seller’s Other 

Items.” 
“It was a sort of funeral dirge for my 

clothes, before they went,” she says. 
Lai’s piece appeared on The Toast in 

October 2013. Comprised of evocative 
descriptions of used clothing, it begins: 

YOU SEARCHED FOR: Girl’s 
Clothing. Top result:
Toddler’s Knit Halter Top, Vintage 
1975.
Item description: Pink popcorn wool 
knit, tiny red floral appliqués here 
and there; lace trim. Modeled on 
vintage teddy bear. Halter is made in 
Taiwan. 
No size specified, but will fit most 
girls aged 1-2. Item worn maybe 
four times, appropriated for teddy 
bear seven years later. Snaps at neck. 
Small grass stain at lace hem.
Price: $20.

The Toast struck Lai as the per-
fect venue for the piece. “It’s quirky,” 
she says of the blog edited by Mal-
lory Ortberg, Nicole Cliffe and 
Nicole Chung. “I like very much 
their clever takes on art and cul-
ture outside of books. The fact 
that they define culture so 
broadly is a very big winner for 
me. Their views on it seem really 
democratic, and they make 
everything feel accessible. And, 
of course, I’m thrilled at their 
record of paying writers.”

Tone and content

While Toast editors are particularly 
interested in pieces that relate in some 
way to women, they’re open to smart 
writing of any sort, both topical and 
evergreen. They update the blog daily 
with thought-provoking pieces across 
genres, which often share one attri-
bute: a keen-edged wit.

Leslie Kendall Dye is an actress and 
dancer, obsessed with human behav-
ior. “You have to know why you are 
doing something to recreate human 
behavior accurately,” she says of the 
motivation to write her piece “42 Steps 
to Conquering Executive Function 
Disorder (in 68 Steps).” “I was alone 
on the day I wrote the piece, and rest-
less. I wrote up a list of how to get 
nothing done. That was my way of get-
ting something done.”

The piece resonated with readers 
who commented online: 

Toast with the most

INSIDE LITERARY MAGAZINES

“A daily blog that publishes fea-
tures on everything from literary 
characters that never were to 
female pickpockets of Gold 
Rush-era San Francisco.” 

GENRES: Fiction, poetry, 

memoir, essays, reported 

pieces, video, illustrations 

LENGTH: Varies 

PAYMENT: Yes 

SUBMISSIONS: 
submissions@the-toast.net 

CONTACT: 
Nicole Cliffe 

nicole@the-toast.net 

Mallory Ortberg

mallory@the-toast.net 

www.the-toast.net



 

Set goal: vacuum the living room. 
Vacuum. Did I say that already? 
Have you done it? I didn’t think so. 
Wait – don’t get ahead of yourself! 
Plug in vacuum cleaner and leave it 
in center of living room. As a 
reminder. 
Check email. Sorry, check inbox – 
don’t open any emails. 
Decide which email to open. (You 
may need to turn on stereo for this.)

Contributors

Here’s a what you can find in Toast: 
Zeena Mubarak’s “Wearing Hijab: 
On Truth, Fear, and Empowerment” 
and Katie Klabusich’s  “‘All White,’ 
All Hers: Rebuilding My Adoption 
Story.” Also: Poet and essayist Kelly 
Davio wrote a column at “The But-
ter,” the Toast essay series edited, 
until last year, by Roxane Gay. 

“It was one of the most rewarding 
experiences of my writing life,” 
Davio says of her column, which 
explored issues such as walking the 
Seattle streets with a mobility issue, 
choosing to live child-free and 
examining how Empire downplayed 
“myasthenia gravis,” a condition she 

shares with one of the TV show’s 
characters. 

Advice 

The submission guidelines on The Toast 
website are almost as witty as the prose 
and poetry it publishes. “Please, no 
poems about eggs or blood or being 
metaphorically consumed by a lover,” the 
editors write. “Please do not send us any 
poems entitled ‘Stillbirth.’”

They won’t publish pieces about a 
writer’s child due to privacy concerns. 
Nor will they publish work by white peo-
ple about people of color or pieces from 
straight writers about LGBT people. 

More from their guidelines: “We are 
especially interested in original reporting 
and longform journalism (particularly, 
though not exclusively, about women 
and women-adjacent issues), short fic-
tion and poetry (preferably strange), per-
sonal narratives (ditto), videos, 
illustrations and essays. If you are incor-
rigibly bossy, or intractably odd, or hap-
pily obsessive, so much the better.” 

Contributing editor Melissa Hart is the 

author of Wild Within: How Rescuing Owls 

Inspired a Family and Avenging the Owl.
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P  THE 2RIVER VIEW An quarterly online 
publication of poetry that has been dubbed one of 
the top 50 literary sites and literary magazines in 
the United States. Email submissions of up to five 
poems permitted per reading period. Contact: 
2River, 7474 Drexel Dr., University City, MO 
63130. su3m1t@2river.org www.2river.org

F N P O ALASKA QUARTERLY 
REVIEW Publishes fiction, short plays, poetry, 
photo essays and literary nonfiction in tradi-
tional and experimental styles. Submission by 
regular mail only with SASE. Unsolicited mate-
rial read Aug. 15-May 15. Contact: [Genre Edi-
tor], Alaska Quarterly Review, University of 
Alaska Anchorage, 3211 Providence Drive (ESH 
208), Anchorage, AK 99508. uaa_aqr@uaa.
alaska.edu uaa.alaska.edu/aqr

F N P APPLE VALLEY REVIEW Online 
literary journal published twice annually, featur-
ing poetry, short fiction and essays. Seeks work 
with both mainstream and literary appeal. No 
genre fiction, scholarly work, erotic or violent/
depressing works. Submit via email. Contact: 
Leah Browning, Editor, Apple Valley Review.  
editor@leahbrowning.net applevalleyreview.com

