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This	one	is	for	all	my	new	friends,	who	will	read	this	book	and	go	on	to	create
great	novels.	

It’s	been	fun	…	Keep	it	that	way.
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Foreword

I	wish	this	book	had	been	around	when	I	started	writing.	It	would	have	saved	me
a	 great	 deal	 of	 guessing	 and	 wishing	 and	 hoping	 and	 praying,	 and	 otherwise
stumbling	around	in	the	dark.

When	I	 first	began	 to	write,	 it	was	 in	a	complete	vacuum.	 I	didn’t	know	 there
were	 such	 things	 as	 writer’s	 groups	 (either	 the	 in-person	 kind	 or	 the	 online
variety)	or	books	about	how	to	write.	I	had	never	met	a	real,	live,	honest-to-gosh
writer.	 I	 thought	 that	 authors	were	all	 famous	people	who	 lived	 in	big	houses,
like	 Stephen	 King	 and	 Ann	 Rice;	 or	 who,	 when	 they	 weren’t	 writing,	 hung
around	 the	 Algonquin	 Hotel	 drinking	 martinis	 and	 saying	 incredibly	 witty
things,	in	the	manner	of	the	late	Robert	Benchley	and	Dorothy	Parker.

I	was	about	99	percent	wrong	on	the	whole	deal,	a	victim	of	media	hype	and	the
understandable	fantasies	of	a	fledgling	author.

The	part	I	was	right	about—and	the	part	that	I	didn’t	mention	previously	because
it	never	occurred	 to	me	when	I	 first	 started—was	 that	writing	 turned	out	 to	be
something	that	gave	me	a	great	deal	of	satisfaction.	I	found	that	I	took	pleasure
in	stringing	together	words	in	a	way	that	was	sometimes	clever,	sometimes	heart
wrenching,	and	(hopefully)	always	made	sense.

I	was	lucky	enough	to	sell	my	very	first	novel	fairly	quickly	so	there	was	no	long
series	of	rejection	slips	with	which	to	paper	my	walls.	Of	course,	it	didn’t	sell	for
very	much,	but	it	was	sold	to	a	bona	fide	New	York	publisher.	Nothing	gave	me
as	big	a	thrill	until	 the	next	year,	when	I	finally	held	my	first	paperback	in	my
hot	little	hands.

The	 book	 you’re	 holding	 right	 now	will	 give	 you	 a	much	 better	 chance,	 as	 a
first-time	novelist,	of	actually	seeing	print—and	getting	paid	for	it.

Between	 these	 covers,	Tom	Monteleone	 has	 authored	 a	 completely	 accessible,
fun	to	read,	nuts-and-bolts	book.	It	covers	everything	from	what	kind	of	font	you



should	use	in	your	manuscript—and	other	things	you	never	think	about	until	you
actually	 sit	 down	 and	 face	 that	 blank	 screen—to	 punctuation,	 building
characters,	setting	“hooks,”	writing	cover	letters,	marketing,	and	beyond.

And	also,	he	demonstrates	how	to	keep	a	sense	of	humor	about	you	at	all	times.

—Ellen	Recknor

Ellen	Recknor	has	authored	upwards	of	35	novels	under	her	own	name	as	well	as
a	 variety	 of	 pseudonyms.	 She	 is	 a	 two-time	winner	 of	 the	Western	Writers	 of
America’s	Spur	Award,	has	won	the	Willa	Cather	Literary	Award,	and	has	been
nominated	for	the	Pulitzer	Prize.



Introduction

Who	am	I?

And	why	you	should	listen	to	me?

Listen,	 I’m	 just	 a	 guy	 who	 likes	 to	 write,	 and	 has	 written	 a	 lot	 of	 stuff	 …
including	25	novels.

I’ve	 spent	most	 of	my	adult	 life	writing	 and	 avoiding	 all	 the	grown-up-people
jobs.	During	that	stretch	of	time,	I’ve	learned	a	lot	of	things—mostly	self-taught
—that	 helped	me	get	 better	 at	what	 I	 do.	Self-taught	means	 a	 lot	 of	 rumblin’-
stumblin’-fumblin’	 my	 way	 through	 the	 world	 of	 writing	 and	 publishing.	 It
means	trial	and	error,	frustration,	and	rejection.

I	hope	I	can	help	you	avoid	much	of	that	sort	of	thing.	In	fact,	I’m	going	to	make
you	a	promise	to	be	informative	and	entertaining.	If	you	want	to	spend	your	time
writing	a	novel,	I	believe	it	should	be	fun,	not	work.	If	you	want	work,	go	get	a
gig	in	a	pie	factory	or	selling	vacuum	cleaners	door-to-door.

I	want	you	to	move	through	this	book	with	a	growing	confidence	that	will	come
from	familiarity	with	me	and	a	belief	in	your	own	abilities.	There’s	no	magic	or
secret	knowledge	in	the	writing	of	a	novel.	There	are	techniques,	guidelines,	and
even	a	few	tricks	to	make	it	a	rewarding	endeavor;	but	you’ll	see,	as	we	move
from	 topic	 to	 topic,	 it’s	 not	much	 harder	 than	making	 a	 six-foot	model	 of	 the
Statue	of	Liberty	out	of	Lego	blocks.

Just	different.

Anyway,	before	we	get	 started,	a	 little	more	about	me,	which	should	help	you
believe	what	 I’ll	 be	 telling	 you,	 and	 a	 few	words	 of	 coach-in-the-locker-room
inspiration	before	we	go	rushing	to	our	keyboards	to	kick	serious	butt.	 I	figure



the	easiest	way	to	get	started	is	tell	a	little	story,	so	here	goes	…

Picture	this:	I’m	at	a	party,	a	barbecue,	a	wedding,	or	just	about	any	other	kind
of	social	gathering	and	I’m	meeting	people	for	the	first	time.	As	is	the	custom	of
grown-up	 people,	 they	 will,	 soon	 after	 meeting	 you,	 ask	 what	 you	 “do.”
Meaning:	How	 do	 you	make	 your	money?	 Inevitably,	when	 I	 tell	 them	 I’m	 a
writer,	they	ask	what	I’ve	come	to	call	the	Three	Stupid	Questions,	and	thus	give
me	a	chance	to	have	a	little	fun	at	their	expense.

Stupid	 Question	 No.	 1:	 “You’re	 a	 writer?—Oh,	 have	 you	 ever	 had	 anything
published?”

People	 are	 surrounded	 by	 the	 printed	word	 every	 day,	 but	 apparently	 it	 never
occurs	 to	 them	 that	 someone	actually	must	write	 the	words	before	 they	can	be
put	into	print.

No	one,	it	seems,	has	ever	met	anyone	who	is	a	real	writer—at	least	that’s	how
everybody	acts	around	me.

Anyway,	I	usually	answer	with	a	smile	and	a	question	of	my	own.

“Hey,	come	on	…”	I	say.	“If	I	told	you	I	was	an	astronomer,	would	you	ask	me
if	 I’ve	 ever	 used	 a	 telescope?”	 (And	 following	 that	 logic,	 I’m	 reluctant	 to
imagine	what	question	a	proctologist	should	get.)

Most	people	chuckle	when	I	offer	the	astronomer	analogy.	And	then	I	follow	up
with	 a	 thumbnail	 of	my	 extensive	 and	 not-too-shabby	 bibliography.	 (You	 can
check	for	yourself	by	 looking	at	 the	 inside	back	cover	of	 this	book.	Go	ahead,
I’ll	wait	…)

Finished?	Okay,	so	I	tell	them	I’ve	been	a	professional	writer	for	more	than	25
years,	 and	 that	 I’ve	written	 a	variety	of	 novels	 that	 have	 fallen	 into	 categories
such	as	science	fiction,	horror,	suspense,	thrillers,	and	everything	in	between.



That	usually	prompts	…

Stupid	Question	No.	 2:	“Wow,	 that’s	 really	 somethin’	…	uh,	 do	 you	use	 your
real	name?”

Do	 you	 know	 why	 they	 ask	 this	 “real	 name”	 business?	 Because	 they	 find
themselves	standing	jaw-to-jaw	with	a	real	writer,	someone	who	writes	books	…
and	they	have	never	heard	of	me.	They	never	admit	this	fact,	but	they’re	thinking
it,	and	they	figure	the	only	reason	they	don’t	recognize	me	is	because	I	gotta	be
using	a	fake	name.

So	I	tell	them	I	love	to	see	my	“real”	name	on	my	books,	and	always	make	sure
it	 works	 out	 that	 way.	 I	 tell	 them	 I’m	 like	 most	 writers,	 which	 means	 a	 lot
egotistical	 and	 a	 little	 crazy.	 This	 usually	 satisfies	 them,	 but	 after	 a	 little
pondering,	many	 of	 them	wheel	 out	 the	 single	 question	 all	 writers	 hear	more
than	any	other,	which	is	…

Stupid	Question	No.	3:	“Wow,	that’s	really	neat,	ya	know—but	ya	gotta	tell	me,
where	do	you	guys	get	all	your	crazy	ideas?”

Yeah.	And	even	 though	 I	know	 it’s	coming,	even	 though	 I’ve	heard	 it	 literally
hundreds	 of	 times,	 I’m	 still	 a	 little	 amazed	 that	 people	 are	 so	perplexed	when
confronted	with	the	concept	of	having	original	ideas.	Now	just	so	you	know	…
most	writers	I’ve	met	have	evolved	and	perfected	their	own	wiseguy	response	to
Question	No.	3,	and	here’s	mine:	“I	subscribe	to	an	Idea	Service—and	for	only
$9.95,	they	send	me	10	new	ideas	each	and	every	month.”

I	usually	get	a	smile	or	a	laugh,	and	everybody	knows	I’m	kidding	around,	and
then	I	explain	my	“crazy	ideas”	come	from	the	molten	core	of	my	imagination,
from	the	pit	of	my	fears	and	the	heights	of	my	dreams,	from	the	very	stuff	and
fabric	of	life,	that	they	come	from	everywhere	around	and	within	all	of	us,	and
that	 one	 only	 need	 be	watching	 and	 listening	 to	 the	world	 to	 gather	 up	 some
ideas	of	his	or	her	own.

It’s	usually	cool	after	that,	except	when	somebody	pulls	out	a	notepad	and	asks



me	(just	to	be	on	the	safe	side,	mind	you)	if	I	could	give	them	the	address	of	that
service	…

Actually,	it	doesn’t	end	here.

There	is	usually	at	least	one	person	who	tells	me	he’s	lived	the	absolutely	most
incredible	 life	 and	 his	 experiences	 are	 just	 so	 unbelievable,	 so	 great,	 they	 are
simply	 crying	 out	 to	 be	 chronicled	 in	 a	 book.	At	 this	 point	 I	 can	 pretty	much
count	 on	 this	 guy	 to	make	me	what	most	writers	 know	as	 the	Standard	Offer,
which	is:	He’ll	tell	me	his	life	story,	I	get	to	then	write	it,	and	then	split	half	the
money	with	him.

You	can	imagine	how	the	rest	of	that	conversation	unwinds.

But	the	point	of	this	little	story	(and	I	was	going	to	make	one)	is	that	people	are
fascinated	with	 the	 idea	of	 storytelling	 and	writing	 a	novel.	 It’s	 been	 said	 that
everybody	has	at	least	one	novel	in	them,	and	maybe	it’s	true.	But	some	of	you
also	have	this	burning	drive	to	let	that	novel	out,	to	actually	sit	down	and	spend
the	time	you	need	to	get	it	written.

If	you’re	that	person,	I	am	here	to	help	you.

When	 I	was	 first	 starting	 out,	 I	made	 all	 the	mistakes	 you	 could	make,	 and	 I
sought	help	 from	people	 I	met	at	 conventions	and	workshops.	People	 like	Ted
White	and	Damon	Knight	 took	 the	 time	 to	 show	me	what	 I	was	doing	wrong.
They	taught	me	how	to	eat	criticism	for	breakfast,	and	go	back	to	the	typewriter
and	write	some	more.	They	both	told	me	that	if	I	was	any	good,	I’d	make	it;	and
you	had	to	work	to	make	yourself	good.	And	if	I	made	it,	then	on	a	farther	away
“someday,”	I	would	be	asked	to	help	out	a	new	writer	or	two	or	hundreds	…

They	were	correctimento	on	all	counts,	friends.

And	here	we	are,	with	me	being	asked	to	help	you	get	that	novel	written.



If	you	picked	up	this	book	to	browse	around	or	if	you’ve	actually	paid	good	old
American	Federal	Reserve	Notes	for	it,	then	you	are	in	some	way	like	me—you
want	to	be	a	writer	of	novels.

Well,	you’ve	come	to	 the	right	place,	because	I	know	how	to	write	novels	and
when	you	finish	this	book,	you	will,	too.

But	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 things	 I	will	 teach	you,	 it	will	 be	 to	your	benefit	 if	 you
have	the	following	items:

•	 The	 support	 and	 belief	 of	 those	 close	 to	 you.	 I	 speak	 from
experience,	having	been	blessed	to	have	my	wife,	Elizabeth,	always	in	my
corner.	 She	 has	 been	 my	 best	 editor,	 advisor,	 publicist,	 proofreader,	 and
critic,	and	has	made	my	work	all	the	better	for	her	efforts.	You	should	be	so
lucky.

•	Time.	If	you	have	a	full-time	job	or	other	obligations,	which	do	not
allow	 you	 a	 sizable	 block	 of	 daily	 hours	 when	 you	 can	 be	 alone,	 then
writing	will	be	difficult.

•	 Talent.	 This	 is	 one	 of	 those	 nebulous	 things	 that	 can	 only	 be
determined	 by	 spending	 a	 lot	 of	 time	 on	 writing,	 and	 writing,	 and	 then
writing	more.	Your	talent	will	eventually	find	itself	and	develop	in	its	own
unique	way.

These	are	three	things	I	cannot	provide,	but	you	and	your	circle	can.

Now,	we’re	almost	ready	to	start.	Here’s	a	little	heads-up	on	what’s	coming.

Part	1,	“An	Overview,”	will	explain	in	general	terms	what	it’s	going	to	be	like
to	become	a	writer	and,	more	specifically,	a	novelist.	I’m	going	to	give	you	the
inside	look	at	creative,	economic,	and	plain	old	business	requirements	of	writing
a	novel.	We	also	spend	a	little	time	figuring	out	what	novels	are,	why	people	like
to	read	them,	and	what	preparation	you’re	going	to	need	before	you	actually	start
pounding	out	the	pages	every	day.



Part	2,	“The	Elements	of	Writing	a	Novel,”	is	when	we’ll	be	going	out	to	the
workshop,	rolling	up	our	sleeves,	and	opening	up	the	big	writer’s	toolbox.	That’s
where	we’re	 going	 to	 find	 everything	we	 need	 to	write	 your	 book.	We’ll	 talk
plot,	characters,	setting,	dialogue,	and	all	the	other	stuff	that	makes	a	good	book.

Part	3,	“The	Process	of	Writing	a	Novel,”	will	get	you	comfortable	with	 the
more	subtle	parts	of	writing.	Look	on	this	part	as	the	point	where	we	start	fine-
tuning	the	 things	you	learned	in	Part	2—from	the	simplest	 ideas	of	format	and
presentation	through	the	weird	and	illogical	worlds	of	grammar	and	style	to	the
concept	of	discipline	and	how	to	use	your	time	efficiently.

Part	 4,	 “Revisions	 and	 Beyond,”	 will	 center	 on	 that	 part	 of	 the	 project	 that
many	people	don’t	 think	about—what	do	you	do	after	you’ve	finished	the	first
draft?	The	answer	is:	You	do	a	lot,	because	you’re	not	finished.

And	in	the	appendixes,	you’ll	find	interviews	with	bestselling	writers,	which	will
give	you	a	chance	to	see	what	other	successful	novelists	have	to	say	about	how
they	got	started,	how	they	work,	and	other	insights	into	their	craft.	Also	included
is	 a	 big,	 comprehensive	 glossary	 to	 help	 you	 keep	 up	 with	 the	 language	 of
writing	a	novel.



Extras

In	 addition	 to	 all	 the	 great	 information	 in	 the	 chapters	 to	 follow,	 this	 book
provides	 a	 number	 of	 sidebars,	which	will	 give	 you	 some	 additional	 things	 to
think	about,	remember,	and	utilize.

Trade	Talk

Terms	and	phrases	that	are	part	of	the	language	of	publishing.

The	Plot	Thickens!

Quick	 summaries	 of	 the	 best	 novels	 of	 all	 time,	 so	 you	 can	 see	what	 has
worked	and	why.

A	Likely	Story

These	 are	 idea-prompts	 that	will	 appear	 every	now	and	 then	 to	give	your
imagination	a	little	jolt.



Tom’s	Tips

These	are	lots	of	little	tricks	and	things	to	remember	to	make	your	writing
easier	and	even	fun!

Words	of	Wisdom

These	are	strategically	placed	quotes	by	writers	about	writing.

So	let’s	get	started,	okay?
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Part	1

An	Overview

We	(meaning	you	and	me)	are	going	to	use	this	first	part	of	the	book	to	get	you
up	to	speed	on	the	entire	“world”	of	writing.	Despite	 the	shopworn	saying	that
writing	is	essentially	sitting	in	a	chair	that	happens	to	be	in	front	of	a	keyboard,
you	will	discover	in	the	following	pages	that	there’s	a	lot	more	to	it.

We’re	going	 to	 talk	about	 the	basic	personal	attributes	 that	many	writers	share
and	 we’re	 going	 to	 talk	 about	 talent,	 ability,	 and	 that	 elusive	 thing	 called
creativity;	and	we’re	going	to	find	out	how	to	develop,	nurture,	and	unleash	your
own	 creativity.	 You	 will	 also	 be	 reminded	 of	 a	 sad	 truth	 that	 all	 writers
eventually	 uncover—there’s	 a	 business	 side	 to	 the	 vocation	 that	 just	won’t	 go
away.	The	sooner	you	realize	this,	the	better	off	you’re	going	to	be.	And	finally,
I’m	going	 to	 give	 you	 a	 short	 course	 on	 the	 kinds	 of	 people	 you	 are	 going	 to
meet	 and	whom	 you’re	 going	 to	 have	 to	 work	with	 as	 you	 slosh	 through	 the
swampy	waters	of	publishing.



Chapter	1

So	You	Want	to	Be	a	Writer

In	This	Chapter

•	Basic	ability

•	Be	a	storyteller

•	Be	tough

•	Ask	the	next	question

•	Have	fun

•	A	little	help	from	your	friends

Lots	of	people	think	it	would	be	very	cool	to	be	a	writer.	What	they	don’t	know
(but	probably	suspect)	is	that	not	everybody	can	be	a	writer.	You	need	a	certain
number	of	skills	and	attributes,	and	in	this	first	chapter,	I’m	going	to	talk	about
them	and	provide	a	little	analysis	and	advice.

As	we	work	our	way	through	the	list,	I	want	you	to	think	about	these	attributes
and	 how	 they	might	 apply	 to	 you.	A	 fair	 amount	 of	 honest	 self-assessment	 is
needed	at	this	initial	stage.	Look	at	yourself	in	terms	of	these	characteristics,	so
that	you	can	see	what’s	usually	necessary	to	be	a	writer.	You’ll	need	to	decide
which	ones	you	already	possess	and	which	ones	you	don’t.

Once	 you’ve	 figured	 that	 out,	 you	 have	 to	 decide	 which	 ones	 you	 have	 in
sufficient	quantity	and	quality,	and	which	ones	you	can	develop	and	improve.