F N P BATEAU Features previously unpub-
lished flash fiction, poetry, playlets, flash non-
fiction, comics/graphic stories and B&W 
illustrations. Submit by online submission man-
ager or by regular mail. Annual. Reading period 
Jan.1-May 31. Contact: Bateau Press, c/o Dan 
Mahoney, College of the Atlantic, 105 Eden 
Strett, Bar Harbor, ME 04609.  
dmahoney@coa.edu. bateaupress.org

F N P BAYOU MAGAZINE Biannual liter-
ary magazine publishing poetry, fiction and non-
fiction. Submit through online submissions 
manager (preferred) or regular mail. Reads sub-
missions Aug. 1-May 1. Contact: Bayou Maga-
zine, c/o [Genre] Editor, Dept. of English, 
University of New Orleans, 2000 Lakeshore Drive, 
New Orleans, LA 70148.  
bayou@uno.edu bayoumagazine.org

Last laugh's on you 
Humor can bring life to almost any writing project. In fact, 

some of the best writers have also been sublte humorists, such 
as Kate Atkinson and Haruki Murakami. While humor writing 
occupies a genre of its own – and in this installment of Markets, 

we’ve highlighted humor-friendly places where you can pitch 
such pieces – wit and whimsy can also find a place in personal 

essays, fiction and poetry.

For some writers, being funny comes naturally. For others, humor must 
be developed and practiced, just like sentence structure, pacing or 
dialogue. Here are some thoughts and tips on the topic of humor 
expressed by a group of talented writers and comedians.

“When humor works, it works because it’s clarifying what people 

already feel. It has to come from someplace real.” —Tina Fey

“Confident people, who understand comedy, improvise so much better 

than people who are scared." —Marlon Wayons

“What other people call dark and despairing, I call funny.”  

—David Sedaris

“What I appreciate is acknowledging to the audience that I think they 

have brains.” —Lily Tomlin

“Funny is something others know about you. You can't be funny by 

yourself.” —Chris Rock

The magazines listed here are a sampling of what the industry has to 
offer. Find more at writermag.com.

WriterMag.com
Subscribers to The Writer have online 

access to information on 3,000+ publish-

ers, publications, conferences, contests 

and agents. Go to WriterMag.com and click 

on Market Directory.

Information in this section is provided to 

The Writer by the individual markets and 

events; for more information, contact those 

entities directly.

F = Fiction N = Nonfiction P = Poetry

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

$ = Offers payment

»FUNNY PAGES

F N CLEVER MAGAZINE Quarterly 
e-publication that features short fiction, perso-
nal essays and travel articles with a subtle sense 
of humor. Submissions via email only. Cont-
act: editor@clevermag.com clevermag.com

F N P LOWESTOFT CHRONICLE 
Accepts fiction, nonfiction and poetry with 
preference given to humorous submissions 
with an emphasis on travel. Reading period 
Feb. 29-May 15. Prose submissions should be 
under 3,000 words. Submit via email only. 
Quarterly. Contact:  
submit@lowestoftchronicle.com  
lowestoftchronicle.com  

N THE RUMPUS Online literary magazine 
publishing essays, reviews, interviews and 
advice. Looking for writing that’s brave, pas-
sionate and true (and sometimes very, very 
funny). Submit using online submission man-
ager. Contact: Marisa Siegel, managing editor.  
marisa@therumpus.net therumpus.net

F UNTOWARD MAGAZINE Seeking 
stories that perpetuate humor in fiction, 
showcasing that it is an essential element to 
the genre. Updated monthly with two new 
fiction pieces (5,000 words or less) and flash 
fiction (under 1,500 words) more frequently. 
Submissions via online portal only.  
Contact: contact@untowardmag.com  
untowardmag.com



 

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

F P THE BITTER OLEANDER Features 
short, imaginative fiction and poetry. Submit fic-
tion and individual poems by online submissions 
platform or regular mail. Biannual. Reads sub-
missions Aug. 1-June 30. Contact: The Bitter 
Oleander Press, 4983 Tall Oaks Drive, Fayette-
ville, NY 13066. info@bitteroleander.com bittero-
leander.com

F N P BOOTH Publishes poetry, fiction, non-
fiction, comics, lists and other expert miscellany. 
Accepts submissions September-March. Submit 
by online submission manager only. Biannual 
print journal. Website updated weekly. 
Contact: Booth Journal. booth@butler.edu 
booth.butler.edu

F N P $ BOSTON REVIEW Publishes fic-
tion (max 5,000 words), poetry, nonfiction essays, 
and book reviews. Submit through online sub-
mission manager (preferred) or snail mail with 
SASE. Contact: Boston Review, P.O. Box 425786, 
Cambridge, MA 02142. Email through website. 
bostonreview.net

F N P $ BOULEVARD Publishes fiction, 
nonfiction and poetry, showcasing established 
writers and new writers with exceptional prom-
ise. Accepting submissions Oct. 1-May 1. Submit 
by submission manager system ($3 fee) or by 
postal mail (free). Triannual. Contact: Boulevard 
Magazine, 6614 Clayton Road, Box 325, Rich-
mond Heights, MO 63117. 
editors@boulevardmagazine.org 
boulevardmagazine.org

F N P O THE BLOTTER Accepts short stories 
and nonacademic essays, poetry, photo essays, 
journalism and monthly columns. Prefers email 
submissions. Contact: The Blotter Magazine, 
P.O. Box 2153, Chapel Hill, NC 27516. mermaid@
blotterrag.com blotterrag.com

F P BLUE MOON LITERARY & ART 
REVIEW Publishes poetry and fiction of all 
genres, from literary fiction to murder mystery. 
Especially interested in short stories and excerpts 
from novels in progress. Contact: Scott Evans, 
Editor, Blue Moon Review, 327 Twelfth St., Davis, 
CA 95616. 530-902-0026. evans327@comcast.net 
bluemoonlitartreview.com

N BRICK Accepts only nonfiction submissions. 
Features literary nonfiction about arts and cul-
ture: book reviews, personal essays, memoirs, 
interviews and letters. Submit online or by mail. 
Contact: Brick, P.O. Box 609, Stn P, Toronto, ON 
M5S 2Y4, Canada. 416-593-9684. 
info@brickmag.com brickmag.com

N P BROAD STREET Nonprofit semi-annual 
magazine featuring true stories told in many dif-
ferent ways. Seeks beautifully crafted poetry, 
essay, reportage, memoir or other writing that 

present the truth in a way that’s new and special. 
Check website for issue themes. Submit by online 
submission manager only ($3 fee). Contact: 
Broad Street Magazine, P.O. Box 842010, Rich-
mond, VA 23284. broadstreetmag@gmail.com 
broadstreetonline.org

F P $ THE CAPILANO REVIEW Publishes 
venturesome experimental writing and art. Sub-
mit by online submission manager only. Trian-
nual. Does not accept simultaneous submissions. 
See website for themes. Contact: The Capilano 
Review, 281 Industrial Avenue, Vancouver, BC 
V6A 2P2. 604-984-1712. contact@capilanou.ca 
thecapilanoreview.ca

F P CIMARRON REVIEW Accepts submis-
sions year-round in previously unpublished 
poetry, fiction and art. Submit through online 
submissions manager or regular mail with SASE. 
Quarterly. Contact: Cimarron Review, 205 Mor-
rill Hall, English Dept., Oklahoma State Univer-
sity, Stillwater, OK 74078. cimarronreview@
okstate.edu cimarronreview.com

F P Y THE CLAREMONT REVIEW Show-
cases inspiring young adult writers, aged 13-19, 
from anywhere in the English-speaking world. 
Publishes poetry, fiction, drama and art. Submit 
by regular mail only. Contact: The Claremont 
Review, Suite 101, 1581-H Hillside Ave., Victoria, 
BC, V8T 2C1, Canada. theclaremontreview.ca

F N P CONJUNCTIONS Online journal 
publishes contemporary innovative fiction (short- 
and long-form), creative nonfiction and poetry. 
Submit by regular mail only with SASE. Biannual. 
Contact: Conjunctions, Bard College, Attn. 
Bradford Morrow, 21 E. 10th St. #3E, New York, 
NY 10003. conjunctions@bard.edu 
conjunctions.com

F N P CRAB CREEK REVIEW Interested in 
publishing both emerging and established writers 
of fiction, creative nonfiction and poetry. Reading 
period Sept. 15-Dec. 15. Submit through online 
submission manager only. Contact: Crab Creek 
Review. crabcreekreview@gmail.com 
crabcreekreview.org

F N P $ CRAZYHORSE Publishes fiction, 
nonfiction and poetry. Interested in an eclectic 
mix of writing, from mainstream to avant-garde. 
Accepting submissions Sept. 1-May 31. Submit by 
online submission manager only ($3 fee). Bian-
nual. Contact: Crazyhorse, Department of Eng-
lish, College of Charleston, 66 George St., 
Charleston, SC 29424. 843-953-4470. 
crazyhorse@cofc.edu crazyhorse.cofc.edu

F N P $ EPOCH Publishes previously unpub-
lished literary fiction, poetry, essays, screenplays, 
cartoons, graphic art and graphic fiction. Reads 
submissions Sept. 15-April 15. Submit by regular 
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mail only with SASE. Triannual. Contact: 
EPOCH magazine, 251 Goldwin Smith Hall, Cor-
nell University, Ithaca, NY 14853. 607-255-3385. 
english.arts.cornell.edu/publications/epoch

F N P $ EVENT Publishes fiction, nonfiction, 
book review and poetry. Publishes mostly Cana-
dian writers, but is open to anyone writing in 
English. Triannual. Submit by regular mail only. 
Contact: Event, P.O. Box 2503, New Westmin-
ster, BC V3L 5B2, Canada. 604-527-5293. event@
douglascollege.ca eventmagazine.ca

F N P $ EXISTERE Biannual art and litera-
ture magazine, accepting poetry, fiction, visual 
art, interviews, reviews, essays, photographs and 
art from established and emerging talents. Sub-
mit by email. Contact: Existere: Journal of Arts 
and Literature, Vanier College 101E, York Univer-
sity, 4700 Keele St., Toronto, ON M3J 1P3,  
Canada. existere.journal@gmail.com  
yorku.ca/existere

F FICTION SOUTHEAST Online weekly lit-
erary journal dedicated to fiction under 1,500 
words, as well as an occasional essay, review or 
interview. Submit via online platform only. Con-
tact: Fiction Southeast. Email through form on 
website. fictionsoutheast.com

F N FIDDLEBLACK Digital journal that pub-
lishes fiction and creative nonfiction, mainly fic-
tion with a strong “sense of place.” Three or four 
issues per year. Submit via online form or email. 
Contact: Fiddleblack, P.O. Box 78, Peninsula, 
OH 44264. 216-200-8040. editor@fiddleblack.org 
fiddleblack.org

F N P O THE FLORIDA REVIEW Accepting 
submissions of fiction, nonfiction, graphic narra-
tive or poetry via online submission manager. 
Contact: The Editors [Indicate Genre], The Flor-
ida Review, Department of English, University of 
Central Florida, P.O. Box 161346, Orlando, FL 
32816. flreview@ucf.edu floridareview.cah.ucf.edu

F N P O FLYWAY: JOURNAL OF WRIT-
ING & ENVIRONMENT Digital magazine 
considering submissions of fiction, nonfiction, 
poetry and visual art. Particularly interested in 
pieces that explore the intersection of human 
experience and the environment, but submissions 
of any subject will be considered. Reading period 
Sept. 15-May 15. Submit using online form only. 
Contact: flywayjournal@gmail.com  
flyway.org

F N P O FOLIATE OAK LITERARY 
MAGAZINE Looking for previously unpub-
lished quirky flash fiction, short creative nonfic-
tion, comics and non-rhyming poetry. No genre 
fiction. Reading period Aug. 1-April 15. Submit 
using online submission manager. Contact:  
foliateoak@gmail.com foliateoak.com