The	Write	Stuff

In	no	particular	order	of	 importance	(because	 they	are	all	 important),	 let’s	 talk
about	the	following	attributes	of	having	the	“write	stuff”:

•	Basic	writing	ability

•	Natural	storytelling	talent

•	The	right	temperament

•	A	natural	and	abiding	curiosity

•	A	sense	of	humor

•	A	support	group



Basic	Writing	Ability

And	here	 I	mean	very	basic.	You	 should	have	 at	 least	 an	 elementary	grasp	of
how	sentences	are	constructed	as	well	 as	an	 idea	of	what	grammar	 is	 (without
necessarily	being	an	English	teacher	or	a	grammarian)	and	how	it	is	employed	to
make	sense	to	anyone	reading	what	you	write.

This	goes	way	beyond	knowing	which	end	of	the	sentence	gets	the	period,	okay?
What	 I	 mean	 is	 a	 good	 understanding	 of	 the	 basics	 of	 composition	 and
exposition	that	we	are	supposed	to	be	taught	by	the	eighth	grade.	You	should	be
able	to	write	clear,	simple	sentences	that	say	what	you	mean.

Later	 on,	 we	will	 spend	 plenty	 of	 time	 and	 space	 checking	 and	 ensuring	 that
your	basic	writing	skills	are	up	to	speed,	and	then	making	them	even	better.	But
there’s	no	 substitute	 for	understanding	grammar	as	 the	 foundation	upon	which
everything	else	is	built.	You	have	to	know	the	rules	in	order	to	break	them	and
be	so	familiar	with	good	grammar	that	you	understand	it	intuitively.	This	is	not
as	daunting	as	it	may	seem.



Natural	Storytelling	Talent

People	who	fit	this	mold	can	usually	be	pegged	very	early	on	in	their	lives.	Most
of	my	friends	are	writers,	and	 they	almost	universally	 relate	stories	about	 their
childhoods	 in	which	 relatives	and	 friends	noticed	a	particular	 tendency	 to	 spin
tales	out	of	nothing.	This	ability	usually	took	its	earliest	shape	when	we	came	up
with	a	plausible	explanation	for	how	or	why	we	did	not	do	something	that	got	us
into	Big	Trouble.	Some	kids	are	marvelously	inventive	when	it	comes	to	making
up	 stories,	 so	 try	 to	 remember	 if	 you	were	 like	 that	 or	 ask	 someone	who	 can
remind	you.

Words	of	Wisdom

I	 don’t	 know	 anything	 but	 the	 simplest	 rules	 of	 English	 grammar,	 and	 I
seldom	consciously	apply	them.	Nevertheless,	I	instinctively	write	correctly
and,	 I	 like	 to	 think,	 in	 an	 interesting	 fashion.	 I	 know	 when	 something
sounds	 right	 and	 when	 it	 doesn’t,	 and	 I	 can	 tell	 the	 difference	 without
hesitation,	 even	 when	 writing	 at	 breakneck	 speed.	 How	 do	 I	 do	 this?	 I
haven’t	the	faintest	idea.

—Isaac	Asimov

I	 can	 personally	 vouch	 that	 a	 knack	 for	 storytelling	 emerges	 early.	 I	 liked	 to
draw	pictures,	but	 they	were	not	 like	 the	other	kids’.	 I	would	draw	a	 series	of
pictures	all	on	the	same	subject	or	scene.	After	a	typical	session	with	the	crayon
box,	I	would	have	a	stack	of	papers	that	told	simple	stories:	of	battles	across	the
sky,	 landscapes	 in	 which	 armies	 and	 planes	 would	 progressively	 get	 knocked



around,	 and	 monsters	 from	 dark	 forests	 would	 wade	 into	 towns	 and	 cities	 to
spread	 their	 mayhem.	 The	 interesting	 thing	 is	 that,	 even	 at	 the	 age	 of	 six	 or
seven,	 I	 was	 doing	 what	 the	 Hollywooders	 call	 story-boarding,	 which	 means
mapping	out	your	story	in	visual	blocks	…	almost	like	a	cartoon.

My	 favorite	kids’	TV	show	was	Winky	Dink,	which	was	40	years	 ahead	of	 its
time	 as	 an	 “interactive”	 program.	 With	 the	 help	 of	 a	 “magic	 screen”	 and	 a
washable	marker,	I	was	able	to	create	parts	of	the	cartoon	that	would	help	Winky
get	through	his	weekly	adventure.

As	I	grew	a	little	older	and	learned	how	to	write,	I	started	writing	down	simple
stories.	 I	 had	become	 addicted	 to	 comic	 books	 early	 on,	 and	 the	 first	 stories	 I
wrote	 were	 basically	 just	 rip-offs	 of	 what	 I’d	 seen	 in	 a	 particular	 comic	 and
couldn’t	get	out	of	my	head.	That	was	just	fine;	at	least	I	was	writing.

When	I	was	 in	 the	Cub	Scouts,	 I	was	always	 the	one	 to	come	up	with	a	ghost
story	when	it	was	time	to	sit	around	the	campfire.	I	was	the	one	who	had	to	make
up	a	name	for	our	team,	club,	pets,	secret	hideout,	or	even	the	games	we	would
invent	in	that	wonderfully	free-form	way	kids	have	a	talent	for.

One	day,	after	I	 turned	12	or	so,	I	realized	that	all	 the	stuff	I	 liked	to	read	had
been	 written	 by	 people.	 I’d	 known	 it	 before	 on	 a	 less	 conscious	 level,	 but
suddenly	 it	hit	me	hard,	and	 I	knew	 in	one	Zen	moment	why	 I’d	always	 liked
drawing	 and	 writing—because	 I	 wanted	 to	 be	 a	 writer.	 I	 bought	 my	 first
typewriter	soon	after	that.

Now,	at	the	risk	of	saying	some	people	are	just	“born”	storytellers,	I	am	left	with
the	conclusion	that	maybe	some	of	us	are—myself	included.	If	that’s	true,	then
it’s	 up	 for	 discussion	whether	 this	 particular	 trait	 can	 be	 trained	 or	 taught.	 In
Appendix	A,	which	features	interviews	with	bestselling	writers,	I	ask	them	about
this	very	thing.

The	idea	of	a	story	can	certainly	be	imparted	to	every	one	of	you:	the	concepts	of
hero,	 antihero,	 villain,	 moral,	 resolution,	 and	 all	 that	 good	 stuff	 that	 was
established	 way	 back	 with	 the	 creation	 of	 the	 Greek	 dramas.	What	 might	 be
harder	 to	 define	 and	 nurture	 is	 that	 inner	 drive,	 that	 thrumming	 turbine	 in	 the



imagination’s	engine	room	that	just	makes	some	of	us	need	to	tell	stories.

That’s	 the	part	 that	gets	 really	 interesting.	And	 that’s	where	you	come	 in.	You
need	to	develop	the	ability	to	peer	down	deep	inside	yourself	(I	know,	I	know,
it’s	dark	in	there!)	and	see	what	is	pushing	you,	what	is	making	you	want	to	be	a
writer,	and	more	specifically,	a	novelist.

Words	of	Wisdom

I	think	you	must	remember	that	a	writer	is	a	simple-minded	person	to	begin
with	and	go	on	that	basis.	He’s	not	a	great	mind,	he’s	not	a	great	 thinker,
he’s	not	a	great	philosopher,	he’s	a	storyteller.

—Erskine	Caldwell

The	only	reason	for	being	a	writer,	a	storyteller,	is	that	you	just	can’t	help
it.	You	have	to	do	it.

—F.	Paul	Wilson



The	Right	Temperament

What	we’re	talking	about	here	can	be	called	temperament,	spirit,	or	constitution.
When	you	distill	all	the	unnecessary	elements	of	a	writer’s	personality	and	you
see	what’s	 left	 in	 the	 collecting	 jar,	 you	 find	massive	 quantities	 of	 toughness,
resilience,	and	ego.	It’s	important	stuff,	and	we	need	to	examine	these	aspects	of
a	writer’s	makeup	thoroughly.

A	writer	 has	 to	be	 tough—especially	 a	writer	 of	 novels—because	of	 the	 sheer
amount	of	time	they	need	to	invest	in	creating	a	manuscript	of	such	length.	The
average	novel	can	be	from	300	to	600	pages	long,	and	some	may	end	up	more
than	 a	 thousand.	 It	 takes	great	 inner	 strength	 to	 spend	 the	 time	 and	 energy,	 to
outlast	the	pressure	to	simply	stop,	to	keep	on	pushing	even	when	you	don’t	feel
like	it,	when	you’d	rather	be	doing	anything	but	writing.	At	those	times	you	need
to	be	tough	on	yourself.

But	 even	 greater	 toughness	 is	 necessary	 when	 you	 face	 rejection	 in	 the
marketplace.	Get	used	to	this	 idea:	Being	a	writer	means	you	will	face	a	 lot	of
rejection.	What	makes	a	story	or	a	novel	“good”	is	highly	subjective,	and	some
people	 are	 going	 to	 really	 like	 what	 you	write,	 while	 others	 are	 probably	 not
going	to	like	it	very	much	at	all.	It	is	a	simple	fact	of	life,	so	cut	it	into	the	wall
of	 your	 writing	 compound	 in	 big,	 block	 letters:	 Rejection	 comes	 with	 the
territory.	You	have	 to	 learn	 to	eat	 it	 for	breakfast	and	go	on	 to	 the	business	at
hand,	which	is	writing	your	story	or	your	book.

When	 I	was	 first	 getting	 started—seriously	writing	 every	 day	 and	 sending	my
stories	out	to	every	market	I	could	find—I	was	only	a	few	months	out	of	college.
I	 would	 finish	 a	 short	 story;	 send	 it	 out	 with	 an	 SASE	 to	 a	mystery,	 science
fiction	(SF),	horror,	or	adventure	magazine;	and	start	on	another	one.	After	some
time,	I	probably	had	15	or	20	stories	circulating	among	all	the	possible	markets.
And	every	few	weeks,	 I’d	get	one	of	 them	back	with	a	form	letter	or	notepad-
sized	rejection	paper-clipped	to	the	first	page.



Tom’s	Tips

This	is	a	general	one	to	start	off	the	book.	But	it’s	an	important	one:	Never
doubt	 you	 will	 finish	 what	 you	 set	 out	 to	 do.	 Writing	 a	 novel	 is	 a	 long
process	 requiring	 your	 persistence,	 a	 few	 pages	 a	 day,	 and	 about	 six
months.

I	would	then	do	what	any	real	writer	does:	I	yanked	off	the	rejection	slip,	put	the
story	 in	 a	new	envelope	with	 a	new	SASE,	 and	 sent	 it	 off	 again.	 It’s	 the	only
thing	you	can	do.	Never	take	it	personally.	Never	get	mad.	Just	tell	yourself	you
will	eventually	show	them	the	error	in	their	judgment	of	your	work.

I	 sent	 off	 stories	 and	 harvested	 rejection	 slips	 for	 about	 two	 and	 a	 half	 years.
Close	 to	200	of	 them.	But	 I	never	gave	up.	 I	 told	myself	 I	would	simply	keep
writing.	I	told	myself	I	would	eventually	start	selling	my	stories.	And	I	did.	But
the	 reason	 I	 was	 able	 to	 do	 it	 is	 because	 I	 was	mentally	 tough.	 I	 always	 had
enough	inside	to	bounce	back	from	yet	another	failure	in	the	marketplace,	and	I
had	a	big	enough	ego	to	not	only	absorb	the	impacts,	but	also	to	believe	I	would
make	it	someday.

So	the	simple	 line	here	 is	never	 take	no	for	your	final	answer.	Always	recover
from	rejection	with	a	 renewed	will.	 If	you	can	do	 that—no	matter	how	 long	 it
takes—you	will	succeed.



A	Natural	and	Abiding	Curiosity

This	 is	 a	no-brainer,	 really.	 It	will	help	 if	you’re	 the	 type	who	goes	out	 to	 the
back-yard	after	nightfall	every	once	in	a	while,	looks	up	at	the	endless	scatter	of
stars,	and	 is	struck	by	 the	sheer	 immensity	and	wonder	of	 it	all.	Or	how	about
this	 one:	You’re	watching	The	History	Channel	 or	The	Learning	Channel	 and
something	makes	you	wonder	“Wow,	what	if	…?”

Words	of	Wisdom

Convince	yourself	that	a	rejection	of	your	work	is	not	a	rejection	of	you.	If
they	reject	something,	I	bounce	something	right	back.	If	I’d	used	a	similar
method	in	college,	I’d	have	had	a	lot	more	dates.

—Ron	Goulart

Rejected	by	121	publishing	houses	before	its	publication	in	1974,	Zen	and
the	 Art	 of	Motorcycle	Maintenance	 thrust	 Robert	M.	 Pirsig	 into	 stardom,
selling	more	than	three	million	copies	in	paperback	alone.

—The	New	York	Times

These	are	just	two	examples	of	how	your	imagination	should	be	working	if	you
want	 to	write	 novels.	You	have	 to	 be	 like	 a	 sentinel	 on	 the	watchtower.	Your
mission,	if	you	choose	to	accept	it,	is	to	be	ever	vigilant	and	totally	plugged	into
the	world	around	you.



That	means	 you	 are	 not	 like	most	 people.	You	 are	 immediately	 curious	when
you	hear	a	neighbor	mention	a	weird	noise	or	a	strange	light,	or	when	you	read
an	 article	 that	 notes	 an	 increase	 in	 hung	 juries,	 or	 you	 see	 a	 wacko-looking
character	 running	 the	 Tilt-A-Whirl	 at	 the	 summer	 carnival	 on	 the	 outskirts	 of
your	 town,	 or	 …	 You	 fill	 in	 the	 blanks.	 It	 doesn’t	 matter	 what	 fires	 your
curiosity	 and	 gets	 your	 imagination	 burning	 like	 a	 coal	 furnace	 into	 which
somebody	tossed	a	bucket	of	paint	thinner.	What	matters	is	that	something	does.

There’s	 an	 old	 axiom	 among	 SF	 writers:	 You	 need	 to	 have	 what	 they	 call	 a
“sense	of	wonder”	to	write	science	fiction.	I’d	extrapolate	on	that	sentiment	and
say	you	need	it	to	write	anything.	The	world	around	you	has	got	to	strike	you	as
interesting	as	hell,	even	if	you	live	in	a	farmhouse	in	Indiana	and	the	empty	land
around	you	is	as	plain	and	featureless	as	a	freshly	sanded	tabletop.

When	my	parents,	in	their	infinite	wisdom,	decided	to	send	me	to	a	Jesuit	high
school	 outside	 Baltimore,	 I	 entered	 a	 world	 of	 disciplined	 learning.	 The
curriculum	was	 tough—four	years	of	Latin,	 two	years	of	French	or	German,	a
year	 of	 Greek,	 four	 years	 of	 English	 grammar	 and	 composition,	 algebra	 and
calculus,	plus	all	the	sciences,	history,	theology,	philosophy,	and	music.

Yes,	 I	 learned	 a	 lot.	Among	 the	most	 important	 things	was	 one	 of	 those	 little
techniques	that	the	Jesuits	have	become	infamous	for	among	their	more	staid	and
traditional	colleagues	in	the	Church.	More	than	one	of	them	in	the	course	of	their
lectures	and	lessons	warned	us:	Always	ask	the	next	question.

Think	about	it.	Never	be	satisfied	with	anything	you	hear,	see,	or	read.	That’s	the
secret	of	not	only	being	an	informed	human	being,	but	also	a	good	writer.	I’ve
always	 tried	 to	use	 that	advice,	 to	 look	at	 things	 from	every	aspect	by	 turning,
twisting,	 stretching	 and	 squeezing.	Never	 satisfied	with	 just	 a	 single	 answer,	 I
always	bug	and	nudge	my	sources	to	share	everything	they	know.

This	 is	 where	 your	 imagination	 kicks	 in.	 This	 is	 where	 your	 idea-engine	 and
your	 plot-machine	 get	 their	 fuel	 when	 you	 have	 them	 chugging	 and	 clanking
through	the	long	hours	of	the	night.



Another	thing	we	should	mention	in	this	section	is	something	lots	of	writers	rely
on	 (even	 if	 they	have	no	 idea	of	what	 it	 is	 or	how	 it	works).	 It’s	 that	 strange,
vaguely	understood	part	of	our	minds	the	psychiatrists	call	the	subconscious.

Not	 everybody	 is	 on	 the	 same	page	when	 it	 comes	down	 to	 the	 subconscious.
Plenty	of	people	will	swear	the	subconscious	mind	doesn’t	even	exist,	much	less
help	you	be	a	great	writer.	But	you’ll	find	a	lot	more	writers	who	swear	by	it.

It	 works	 something	 like	 this:	 You’re	 writing	 your	 novel	 and	 you’re	 having
problems	 figuring	 out	 a	 plot	 complication	 or	 how	 to	 explain	 a	 character’s
motivation	for	doing	something	you	just	made	him	do.	You	have	a	problem,	and
you	have	no	clue	how	to	solve	it,	explain	it,	or	fix	it.	So	what	do	you	do?

If	you’re	stalled,	sometimes	the	best	thing	to	do	is	drop	it	for	a	day	or	so.	Leave
it	 alone	and	work	on	something	else:	 some	other	 scene,	a	new	chapter,	maybe
even	 an	 idea	 for	 a	 short	 story.	 The	 cool	 thing	 is	 this—even	 though	 you	 don’t
think	you’re	working	on	solving	your	creativity	problem,	believe	me,	you	are.	A
part	of	you	is	doing	it,	and	that	part	is	your	subconscious	mind.	It’s	the	part	that
doesn’t	need	to	pay	attention	when	you’re	eating,	breathing,	mowing	the	 lawn,
driving	 the	 car,	 sorting	 out	 the	 junk	mail,	 and	 all	 the	 other	 stuff	 you	 do.	 For
people	who	 are	not	 creative	 types,	 that	 part	 of	 their	mind	has	very	 little	 to	 do
except	crank	up	some	hellaciously	weird	and	detailed	dreams.	But	for	you,	 it’s
the	part	that	has	been	working	on	your	novel’s	problems.

So	 you	 learn	 to	 trust	 your	 subconscious.	 It’s	 strange,	 because	when	 you	 least
expect	to	find	the	answer	to	a	troublesome	character	or	a	needed	twist	in	the	plot,
it	will	jump	up	and	startle	you	with	its	freshness	and	utter	applicability.	I	can’t
explain	 it	 any	 better	 than	 that,	 but	 if	 any	 of	 you	 have	 been	 in	 positions	 that
required	analysis	and	problem-solving,	you’ve	probably	already	experienced	the
power	 of	 the	 subconscious.	 Some	people	 even	have	 dreams	 in	which	 they	 see
themselves	figuring	out	 the	answer,	while	others	 just	wake	up	in	 the	middle	of
the	night,	and	wham!—they’ve	got	something	totally	worked	out.	If	any	of	this
has	happened	to	you,	well,	you	know	what	I’m	talking	about.

The	rest	of	you?	Until	you	feel	it	firsthand,	you’re	going	to	have	to	trust	me.



Words	of	Wisdom

We	write	 to	 expose	 the	 unexposed.	 If	 there	 is	 one	 door	 in	 the	 castle	 you
have	 been	 told	 not	 to	 go	 through,	 you	 must.	 Otherwise,	 you’re	 just
rearranging	the	furniture	in	the	rooms	you’ve	already	been	in.	Most	human
beings	are	dedicated	to	keeping	that	one	door	shut.	But	the	writer’s	job	is	to
see	what’s	 behind	 it,	 to	 see	 the	 bleak,	 unspeakable	 stuff,	 and	 to	 turn	 the
unspeakable	into	words.