F N P O FOURTEEN HILLS Publishes orig-
inal short stories, novel excerpts, flash fiction, lit-
erary nonfiction, poetry, cross-genre work and 
visual art. Accepts submissions from Sept. 1- 
Dec. 1 and March 1-June 1. Biannual. Submit by 
online submission manager only. Contact: Email 
from website. 14hills.net

N FOURTH GENRE: EXPLORATIONS 
IN NONFICTION Explores the boundaries of 
contemporary and creative nonfiction. Submit 
personal essays, including nature, environmental 
and travel essays, memoirs, personal critical 
essays and literary journalism. Reading period 
runs from Aug. 15-Nov. 30. Check separate guide-
lines for “Writer as Reader” essays. Biannual. 
Submit by regular mail. Contact: Laura Julier, 
Editor, Fourth Genre, 434 Farm Lane, Rm. 235, 
Michigan State University, East Lansing, MI 
48824. genre4@msu.edu  
msupress.msu.edu/journals/fg

F N P $ THE GETTYSBURG REVIEW 
Accepts submissions of fiction, essays and poetry 
by beginning and established writers and artists 
from Sept. 1-May 31. Submit by postal mail only. 
Quarterly. Contact: Mark Drew, Editor, The Get-
tysburg Review, Gettysburg College, 300 N. 
Washington St., Gettysburg, PA 17325.  
gettysburgreview.com

F P N O $ GRAIN MAGAZINE Seeks 
poetry, fiction, nonfiction, art, satire, novel 
excerpts, long poems and plays by Canadian and 
international authors. Submit Sept. 1-May 31 by 
regular mail only. Quarterly. Contact: Grain 
Magazine, P.O. Box 3986, Regina, SK, S4P 3R9, 
Canada. 306-791-7749.  
grainmag@skwriter.com grainmagazine.ca

F N P GREEN HILLS LITERARY LAN-
TERN Online journal that accepts fiction (short 
stories, short-shorts and novel excerpts), creative 
nonfiction (essays, memoirs, travel writing, 
excerpts, etc.) and poetry. Submit by regular mail, 
specifying genre. Annual. Contact: Green Hills 
Literary Lantern, c/o Adam Brooke Davis, Dept. 
of English, McClain Hall, Truman State Univer-
sity, Kirksville, MO 63501. adavis@truman.edu 
ghll.truman.edu.

F N P GRIST Features craft essays and inter-
views as well as fiction, nonfiction, and poetry 
about the process of writing. Publishes online and 
print versions. Reading period between June 15- 
Sept. 15. Submit online ($3 fee). Contact: Grist: 
The Journal for Writers, c/o Poetry, Fiction, or 
Nonfiction Editor, English Department, 301 
McClung Tower, University of Tennessee, Knox-
ville, TN 37996. See website for editors’ email 
addresses. gristjournal.com

F N P GULF STREAM Online magazine 
seeks distinct, confident fiction, nonfiction and 

poetry. Publishes new and established writers. 
Accepts submissions Sept. 1-Nov. 1 and Jan. 1- 
March 1. Submit via online portal only. Biannual. 
Contact: Gulf Stream Magazine, English Depart-
ment, Florida International University - BBC, 
3000 NE 151 St. AC1-335, North Miami, FL 
33181. gulfstreamlitmag@gmail.com  
gulfstreamlitmag.com

F N P HAYDEN’S FERRY REVIEW Fea-
tures poetry, fiction, creative nonfiction, transla-
tions and art by new and established writers and 
artists. Submit by online submission manager 
only ($3 fee). Biannual. Contact: hfr@asu.edu 
haydensferryreview.com

F N P INDIANA VOICE JOURNAL Pro-
motes new writers alongside experienced authors 
in a monthly online literary journal. Fiction, cre-
ative nonfiction, poetry, essays and interviews con-
sidered, along with regional stories and writers 
with an Indiana connection. Check website for 
issue themes. Submit via email only. Contact: 
indianavoice@gmail.com indianavoicejournal.com

F P O INTERIM Features poetry, translations, 
belle lettres and work in hybrid forms. Biannual. 
Submissions accepted June 1-Sept. 1 and Dec. 1- 
March 1. Submit by online submission manager 
only. Contact: interim1944@gmail.com interim-
mag.org 

F P LITERARY JUICE Online magazine of 
short fiction, short fiction and poetry of any genre 
—particularly the avant-garde — publishing both 
new and established writers. Only submissions 
only, simultaneous submissions allowed. Contact: 
Email through website. literaryjuice.com

F N P THE LITERARY REVIEW Welcomes 
stories, narrative nonfiction, essays, poems and 
work in translation. Each issue follows a theme. 
Quarterly. Submit by online submission manager 
between Sept. 30 and May 31. Contact: The Lit-
erary Review, Fairleigh Dickinson University, 285 
Madison Ave., Madison, NJ 07940.  
info@theliteraryreview.org theliteraryreview.org

F N P O THE LOUISVILLE REVIEW Pub-
lishes contemporary writing, with an affinity for 
new writers of fiction, poetry, creative nonfiction, 
drama and writing by children (K-12). Reading 
period is year round; submissions accepted via 
regular mail or online portal. Biannual. Contact: 
The Louisville Review. Spalding University, 851 S. 
Fourth St., Louisville, KY 40203. 502-585-9911 x 
2777. louisvillereview@spalding.edu  
louisvillereview.org

N LUNA PARK REVIEW Publishes essays, 
reviews, commentary and interviews about the 
literary magazine world. Contact: Luna Park, 
Travis Kurowski, York College of Pennsylvania, 
441 Country Club Road, York, PA 17403. 
lunaparkreview@gmail.com lunaparkreview.com
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F N P MICHIGAN QUARTERLY 
REVIEW Publishes fiction, creative nonfiction, 
critical essays and poetry. Awards annual cash 
prizes for the best stories and poems published 
each year. Submit by regular mail only. Contact: 
Michigan Quarterly Review, 0576 Rackham 
Building, 915 E. Washington St., Ann Arbor, MI 
48109. 734-764-9265. mqr@umich.edu  
michiganquarterlyreview.com