—Anne	Lamott



A	Sense	of	Humor

A	sense	of	humor	 is	 important	 in	ways	you	may	not	suspect.	 I	don’t	primarily
mean	you	should	be	thinking	“funny”	when	you	write,	although	a	little	levity	can
often	 nudge	 your	 material	 to	 places	 it	 would	 not	 otherwise	 go.	 What	 I’m
suggesting	here:	Don’t	take	yourself	or	your	work	too	seriously.

In	order	to	be	a	good	writer,	you	have	to	like	writing.	There	has	to	be	some	part
of	the	process	you	enjoy.	In	other	words,	writing	has	to	be	fun.

Over	the	years	I’ve	met	plenty	of	people	who	are	struggling	novelists	and	one	of
the	prime	reasons	many	of	them	have	not	yet	succeeded	is	because	they	insist	on
making	 the	 writing	 of	 their	 novel	 a	 grim	 task,	 like	 a	 forced	march	 through	 a
scorched	 battlefield.	 In	 many	 instances,	 these	 would-be	 novelists	 have	 been
poisoned	by	 the	 largely	 academic	 attitude	 that	writing	 a	 novel	 is	 such	 a	 noble
and	 intellectually	 tedious	 struggle	 that	 it	 should	 be	 regarded	 as	 a	 labor—and
most	definitely	not	a	joy.

Friends,	I	can	tell	you	that	 this	kind	of	attitude	ultimately	saps	away	a	writer’s
life-blood	better	than	any	B-movie	vampire.	Over	the	years,	I’ve	attended	many
conventions	and	workshops	full	of	writers	and	editors,	and	I’ve	been	invited	to
my	share	of	seminars	and	symposia	in	the	groves	of	academia.	When	I	speak	to
groups	about	writing,	I	let	them	know	in	a	nice,	casual	style	how	much	fun	I’m
having	when	I	sit	down	to	write.	I	tell	them	that	writing	a	novel	has	to	be	fun,	or
otherwise	it	would	be	too	damned	hard	to	do.

You	would	 be	 amazed	 at	 the	 reaction	my	 attitude	 elicits	 from	 the	 professorial
types	in	the	audience.	Many	of	them	see	me	as	a	“commercial”	writer	(which	I
am,	 of	 course),	 and	 that	 is,	 in	 many	 English	 departments,	 a	 bad	 thing.	Many
Ph.D.s	believe	that	writing	purchased	in	any	quantity	by	the	public	must	be,	by
its	very	nature,	inferior	and	common	when	contrasted	to	what	they	have	decided
is	Literature.

They	tend	to	get	a	 little	cranky,	as	you	might	expect,	when	I	 talk	about	novels
and	 writing	 without	 a	 lot	 of	 phony	 pomp	 and	 circumstance.	 I	 have,	 on	 some



occasions,	been	accused	by	such	doyens	of	not	 taking	my	work	“seriously,”	of
having	far	too	cavalier	an	attitude	to	be	able	to	produce	work	of	merit	or	staying
power.

Don’t	get	seduced	by	that	kind	of	 thinking.	There	is	something	ultimately	silly
and	 funny	 about	 making	 up	 stories	 and	 getting	 paid	 for	 them.	 If	 you	 never
discover	that	simple	kernel	of	humor	about	writing,	you’re	in	for	a	long,	arduous
journey.

The	 longer	 you	 remain	 in	 the	 world	 of	 writing,	 the	 more	 publishing	 people
you’re	going	to	meet.	And	if	any	of	them	ever	starts	to	paint	that	silly	portrait	of
the	writer	as	a	struggling,	 tortured	soul,	 tell	 them	you	know	better.	Or,	as	 they
used	to	say	in	the	really	old	novels:	Claptrap!	Or	how	about:	Balderdash!

Words	of	Wisdom

Writing’s	 not	 terrible,	 it’s	 wonderful.	 I	 keep	 my	 own	 hours,	 do	 what	 I
please.	When	 I	want	 to	 travel,	 I	 can.	But	mainly,	 I’m	 doing	what	 I	most
wanted	to	do	all	my	life.	I’m	not	into	the	agonies	of	creation.

—Raymond	Carver



A	Support	Group

At	 first	 glance,	 a	 support	 group	may	not	 seem	all	 that	 necessary	 because	 you,
like	most	people,	may	imagine	that	writing	is	pretty	much	a	solitary	task.	You	do
it	alone.	You	don’t	need	a	lot	of	people	around	while	you’re	doing	it,	and	it’s	not
much	of	a	stretch	 to	 figure	you’re	more	comfortable	when	you’re	 just	hanging
out	with	your	best	friend—yourself.

Actually,	 the	 exact	 opposite	 is	 usually	 the	 case.	You’ll	 find	 that	 you	 spend	 so
much	time	alone	that,	when	you’re	not	writing,	it	does	your	soul	a	lot	of	good	to
be	around	other	people.	The	trick	is	to	surround	yourself	with	the	right	people.
And	that	means	people	who	understand	your	desire,	need,	and	intention	to	write
your	novel	and	who	are	not	going	to	give	you	a	hard	time	about	it.	Let’s	take	a
look	at	who	these	people	might	be	and	how	to	deal	with	each	of	them.

Your	Immediate	Family

Number	one	 in	 the	group	of	your	 immediate	 family	 is	usually	your	 spouse,	or
what	 the	politically	correct	crowd	has	decreed	we	should	call	your	“significant
other.”	And	I’m	going	to	tell	you	right	now,	if	this	person	is	not	in	your	corner
regarding	your	novel,	then	you’re	up	a	fairly	famous	creek	without	that	equally
famous	paddle.	I	say	this	because	your	spouse/significant	other	is	the	one	who’s
going	to	be	with	you	the	most	and	who	is	going	to	have	to	re-adjust	his	or	her
schedule	and	thinking	more	than	anyone	else	you’re	in	contact	with.

They	will	need	to	respect	your	need	for	privacy	and	a	modicum	of	quiet	(unless
you	 like	 to	write	with	 a	 lot	 of	music	 on).	 They	will	 have	 to	 realize	 they	will
probably	 be	 the	 first	 person	 (and	 for	 a	 while,	 the	 only	 person)	 reading	 your
chapters	as	they	come	whispering	out	of	the	printer.	And	going	along	with	this,
they’ll	have	to	learn	how	to	be	honest	with	you	regarding	your	work.	They	need
to	be	able	to	tell	you	when	it’s	bad	as	well	as	when	it’s	good,	and	it	would	help	if
they	could	tell	you	why.	They	also	need	to	understand	that,	when	you’re	sitting
at	your	keyboard,	typewriter	or	notepad,	it’s	probably	not	a	good	time	to	ask	you
to	switch	the	clothes	from	the	washer	to	the	dryer	or	feed	the	dog.



Tom’s	Tips

Don’t	 forget	 this.	When	 people	 see	 you	 at	 home,	 sitting	 in	 an	 easy	 chair
with	 a	 notebook	 computer	 across	 your	 lap,	 their	 first	 impression	 is	 that
you’re	not	really	working.	You’re	not	doing	honest	labor.

It	will	be	your	job	to	convince	them	otherwise.

Some	couples	have	more	trouble	with	getting	this	riff	down	than	others.	Lots	of
factors	are	involved	here:	education,	the	amount	of	reading	they	do,	the	amount
of	 time	 spent	 alone,	 jealousy,	 the	 lack	 of	 respect,	 or	…	 fill	 in	 the	 blanks.	 If
people	are	 involved,	 the	dynamic	can	create	problems	and	stresses	even	 I	may
not	be	able	to	foresee.

Your	Friends

Your	friends	are	your	inner	circle	of	associates	ranging	from	your	best	friend	all
the	way	 down	 to	 the	 distant	 neighbor	 you	wave	 at	 across	 the	 hedges	 and	 talk
lawn-stuff.	 Lots	 of	 factors	 only	 you	 know	 will	 determine	 how	much	 of	 your
dreams	and	actual	writing	you	share	with	this	group.	If	you	trust	their	opinions
and	knowledge	of	what	makes	a	“good	read,”	then	you	might	chivvy	them	up	for
honest	criticism.	If	they	really	like	you,	they	might	be	reluctant	to	tell	you	they
don’t	 like	 your	 writing,	 which	 might	 be	 noble	 and	 heartfelt,	 but	 not	 the	 real
feedback	you	need.



So	make	sure	you	select	those	among	your	friends	who,	again,	understand	what
you’re	trying	to	do	and	why.	Impress	upon	them	that	you	need	them	to	believe	in
you,	 but	 you	 also	 need	 them	 to	 be	 honest.	 Also	 be	 aware	 that	 the	 factors	 of
potential	 jealousy,	 education,	 and	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 spousal	 concerns	 also	 apply
here.

Academics

What	 I	mean	by	 academics	 is	 basically	 anyone	you	may	know	 from	a	 college
English	 department,	 the	 local	 high-school	 teacher,	 or	 even	 people	 who	 teach
floating	 writers’	 workshops.	 (We’re	 going	 to	 spend	 more	 time	 on	 the	 whole
workshop	thing	later.)

This	 is	 a	 good	 pool	 from	 which	 you	 can	 drag	 some	 very	 supportive	 people.
Many	college	professors	“have	been	working	on	a	novel”	for	many,	many	years
(which	 means	 they	 haven’t	 been	 working	 very	 hard	 because	 you’re	 going	 to
write	your	novel	in	six	months,	but	that’s	another	story)	and	they	may	be	able	to
give	 the	 standard	 gradschool	 riff	 on	 the	 structure	 and	 purpose	 of	 the	 novel,
which	may	or	may	not	appeal	to	you.	Local	teachers	and	workshop	mentors	are
also	helpful	for	getting	your	manuscript	edited	and	critiqued.

The	 important	 thing	 to	keep	 in	mind	about	all	 these	 folks	 is	 that	 they’re	all	 in
synch	with	what	 you	want	 to	 do.	 They	 are	 all	most	 likely	 active	 readers	who
wouldn’t	mind	 having	 a	 few	 publications	 listed	 in	 their	 resumés	 as	well	 They
are,	in	that	sense,	with	you.

So	inform	them	of	your	project	and	take	what	they	tell	you	with	a	grain	of	salt
and	the	Real	Wisdom	you’re	getting	from	me	right	here.



Words	of	Wisdom

Keep	 away	 from	 the	 people	 who	 belittle	 your	 ambitions.	 .	 Small	 people
always	do	that,	but	the	really	great	make	you	feel	that	you,	too,	can	become
great.

—Mark	Twain

Other	Writers

These	 people	 are	 theoretically	 the	 most	 important	 support	 group	 you	 can
assemble—for	 obvious	 reasons.	 These	 are	 the	 guys	who	 have	walked	 in	 your
shoes.	They	 shared	 the	 same	dreams,	 the	 same	 rejections	 and	harsh	 criticisms,
and	maybe	even	similar	successes.

How	do	you	meet	other	writers?

It	depends	on	a	lot	of	factors:	the	size	of	your	town,	your	circle	of	friends,	your
profession,	 and	 your	 own	 interest	 in	 finding	 them.	 There	 are	 clubs	 which
advertise	in	libraries;	there	are	ads	in	the	back	of	writers’	magazines;	and	there	is
the	 Internet,	 where	 you	 can	 find	 just	 about	 anything,	 anywhere	…	 so	 finding
writers	who	want	to	talk	about	writing	is	a	piece	of	cake.

But	here’s	the	neat	part.	If	you	stay	in	the	writing	game,	you	will	meet	writers
without	 even	 trying.	 You	 will	 meet	 editors	 at	 your	 publishing	 house.	 Editors
mostly	know	other	writers.	You’ll	meet	them,	trust	me.	If	you	decide	to	get	an
agent,	 you	will	meet	 the	 agent’s	 other	 clients.	You	will	 correspond	with	 other
writers	and	you	will	like	it.	It’s	just	one	of	those	processes	that	happens.

You	may	 even	 join	 a	writers’	 “group”	 that	meets	 every	 once	 in	 a	while	 to	 do
writer	stuff	such	as	readings,	critiques,	workshops,	cookouts,	library	benefits,	or
whatever.



Try	it.	You’ll	dig	it.

Words	of	Wisdom

The	complete	novelist	would	come	into	the	world	with	a	catalog	of	qualities
something	 like	 this.	He	would	own	 the	concentration	of	a	Trappist	monk,
the	 organizational	 ability	 of	 a	 Prussian	 field	 marshall,	 the	 insight	 into
human	 relations	 of	 a	 Viennese	 psychiatrist,	 the	 discipline	 of	 a	 man	 who
prints	the	Lord’s	Prayer	on	the	head	of	a	pin,	the	exquisite	sense	of	timing
of	 an	 Olympic	 gymnast,	 and	 by	 the	 way,	 a	 natural	 instinct	 and	 flair	 for
exceptional	use	of	language.

—Leon	Uris

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	Understand	 that	being	a	writer	will	 require	 that	you	assess	yourself
honestly.

•	 Spend	 the	 time	 to	make	 a	mental	 or	 real	 checklist	 of	 your	writing
assets	 and	 your	 liabilities.	 Then	 start	 doing	 whatever	 it	 takes	 to	 prepare
yourself	for	the	job.

•	Never	forget	that	writing	a	novel,	if	you’re	doing	it	right,	is	a	lot	of
fun.	It’s	a	journey	through	the	landscape	of	your	mind,	and	it	should	be	an
enjoyable	ride.	This	doesn’t	mean	it	will	not	be	difficult.	Everything	that’s
worth	anything	is	hard.



•	 Surround	 yourself	 with	 positive	 energy	 and	 positive	 people	 who
believe	in	what	you’re	doing	as	much	as	you	do.	If	there	are	people	in	your
life	 who	 make	 noises	 of	 discouragement,	 derision,	 or	 other	 kinds	 of
venality,	you	must	distance	your	work	from	all	of	them.



Chapter	2

Creativity	and	Talent	Chapter	2

In	This	Chapter

•	What	is	creativity?

•	Talent	and	how	you	get	better

•	Evaluating	yourself

•	Staying	in	shape

The	funny	thing	about	creativity	and	talent—some	people	tend	to	worry	way	too
much	 about	whether	 or	 not	 they	have	 any	while	 others	 never	 give	 it	 a	 second
thought.

As	we	 shall	 see,	 both	 approaches	 to	 the	 topic	 carry	 their	 own	 advantages	 and
pitfalls.	This	chapter	will	give	you	a	chance	 to	assess	how	important	creativity
and	 talent	will	 be	 in	 your	 novel-writing	 adventure.	Both	 concepts	 can	 be	 very
slippery	in	terms	of	defining	them	and	understanding	how	they	relate	to	you.

I	 don’t	want	 to	 belabor	 a	 subject	 that	 is	 largely	 subjective—something	 on	 the
abstract	side	of	our	learning	experience.	Subjective	concepts	tend	to	be	warped
by	the	attitudes,	perceptions	and	experiences	of	everyone	involved,	and	tend	to
make	for	tiresome,	semi-academic	discourse.

Words	of	Wisdom



Creativity	is	seeing	something	that	doesn’t	exist	already.	You	need	to	find
out	 how	you	 can	 bring	 it	 into	 being	…	and	 that	way	 be	 a	 playmate	with
God.

—Michele	Shea

The	Plot	Thickens!

A	man’s	 life	 is	 forever	 changed	 by	 an	 encounter	 with	 something	 greater
than	himself.	He	vows	vengeance	in	a	lifelong	search	to	kill	a	white	whale.
The	classic	tale	of	obsession	and	its	consequences.

—Moby	Dick	by	Herman	Melville

This	is	something	I	want	to	not	only	avoid	in	the	book,	but	also	run	away	from
screaming.



Why	Analyze	Creativity?

The	only	reason	for	examining	nebulous	things	like	creativity	and	her	red-haired
stepbrother,	talent,	is	to	be	aware	of	their	place	in	the	whole	process	of	writing	a
novel.	The	plain	truth	is	you	need	both	of	them	in	the	largest	quantities	you	can
serve	up.

I’m	going	to	assume	that,	since	you’ve	kept	reading	this	far,	you	are	interested	in
writing	 a	 book.	 It	 is	 also	 a	 safe	 bet	 that	 you	 are	 a	 “creative	 person”	 and	 that
you’re	brimming	over	with	 talent	 like	a	 fresh	cup	of	 coffee	 from	one	of	 those
silver	urns	at	The	Plaza	Hotel.

And	that’s	great.

In	fact,	 that’s	exactly	how	you	should	 feel.	Now,	 let’s	 lift	up	 the	hood	and	see
what’s	in	here,	okay?



The	Nature	of	the	Beast

Recall	 the	 Introduction	 of	 this	 book,	 in	 which	 I	 talk	 about	 the	 Three	 Stupid
Questions.	If	you	recall	this,	then	you	remember	the	last	one:	Where	Do	You	Get
Your	Ideas?	Well,	I	have	a	confession	to	make—it’s	not	at	all	a	dumb	question,
and	I	guess	I	just	like	being	a	wiseguy.

Because	getting	“good”	or	“crazy”	or	“wild”	ideas	is	part	of	what	creativity	and
being	creative	are	all	about.	I	think	you’ll	have	more	ideas	(probably	more	than
you	have	 time	 in	 your	 life	 to	write	 about)	 if	 you	 learn	 to	 nurture	 your	 natural
creative	urges	and	feel	good	about	unleashing	them	on	the	world	without	fear	or
regret.

So	how	do	you	go	about	this?	By	keeping	a	few	basic	tenets	in	mind.	Now	let’s
talk	about	them.



Fear	Is	the	Killer

This	is	as	good	a	time	as	any	to	bring	up	the	notion	that	a	lot	of	people	seem	to
be	plain	 afraid	 to	 be	 creative	…	or	worse,	 let	 anyone	 see	 that	 they’ve	 already
made	an	attempt	to	be	so.	To	some	of	you	this	must	sound	crazy,	but	to	others,	it
might	be	touching	an	exposed	nerve.

Let	me	tell	you	a	little	story.

Back	when	I	was	in	graduate	school,	I	worked	part-time	at	the	university	library
putting	 books	 away	 in	 the	 “stacks.”	 The	 guy	 who	 ran	 the	 department	 was	 a
kindly,	older	man,	who’d	come	to	the	United	States	from	Hungary	when	he	was
a	young	student.	I	liked	him,	and	so	did	all	the	other	guys	under	his	supervision.
One	night,	he	invited	a	few	of	us	to	his	apartment	just	off-campus	for	dinner,	and
it	was	a	very	interesting,	very	European	evening—from	the	topics	discussed	to
the	style	and	presentation	of	 the	ethnic	dishes.	His	wife	was	demure,	gracious,
and	sweet,	and	she	helped	make	the	whole	experience	doubly	charming	as	well
as	very	different	from	the	average	college	kid’s	night	out.

The	 conversation	 eventually	 drifted	 into	 the	 realm	 of	 books,	 publishing,	 and
writing.	When	I	mentioned	I’d	like	to	be	a	full-time	writer	someday	(and	that	I’d
been	sending	out	stories	for	a	year	or	so	with	nothing	back	but	rejection	slips),
our	host	brightened	for	an	instant	as	he	told	us	that	he	also	dreamed	of	being	a
professional	 writer.	 His	 wife	 whispered	 something	 to	 him	 in	 Hungarian	 but	 I
could	detect	a	mildly	reproachful	tone.	Our	host	suddenly	looked	a	bit	humbled.