F N P O MID-AMERICAN REVIEW Pub-
lishes contemporary fiction, poetry, nonfiction 
and translations. Submit via regular mail or 
online submission manager. Contact: Mid-
American Review, Department of English, Bowl-
ing Green State University, Bowling Green, OH 
43403. 419-372-2725. mar@bgsu.edu  
bgsu.edu/midamericanreview

F N P $ THE MISSOURI REVIEW Pub-
lishes poetry, fiction and nonfiction of general 
interest (no literary criticism). Submit by online 
submission manager ($3 fee) or by regular mail 
(no fee). Quarterly. Contact: [Genre] Editor, The 
Missouri Review, 357 McReynolds Hall, University 
of Missouri, Columbia, MO 65211. 573-882-4474. 
question@moreview.com missourireview.com

F N P MUD SEASON REVIEW A monthly 
online digital and annual print literary and art 
journal seeking the best in fiction, non-fiction, 
poetry and visual art. Work should teach some-
thing about life, as well as the craft of writing or 
visual art. Brief bio should be included with sub-
missions. Submit via only platform only. Con-
tact: editor@mudseasonreview.com 
mudseasonreview.com

N P MUDLARK: AN ELECTRONIC 
JOURNAL OF POETRY AND POETICS 
Online journal featuring poetry and essays on 
poetics. Submit by email or regular mail with 
SASE. Contact: William Slaughter, Mudlark, 
Department of English, University of North Flor-
ida, 1 UNF Drive, Jacksonville, FL 32224.  
mudlark@unf.edu unf.edu/mudlark

F $ NANO FICTION Biannual print publica-
tion of fiction under 300 words, with an interest 
in form experimentation. Submissions accepted 
year round through online portal only. Contact: 
managingeditor@nanofiction.org nanofiction.org

F N P O NATURAL BRIDGE Submit previ-
ously unpublished literary short fiction, personal 
essays, poetry and translations. Submit by online 
submission manager ($3 fee for nonsubscribers) 
or regular mail (free). Biannual. Contact: Natu-
ral Bridge, Dept. of English, University of Mis-
souri-St. Louis, One University Blvd., St. Louis, 
MO 63121. natural@umsl.edu blgos.umsl.edu/
naturalbridge

F N P NEW DELTA REVIEW Features fic-
tion, creative nonfiction and poetry as well as book 

reviews and interviews. Submit by online submis-
sion manager ($3 fee). Biannual. Contact: New 
Delta Review, Dept. of English, 15 Allen Hall, Loui-
siana State University, Baton Rouge, LA 70803.  
editor@ndrmag.org ndrmag.org

F N P $ NEW LETTERS Publishes fiction, 
essays, poetry and art. Also open to critical dis-
courses about writing, art or culture, as long as 
that writing is, in itself, lively, fresh and vivid. 
Quarterly. Submit by regular mail only Oct. 
1-May 1. Contact: New Letters, University 
House, UMKC, 5101 Rockhill Rd., Kansas City, 
MO 64110. 816-235-1168. newletters@umkc.edu 
newletters.org

F N P NEW MADRID Official journal of the 
low-residency MFA program at Murray State Uni-
versity. Features fiction, creative nonfiction and 
poetry. Reading periods are Jan. 15 -March 15 
and Aug. 15-Oct. 15. See website for upcoming 
issue themes. Submit only through online sub-
mission manager. Contact: Ann Neelon, Editor, 
New Madrid, Department of English and Philoso-
phy, Murray State University, 7C Faculty Hall, 
Murray, KY 42071. aneelon@murraystate.edu 
newmadridjournal.org

F N P $ THE NORTH AMERICAN 
REVIEW Interested in high-quality poetry, fic-
tion and nonfiction any subject, especially work 
that addresses contemporary North American 
concerns and issues: the environment, race, eth-
nicity, gender, sexual orientation and class. Quar-
terly. Submit using online submission manager. 
Contact: North American Review, University of 
Northern Iowa, 1222 W. 27th St., Cedar Falls, IA 
50614. 319-273-6455. nar@uni.edu  
northamericanreview.org

F N P NORTH CAROLINA LITERARY 
REVIEW Publishes interviews and literary criti-
cism about North Carolina writers and poetry, 
fiction, drama and creative nonfiction by North 
Carolina writers or set in North Carolina. Check 
website for upcoming issue deadlines and 
themes. Submit through online submission man-
ager. Contact: North Carolina Literary Review, 
East Carolina University, Mailstop 555 English, 
Greenville, NC 27858. Margaret D. Bauer, Editor. 
bauerm@ecu.edu nclr.ecu.edu

F P $ NOTRE DAME REVIEW Welcomes 
fiction and poetry of any length. Especially inter-
ested in work that takes on big issues. Reading 
periods: Sept. 1-Nov. 30 and Jan. 1-March 31. Sub-
mit by postal mail only. Biannual. Contact: Notre 
Dame Review, B009C McKenna Hall, University of 
Notre Dame, Notre Dame, IN 46556. 574-631-
6952. english.ndreview.1@nd.edu ndreview.nd.edu

F N P OREGON EAST Student-run art and 
literary magazine published annually. Accepts 
previously unpublished short fiction, nonfiction, 
poetry and art. Submit by regular mail by March 

15. Contact: Oregon East Magazine, Hoke Cen-
ter #328, Eastern Oregon University, La Grande, 
OR 97850. 541-962-3787. oe@eou.edu eou.edu/oe

F N P PAINTED BRIDE QUARTERLY 
Journal of fiction, nonfiction and poetry. Check 
website for contests and themed issues. Submit 
using online submissions manager. Contact: 
Painted Bride Quarterly, Drexel University, Dept. 
of English and Philosophy, 3141 Chestnut St., 
Philadelphia, PA 19104. pbq@drexel.edu  
pbq.drexel.edu

F P THE PATERSON LITERARY 
REVIEW Accepting poems (under two pages), 
short stories (under 1,500 words), memoir (under 
two pages), art and photographs. Reading period 
June 1-Sept. 30. Submit by regular mail with 
SASE. Contact: Maria Mazziotti Gillan, Execu-
tive Director, The Paterson Literary Review, Pas-
saic County Community College, One College 
Blvd., Paterson, NJ 07505. Email from website. 
patersonliteraryreview.com

F N P PILGRIMAGE Welcomes literary non-
fiction, fiction and poetry with themes related to 
soul, spirit, place and social justice in and beyond 
the American Southwest. Submit by regular mail 
or online submission manager. Contact: Juan 
Morales, Editor, Pilgrimage Magazine, Colorado 
State University-Pueblo, Department of English 
and Foreign Languages, 2200 Bonforte Blvd., 
Pueblo, CO 81001. info@pilgrimagepress.org  
pilgrimagepress.org

F N P PLEIADES: A JOURNAL OF NEW 
WRITING Literary biannual featuring poetry, 
fiction, essays and book reviews. Submit poetry 
Aug. 15-May 15 and all prose in July or December 
through online submission manager only. Con-
tact: Pleiades, Department of English, Martin 
336, University of Central Missouri, Warrensburg, 
MO 64093. 660-543-8106. ucmo.edu/pleiades

F N P POTOMAC REVIEW Publishes fic-
tion, nonfiction and poetry. Submit by online 
submission manager only. Biannual. Contact: 
Potomac Review, Montgomery College, 51 Man-
nakee St., MT/212, Rockville, MD 20850. poto-
macrevieweditor@montgomerycollege.edu 
montgomerycollege.edu/potomacreview

N THE QUARTERLY CONVERSATION 
Looking for book reviews, essays and interviews 
that address literature from original perspectives. 
No poetry or fiction. Submit query or completed 
article with two writing samples by email.  
Contact: The Quarterly Conversation.  
editor@quarterlyconversation.com  
quarterlyconversation.com

F N P O QUARTERLY WEST Features fic-
tion, flash fiction, nonfiction, poetry and new 
media/visual work by new and established 
authors and artists. Looks for writing that is excit-
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ing, challenging, risky, unpredictable and differ-
ent. Submit by online submission manager only. 
Contact: quarterlywest@gmail.com  
quarterlywest.com

F N P QWERTY Publishes literary fiction, 
genre fiction that subverts convention, experi-
mental work, creative nonfiction, reviews and 
poetry. Submit by regular mail or online submis-
sions manager. Contact: QWERTY, c/o UNB 
English Dept., P.O. Box 4400, Fredericton, NB 
E3B 5A3, Canada. qwerty@unb.ca  
lib.unb.ca/texts/qwerty

F N P REDIVIDER Seeks previously unpub-
lished fiction, literary nonfiction, poetry and 
visual art. Submit to appropriate genre editor 
through online submission manager ($3 fee). 
Biannual. Contact: Redivider, Emerson Col-
lege, Dept. of Writing, Literature and Publish-
ing, 120 Boylston Street, Boston, MA 02116.  
editor@redividerjournal.org  
redividerjournal.org

F N P O REQUITED Online journal publishes 
fiction, poetry, nonfiction, and performance text 
(play scripts, monologues, texts used in perfor-
mance, created through performance, or that 
documents or imagines performance). Prefers 
shorter submissions. Submit online to appropri-
ate editor per guidelines on website. Contact: 
requitedjournal@gmail.com requitedjournal.com

F N P ROANOKE REVIEW Features short 
fiction, nonfiction, photo essays and poetry. 
Reading period is Sept. 1-Jan. 31. Submit by 
online submission manager or postal mail. 
Annual. Contact: Roanoke Review, 221 College 
Lane, Salem, VA 24153. review@roanoke.edu  
roanoke-review.squarespace.com

F N P $ ROLLICK MAGAZINE Indepen-
dent online magazine publishing cutting-edge 
contemporary literature and thought about pop-
ular culture and society to inspire real engage-
ment. Essays, poems, short stories, memoirs, 
confessionals, experimental writing, post cards, 
reviews and satire accepted. A monetary prize is 
awarded for the most popular post in each issue. 
Submissions via email only. Contact:  
submissions@rollickmag.com rollickmag.com

F N P SCISSORS AND SPACKLE, A 
JOURNAL OF THE WRITTEN WORLD 
Annual journal publishing free verse and short 
prose with literary undertones. Submissions 
accepted from Sept. 1 to Oct. 15. Contact: Scis-
sors and Spackle, ELJ Publications, LLC, P.O. Box 
904, Washingtonville, NY 10992. scissorsand-
spackle@gmail.com scissorsandspackle.net

F N P THE SEATTLE REVIEW Publishes 
only long poems (at least 10 pages), novellas and 
long essays (both at least 40 pages). Accepts 

online submissions year round. No simultaneous 
submissions. No genre fiction. Contact: Seattle 
Review, P.O. Box 354330, Seattle, WA 98195. 206-
543-2302. seattlereview@gmail.com  
theseattlereview.org

F N P STILL CRAZY Online magazine pub-
lishes works by writers over age 50 on any sub-
ject, as well as works by writers of any age if the 
subject matter portrays people over 50. Looks 
for fresh perspectives and material that chal-
lenges patronizing, sentimental or stereotyping 
attitudes toward aging. Submit by online sub-
mission manager only. Biannual. Contact:  
editor@crazylitmag.com crazylitmag.com

F N P $ SYCAMORE REVIEW Accepts 
fiction, poetry, personal essays and art. See web-
site for our genre editors’ aesthetic statements. 
Reading period Sept. 1-March 31. Submit by 
online submission manager only. Biannual. 
Contact: Sycamore Review, Purdue University, 
Department of English, 500 Oval Drive, West 
Lafayette, IN 47907. sycamore@purdue.edu  
sycamorereview.com