I	 ignored	 their	 interchange	 and	 asked	 what	 he	 liked	 to	 write.	 After	 some
prodding,	he	admitted	he’d	been	writing	novels.	More	prodding	and	he	said	he’d
been	writing	them	for	38	years	(!).	I	asked	him	if	I	could	read	one,	and	he	again
brightened,	then	asked	me	if	I	was	serious,	if	I	really	meant	it.



Words	of	Wisdom

Hide	 not	 your	 talents,	 they	 for	 use	 were	 made.	 What’s	 a	 sundial	 in	 the
shade?

—Benjamin	Franklin

When	I	insisted,	he	led	me	from	the	table	and	down	the	hall	to	a	room	assigned
as	 a	 “guest	 bedroom,”	 where	 he	 opened	 a	 closet	 that	 had	 been	 laced	 with
shelves.	They	were	 crammed	with	 cardboard	 boxes,	 the	 kind	 that	was	 used	 to
sell	reams	of	bond	paper.	He	pulled	one	down,	opened	it,	and	pulled	out	a	thick
stack	of	typescript	pages.	I	looked	at	it,	then	back	up	at	the	wall	of	boxes.

“Are	they	all	your	novels?”	I	asked,	even	though	I	knew	the	answer.

The	gentleman	nodded	his	head	with	an	almost	embarrassed	expression	on	his
face.	He	told	me	he’d	written	26	novels,	and	had	never	sent	one	of	 them	to	an
editor!

Why?

Tom’s	Tips



Don’t	try	to	be	creative	and	critical	at	the	same	time	when	creating	a	story,
character,	plot,	etc.	Just	let	it	flow!	Let	it	fly!	The	time	to	tear	it	down	and
see	how	it	works	is	later—it’s	called	editing	or	revision.

Words	of	Wisdom

To	live	a	creative	life,	we	must

—Joseph	Chilton	Pearce

He	admitted	he’d	always	been	afraid	 that	 the	publishers	wouldn’t	 like	what	he
had	done.

I	can’t	tell	you	how	utterly	sad	I	felt	for	him	then,	and	still	do	as	I	write	this.	His
fear	 had	 paralyzed	 him.	 His	 lack	 of	 belief	 in	 his	 own	 talent	 had	 stifled	 what
might	have	been	a	wonderful	career	 living	out	his	dream.	I	couldn’t	 figure	out
how	he	could	have	done	that	to	himself,	but	I	stood	there	and	made	a	promise	to
myself	I	would	never	do	the	same.

So	please	stop	worrying	about	what	people	might	 think	of	you	when	 they	find
out	you’ve	been	thinking	lofty	thoughts,	when	they	realize	you	want	to	be	more
than	a	drone	like	them.

Now	let’s	look	at	your	creativity	for	what	it	really	is.



Creativity	Is	All	About	Your	Ideas

One	point	about	creativity	 is	 really	obvious	when	you	 think	about	 it.	 If	you’re
going	 to	 be	 a	 writer,	 you	 are	 essentially	 recognizing	 intriguing	 ideas	 and
situations,	 and	 then	 working	 them	 out	 on	 paper.	 If	 your	 ideas	 are	 extremely
clever	and	insightful,	people	will	say	you’re	very	“creative.”

See	what	I	mean?

Words	of	Wisdom

The	best	way	to	have	a	good	idea	is	to	have	a	lot	of	ideas.

—Linus	Pauling

So	that’s	the	secret—have	good	ideas.	And	you’re	sitting	there	thinking:	Right,
easy	for	him	to	say,	he’s	already	had	a	bunch	of	great	ideas.	Well,	that’s	true,	I
have;	but	now	I’m	going	to	show	you	some	sources	and	techniques	for	finding
and	 developing	 your	 own	 ideas	…	 so	 you,	 too,	 can	 bask	 in	 the	 radiation	 of	 a
High-Creativity	Quotient.

Okay,	here’s	some	great	ways	to	develop	your	creativity:

•	Dreams.	This	is	one	of	the	most	obvious	sources	of	ideas,	and	for	a
good	 reason.	 If	you	are	one	of	 those	people	who’s	able	 to	 recall	much	of
their	dreams,	 then	you’re	 already	aware	of	how	unbelievably	detailed	our
dreams	 can	 be.	 This	 is	 the	mark	 of	 a	mind	 (yours)	working	 very	 hard	 at
figuring	out	things	you	fear	or	look	forward	to.	Freud	was	a	big	believer	in
dreams	 being	 a	 key	 to	what	was	 truly	 important	 in	 our	 lives.	 Remember



when	I	mentioned	the	subconscious	mind?	Well,	 this	 is	where	that	part	of
your	brain	is	always	on	the	job.	If	you	will	begin	to	pay	more	attention	to
your	dreams,	you	will	discover	a	hidden	wealth	of	cues,	triggers,	and	ideas
from	 which	 you	 can	 extrapolate	 and	 then	 combine	 them	 into	 a	 great,
original	 novel.	 (By	 the	 way,	 The	 Complete	 Idiot’s	 Guide	 to	 Interpreting
Your	Dreams	agrees	with	me	on	this	one.	Check	it	out	as	a	more	extensive
source	of	using	your	dreams	creatively.)	

Tom’s	Tips

Always	keep	a	small	notebook	and	pen	on	a	nightstand	near	your	bed;
or	 it’s	 even	 better	 if	 you	 get	 yourself	 one	 of	 those	 voice-activated
digital	 mini-recorders.	 I	 say	 this	 because	 I	 know	 plenty	 of	 writers
who’ve	jotted	down	ideas	they	knew	were	simply	wonderful,	but	could
not	read	their	half-asleep	handwriting	in	the	morning.	The	point	is	that
you	want	to	get	those	images	and	impressions	from	your	dreams	while
they	are	immediate	and	fully	realized.

•	Travel.	Always	 look	for	 reasons	 to	get	yourself	 to	a	city	or	even	a
country	you’ve	never	been	to.	New	locales	often	stimulate	us	in	ways	that
would	 otherwise	 never	 happen.	 When	 I	 was	 in	 Sicily	 and	 saw	 the
catacombs,	I	came	up	with	ideas	that	spawned	several	stories	and	a	novel.
You’ll	find	that	you	gain	a	different	perspective	on	even	the	most	common
aspects	of	your	 life	when	you	 see	 them	 re-focused	 through	 the	 lens	of	 an
unfamiliar	culture.

•	Other	 novels.	 The	more	 you	write,	 the	more	 you	will	 learn	 to	 be
keenly	 aware	 of	 what	 you’re	 reading	 in	 the	 works	 of	 others.	 The	 funny
thing	is	that	every	once	in	a	while	a	passage	in	another	novel	will	somehow



“speak”	to	you—as	if	it	were	written	for	you	alone.	And	usually	it	will	be
something	 the	 other	 novelist	 glossed	 over	 or	 included	 in	 passing	without
intending	 to	 make	 it	 too	 important.	 But	 for	 you,	 the	 passage	 made	 you
pause,	imagine,	ask	the	next	question,	and	suddenly	realize	you’ve	chanced
upon	a	great	idea	for	a	new	story	or	novel.

•	 Your	 own	 life.	 So	 many	 people	 think	 everyone	 else	 would	 be
fascinated	by	reading	their	life	stories.	Now,	while	I	have	my	doubts	about
this,	I	have	a	feeling	that	most	of	us,	running	the	gamut	of	opportunity	for
an	infinite	range	of	experiences,	have	events	in	our	lives	that	

The	Plot	Thickens!

A	 man’s	 job	 in	 the	 future	 is	 to	 find	 books	 and	 burn	 them—thus
allowing	 the	 totalitarian	 government	 for	 which	 he	 works	 to	 stay	 in
power	by	keeping	the	masses	ignorant.	When	the	protagonist	questions
his	work,	he	discovers	more	about	himself	as	well	as	the	world	he	has
helped	shape.	A	chilling	warning	about	what	censorship	can	become.

—Fahrenheit	451	by	Ray	Bradbury

would	provide	fertile	material	for	stories	and	novels.	If	you’ve	worked
in	a	particularly	unique	profession,	or	 lived	 in	an	exotic	 location,	or	were
part	of	a	noteworthy	event,	you	will	certainly	have	experiences	that	can	be
teased	into	story	ideas.

•	Mythology	 and	history.	You	 don’t	 have	 to	 be	writing	 a	 historical
romance	or	a	heroic	fantasy	to	use	the	rich	and	textured	events	found	in	the
myths	of	countless	countries	and	cultures.	Many	myths	are	instructive	tales
of	morality	or	caution,	and	 if	you	 take	 the	 time	 to	examine	what	 they	are
telling	us,	you’ll	find	



Words	of	Wisdom

What	is	important	are	ideas.	If	you	have	ideas,	you	have	the	main	asset
you	 need,	 and	 there	 isn’t	 any	 limit	 to	 what	 you	 can	 do	 with	 your
business	and	your	life.

—Harvey	Firestone

a	deeper	layer	of	meaning	that	can	be	applied	to	characters	and	events
far	removed	from	ancient	texts	and	oral	histories.	And	speaking	of	history,
if	 you	 spend	 some	 of	 your	 time	 reading	 about	 it,	 you	 will	 learn	 some
incredible	 stories	 about	 fascinating	 characters	 and	 events.	 In	many	 cases,
you’ll	 discover	 that	 truth	 is	 far	 stranger	 than	 fiction	 and	you’ll	 know	you
have	another	boundless	source	of	 ideas,	situations,	and	 templates	 for	your
stories	and	novels.	William	Styron’s	Confessions	of	Matt	Turner	is	a	great
example	of	this.