SCIENCE FICTION AND FANTASY

F N P $ ANALOG SCIENCE FICTION 
AND FACT Seeks science fiction with strong 
characters and science/technology connection, 
articles about current science frontiers, poetry 
and art. Looks for stories in which some aspect of 
future science or technology is integral to the 
plot. Submit using online submission manager. 
Contact: Trevor Quachri, Editor, 44 Wall Street, 
Suite 904, New York, NY 10005.  
analog@dellmagazines.com analogsf.com

F N P FAIRY TALE REVIEW Publishes new 
fairy tales along the spectrum of mainstream to 
experimental, fabulist to realist, that help raise 
public awareness of fairy tales as a diverse, inno-
vative art form. Also accepts work in translation, 
scholarly, hybrid and illustrated works. Submit 
through online submission manager. Contact: 
Fairy Tale Review, Kate Bernheimer, Department 
of English, Modern Languages Building, Univer-
sity of Arizona, Tucson, AZ 85721.  
ftreditorial@gmail.com  
fairytalereview.com

F N P $ LEADING EDGE Publishes science 
fiction and fantasy and some poetry. Submissions 
must conform with the BYU honor code (no 
nudity, sex, excessive violence, belittlement of tra-
ditional family values or religion and drug use). 
Submit manuscript by email or regular mail. No 
simultaneous submissions. Semi-annual. Con-
tact: Leading Edge magazine, Attn: [Genre] 
Director, 4087 JKB, Provo, UT 84602.  
editor@leadingedgemagazine.com  
leadingedgemagazine.com

F $ THE MAGAZINE OF FANTASY & 
SCIENCE FICTION Devoted to science fiction 
and fantasy readers. Submit completed manu-
script by regular mail. Prefers character-oriented 
stories and especially seeking science fiction and 
humor. No simultaneous submissions. Submit via 
regular mail or online submission form. 
Bimonthly. Contact: C.C. Finlay, Editor, The 
Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, P.O. Box 
8420, Surprise, AZ 85374. Email through website. 
sfsite.com/fsf

F N MORPHEUS TALES Digital magazine 
featuring character-driven horror, science fiction 
and fantasy. Also accepts articles, interviews and 
reviews, plus genre artwork. Check website for 
submission deadlines and issue themes. Submit by 
email only. No simultaneous submissions. Con-
tact: morpheustales@gmail.com  
morpheustales.wix.com/morpheustales

MYSTERY

F $ ALFRED HITCHCOCK MYSTERY 
MAGAZINE Features original, unpublished 
mystery short stories; must involve a crime or the 
threat or the fear of one. Welcomes new authors. 
Prefers submissions via online platform, though 
paper submissions are still accepted. Contact: 
Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, 44 Wall 
Street, Suite 904, New York, NY 10005. alfredhitch-
cockmm@dellmagazines.com  
themysteryplace.com/ahmm

F $ ELLERY QUEEN’S MYSTERY MAG-
AZINE Features all types of mystery short sto-
ries. Interested in new authors. Needs hard-boiled 
stories as well as “cozies,” but not interested in 
explicit sex or violence. No true detective or 
crime stories. Submit by online submission man-
ager. Contact: Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine, 
44 Wall Street, Suite 904, New York, NY 10005.  
elleryqueenmm@dellmagazines.com  
themysteryplace.com/eqmm

N MYSTERY READERS JOURNAL Pub-
lishes short reviews and articles on the issue’s cho-
sen theme. Check website for calendar of issue 
themes. No fiction. Quarterly. Contact: Janet A. 
Rudolph, Editor, The Mystery Readers Journal, P.O. 
Box 8116, Berkeley, CA 94707. janet@mysteryread-
ers.org mysteryreaders.org

N $ MYSTERY SCENE Features author pro-
files, criticism, articles and reviews of fiction, ref-
erence/nonfiction, children’s books, audiobooks 
and TV and film in the mystery and crime genre. 
Send queries only. Check website for submission 
deadlines. Five issues per year. Contact: Kate 
Stine, Mystery Scene Magazine, P.O. Box 2200. 
Radio City Station, New York, NY 10101. 212-765-
7124. katestine@mysteryscenemag.com  
mysteryscenemag.com



 

eBook Adaptations
Let us convert your book to eBook, for iPad,  
Nook, Kindle and all other eBook readers,  
all within a couple of days. Professionally  

converted, low prices, easy ordering.

www.eBookAdaptations.com

Writer’s Relief, Inc.

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

www.WritersRelief.com

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

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

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

www.48HrBooks.com

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

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

Unlock the potential of your manuscript!

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

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

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

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

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

Classifieds

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

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

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

WRITING FOR PUBLICATION? Before contacting 
agents, publishers, or self-publishing, you need a 
professionally edited manuscript. Whatever your 
ability, I will make your work shine. Character, plot, 
structure critique. Full editing services. Extensive 
polishing (rewriting) as needed. Call Lois  
858-521-0844 (Pacific Time) www.editorontap.com

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

with your books in Spanish
 

Call or email us for a FREE estimate.
 

www.ranchopark.com 

 

¡Publish in Spanish!

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

HIGH-QUALITY EDITING FOR WRITERS of Fiction. 
Can be especially helpful to unpublished or first-
time writers. Honest, constructive, meticulous 
feedback. Free sample edit. New Leaf Editing. 
www.newleafediting.com or e-mail  
martikanna@comcast.net

CHRISTOPHER BERNARD 
EDITORIAL

Helping Writers for 20+ Years
Visit bernardeditorial.com

Contact christopherwb@msn.com
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HOW I WRITE

Robin Thede acts, does improv 
and sketch comedy, and is a 
veteran comedy writer. Her 
wit has led to an impressive 

array of credits, including writing for 
the Kevin Hart sitcom Real Husbands 
of Hollywood, creating material for sev-
eral shows such as the BET Awards, 
several videos that have gone viral and 
a stint as head writer for The Queen 
Latifah Show. 

Breaking barriers in a typically 
male-dominated industry, Thede is a 
trailblazer, becoming the first black 
female writer for late night’s The 
Nightly Show with Larry Wilmore. For 
that, she addresses current events and 
culture in a humorous way, as well as 
oversees other writers in collaborative 
work for the show. She clearly 
has a forte for taking serious 
material and presenting it in a 
way that viewers find funny, 
thereby informing the audience 
while also entertaining them. 

Thede started writing as a 
girl. By 13, she was creating 
sketches with her older sisters. 
“We would shoot them on our 
parents' barely functional cam-
corder and edit them using two 
VCRs. Clearly, this was pre-
iMovie and YouTube because 
I’m old,” Thede says. She knew 
she had a talent for comedy 
writing. “People always 
laughed,” she says. “It’s the only 
way you ever know you’re good 
at comedy. If they stop laugh-
ing, you’re toast.”

The native Iowan has a 
background in journalism (a 
degree from Northwestern 
University and chops as a 
reporter on E! News) and 
honed her comedy chops at 

the famous Second City in Chicago. 
Although some writers might find 
themselves occasionally lacking inspi-
ration, Thede is not one of them. She 
is constantly working on her craft, 
even as she may not know where it 
will lead. “I’m always writing things 
just because I have a lot of ideas,” she 
says, “but who knows if I’ll ever make 
that alien runway model movie?” 

 
First female writer for Wilmore

Holding that title was an honor, for 
sure. There’s no question about that. 
But at the end of the day, I write for 
Larry Wilmore, so my title or accom-
plishment has zero influence on what I 
create for him. He just wants funny 
jokes. He doesn’t need me reminding 

him that I broke ground in a male-
dominated industry. That would get 
pretty annoying: “Hey Larry, here’s a 
Bernie Sanders joke. Also don’t forget 
I’m a first!” 

Journalism background

It definitely helps me structure stories 
for The Nightly Show. It also creates 
clarity and helps me trim the fat to get 
the most information out in the short-
est amount of time so there is maxi-
mum room for jokes.

Finding humor in serious topics

By pointing out the ridiculousness of 
any serious situation, which is usually 
found in people’s reactions to the 
event. Even in the most tragic situa-

tion, you can usually find some 
weirdo who wants to use that 
opportunity to make completely 
off-topic points and victim 
blame. There’s always a lot of 
funny in exposing trolls.

Dealing with deadlines

There’s nothing to deal with. We 
have to tape at 6 p.m. There is no 
other option, so you just get it 
done. I worked on awards shows 
and live comedy shows for years, 
so I thrive in that kind of envi-
ronment anyway.

Advice

Capture whatever makes you 
laugh and run with it. There are 
too many people trying to sound 
like someone else. Be uniquely 
you, and your work will always 
find a home.  

Allison Futterman has been published 

in Charlotte magazine and writes fre-

quently for The Charlotte Observer.

Robin Thede
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Andy Fraenkel 
seeks inspiration 
for his next book 
at the Palace of 
Gold in New 
Vrindaban, West 
Virginia. 

While researching 
her historical novel set 
in the Old West, 
Judith Grout stopped 
for lunch at Baby 
Rocks Monument on 
the Navajo Nation 
between Phoenix, 
Arizona, and 
Durango, Colorado.

Amber Draeger @adraeger

#amwriting My heroine finally decided to 

tell me her big secret & it is intimidating. 

#challengeaccepted #scifi #horror

Lyz deJene @Lydales

All #writers are like Pinocchio. They tell lies 

and fabricate story. I wish I had my fairy.

#amwriting #writing

Marlouise Le Roux @marsleroux

Two submission dates coming up...I’d better 

get a move on. I hope my muse is ready! 

#amwriting #duedateinspiration

Hannah Byrnes @hbthewriter  

I can write tragedy into children’s stories 

beautifully but I now have red eyes and run-

ning mascara. #amwriting #killyourdarlings

Karen Kirst @KarenKirst

When a reader suggests a story idea for 

one of your characters and you wish you’d 

thought of it yourself. #writerslife

Sana @m24_sana

Literature books are the best source for 

inspiration #screenwriting #writerslife 

#English

Nicole Hoehn @Nicolehoehn101

Wish I could rock huge shirts with pockets 

on the front so I could always have my note-

book and pen with me #writerslife

Social media can be a distraction 

for writers, but it is also a forum 

to share inspiration, brag about 

creative ideas and find words and 

images to prompt a story. Here 

are some MTs that put Twitter to 

good use.
WHERE IN THE WORLD

IS THE WRITER?
Send a photo and caption to tweditorial@madavor.com.

WHERE
DO YOU READTHE WRITER?  
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SCENIC WILDLIFE TRAVEL SPORTS  outdoorphotographer.com

Amazing ISO! Nikon’s New Flagship D5 & D500 DSLRs

The Art of 
Visualization

TECHNIQUE

Sharpen 
Your Vision

Ultra High-Res Cameras
Master Printmaking, Part II

Ansel’s
Public Works

Nikon
D5

Explore The Treasure In 
Our National Archives

—Ansel Adams

Outdoor Photographer Magazine offers the tools, 
techniques and inspiration to capture subjects in a 
whole new light. A great writer can relate to that 
and learn from it. Subscribe now.



It goes with 
your vinyl

jazztimes.com | 1-877-252-8139

TEN 
ISSUES 

for only

$24.95

JazzTimes. 
It goes with you.

Use promo code SBFJTTW



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

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

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

Stand Out from the Crowd with

Foil Stamped Book Covers

We’ll take $50 off 

Use discount code: 

Writer2016

valid thru 7/31/16

Foil Stamping only adds three days to our production time.

800-231-0521
info@48HrBooks.com

10 Reasons to use
48 Hour Books:
Fastest Book Printers in the World

Same Day service available!

Great Customer Service

(Unbelievable, right?)
independent reviews -- they’re incredible!

      (see the link on our homepage, www.48HrBooks.com)

25 Free Books if you order 100 or more
eBook Conversion 
ISBN and barcodes
We use PUR adhesive - our books are “bound to please”
Designer Covers - 
Dust Jackets
Blind Embossing, Foil Stamping
Layout and Design ... and much more!
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