•	Brainstorms.	This	one	 is	a	 little	harder	 to	make	happen	because	 it
normally	requires	more	than	one	person,	and	assumes	that	you	have	access
to	a	bunch	of	like-minded	people—all	of	whom	are	very	interested	in,	if	not
driven	 to,	 getting	 their	 novels	 written.	 It	 usually	 involves	 sitting	 around
with	a	few	drinks	(or	at	 least	coffees)	and	just	 letting	the	ideas	fly	around
the	ether	with	 little	or	no	 regard	 to	what	makes	perfect	 sense	and	what	 is
patent	 nonsense.	When	 I	was	 just	 getting	 started,	 I	was	 part	 of	 a	writers’
group	 that	would	meet	 on	 a	 fairly	 regular	 basis	 and	 brainstorm	 ideas	 for
stories	 and	 books.	 It	 was	 fun	 and	 always	 inspiring.	 The	 best	 thing	 about
brainstorming	 is	 that	 it	 didn’t	matter	 if	 95	 percent	 of	 the	 stuff	 everybody
came	up	with	was	bilge	…	as	long	as	the	other	5	percent	was	pure	gold.

•	Try	 new	 things.	 This	 isn’t	 as	 hard	 as	 it	 sounds.	 Just	 tell	 yourself
you’re	going	to	make	an	effort	to	expand	your	opportunities	for	new	input,
because	 that	 equals	 new	 ideas.	Read	 a	 book	you	never	 imagined	 reading.
Try	a	new	recipe.	Talk	to	someone	you	normally	would	ignore.	You	never
know	 where	 your	 next	 great	 idea	 can	 come	 from.	 But	 always	 give	 it	 a
chance	to	come	from	as	many	sources	as	possible.



Talent:	Putting	Your	Ideas	to	Work

There	 isn’t	 a	 lot	 to	 figure	 out	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 talent,	 and	 again	 it’s	 not
something	you	should	worry	about.	Just	like	you	have	to	trust	the	ideas	to	“come
to	you,”	you	have	to	do	the	same	thing	with	the	way	you	put	your	ideas	to	use.

Trust	your	 instincts	and	see	where	 they	take	you.	If	you	think	you	have	a	“big
enough”	idea	to	carry	a	novel,	you’ll	know	sooner	rather	than	later.	The	thing	to
keep	in	mind	here	is	to	stop	worrying	about	whether	or	not	you	have	any	talent.
If	you	believe	you	do,	then	you	most	likely	do.

The	good	news	is	this:	Your	talent	can	be	sharpened	and	improved.	It	gets	better
the	same	way	you	get	better	at	shooting	baskets	a	the	foul	line,	or	flipping	cards
into	a	hat,	or	walking	a	tightrope—with	practice,	practice,	practice.

Words	of	Wisdom

Everyone	has	talent.	What	is	rare	is	the	courage	to	follow	the	at	talent	to	the
dark	place	where	it	leads.

—Erica	Jong

All	 that	means	 to	a	writer	 is	 to	keep	on	writing.	 If	you	have	 the	main	 idea	 for
your	novel	 already	worked	out,	 then	you	need	 to	 start	making	decisions	 about
how	you	will	 tell	 your	 story.	When	we	 get	 to	 the	 part	 of	 this	 book	where	we
examine	the	elements	and	processes	of	writing,	you	will	see	how	to	make	good
decisions.



A	Likely	Story

What	 would	 happen	 if	 a	 cheesy,	 lounge-act	 stage	 magician	 suddenly
discovered	one	night	that	he	was	performing	real	magic?

By	the	way,	 if	you	already	have	a	bunch	of	great	 ideas	for	novels,	you’re	way
ahead	of	the	game,	and	you	probably	don’t	need	some	of	the	things	I’m	going	to
suggest	in	this	next	section.	But	for	the	rest	of	you,	I	have	a	few	things	that	will
help	keep	you	on	your	imaginative	toes.



Ways	to	Stay	Ahead	of	the	Curve

If	you	can	get	in	the	habit	of	doing	some	of	the	things	listed	in	this	section,	you
can	be	assured	of	never	feeling	like	you’ve	“run	out	of	things	to	say”	or	“don’t
have	any	good	ideas.”

And	the	other	 thing	to	remember	is	repetition.	The	more	you	do	some	of	 these
things,	 the	easier	 they	get,	and	the	more	they	become	habits	you	don’t	want	 to
break:

•	Keep	a	journal.	This	is	like	the	old	diary	idea,	but	you	need	to	layer
and	texture	the	entries	to	include	not	only	what	you	did	the	day	before,	but
also	anything	you	witnessed	or	heard	about	that	struck	you	as	singular,	odd,
interesting,	 scary,	 challenging,	 inspiring,	 and	 so	 on.	 You	 also	 want	 to
include	dreams,	problems	to	solve,	people	who	affected	you.	This	is	not	as
easy	as	it	sounds.	You	need	to	save	time	every	day	to	allow	you	to	get	this
done.	Count	on	20	to	30	minutes	…	get	used	to	it	…	do	it.

•	Carry	a	notepad.	This	should	be	small	and	unobtrusive	in	a	pocket,
purse,	PDA,	or	whatever	you	have	with	you	most	of	the	time.	Use	it	to	jot
down	 fragments	 of	 ideas,	 impressions,	 weird	 questions	 you	 hear	 or	 that
occur	to	you	during	the	day.	You’ll	be	amazed	how	many	items	pile	up	in
this	 little	book	 that	you	may	eventually	be	able	 to	use.	More	 than	once,	 I
have	turned	a	simple	one-line	phrase	from	my	notepad	into	an	entire	novel.
I	know	it	sounds	daunting	and	crazy,	but	trust	me,	it’s	not.	One	more	thing:
Because	 this	 is	 the	 twenty-first	 century,	 you	may	want	 to	 carry	 a	 digital
recorder	instead	of	the	notepad—they’re	probably	around	the	same	size	and
it	 should	 work	 just	 as	 well,	 but	 you’ll	 eventually	 have	 to	 transfer	 it	 to
something	you	can	read	at	your	leisure.	



Tom’s	Tips

Think	young!	 Imagination	 rules	 in	 the	minds	of	 children.	Don’t	 ever
believe	the	deadly	advice	lurking	beneath	the	surface	of	the	old	saying:
“Act	your	age!”	Growing	up	should	not	mean	we	let	our	imaginations
atrophy.	Good	writers	know	this.

•	 Idea	boosters.	 There	 are	 a	 number	 of	 books,	 games,	 and	 software
out	 there	 that	 claim	 to	 be	 able	 to	 stimulate	 your	 creativity	 and	 make
deposits	 in	your	 idea	bank.	The	rate	of	 their	efficacy	and	success	depends
upon	very	subjective	factors	neither	you	nor	I	can	predict.	So	my	advice	is
to	go	to	some	of	the	malls	where	they	sell	this	kind	of	stuff	or	check	out	a
couple	of	websites.	If	nothing	else,	some	of	these	products	are	at	least	good
amusement.

•	Music.	Pay	more	attention	to	the	lyrics	in	the	music	you	hear.	Avoid
music	videos	(where	everything	is	already	provided).	Listen	to	the	music	of
your	choice	through	headphones	with	your	eyes	closed,	and	see	what	takes
shape	 in	 the	 “theater	 of	 the	 mind.”	 This	 is	 a	 very	 good	 technique	 for
opening	 up	 the	 idea	 floodgates.	 Most	 writers	 find	 that	 music	 and	 lyrics
really	get	their	own	imaginations	running	at	higher	gears.

•	New	 stuff.	 Don’t	 let	 your	 life	 get	 into	 a	 rut.	Make	 room	 for	 new
experiences.	 New	 input	 from	 activities	 and	 cultural	 stuff	 you	 don’t
normally	indulge	in	will	mean	new	ideas	and	news	ways	of	seeing	things.	I
mentioned	 this	 in	 one	 of	Tom’s	Tips,	 but	 it	 bears	 repeating.	 (In	 fact,	 you
may	notice	as	we	go	through	this	book	that	some	things	are	repeated	…	and
it	will	usually	be	for	a	good	reason:	They’re	important).

•	Read	more	 carefully.	 This	 one	 is	 a	 lot	more	 intuitive	 and	 sounds
simpler	 than	 it	 really	 is.	When	you	are	doing	your	normal	 reading	during
the	day,	try	to	remind	yourself	you’re	reading	something	someone	else	had
to	think	up	and	write	down!	Try	to	be	very	aware	of	every	word	the	writer
chose	 and	make	 an	 effort	 to	 understand	 the	 choices.	Analyze	 the	 passage
for	 tone,	 style,	attitude,	and	 intent,	and	ask	yourself	 if	 there	are	unspoken
questions	 or	 assumptions	 waiting	 “in	 between	 the	 lines”	 of	 what	 you’re
reading.	Whenever	I	go	to	a	concert	with	a	friend	of	mine	who’s	a	serious
musician,	 I	 notice	 he	 hears	 things	 I	 totally	 miss.	 He’s	 listening	 with



musician’s	ears.	You	need	to	learn	how	to	read	with	writer’s	eyes.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	 Trust	 in	 your	 instincts	 and	 your	 ability.	 Believe	 you	 have	 what	 it
takes.

•	Tell	yourself	there	is	nothing	to	be	afraid	of.

•	Cultivate	 sources	 for	good	 ideas	and	make	a	habit	of	 always	being
ready	to	recognize	one	when	it	presents	itself.

•	Create	new	habits	that	will	keep	the	ideas	coming.	Experiment	with	a
whole	range	of	“tricks”;	keep	the	ones	that	work	for	you,	and	forget	about
the	rest.



Chapter	3

Looking	at	“The	List”

In	This	Chapter

•	The	List	as	we	know	it

•	How	it	works	and	where	it	came	from

•	Examples	to	learn	from

•	Getting	there	and	staying	there

Everybody’s	 heard	 of	 it,	 most	 people	 have	 probably	 seen	 it,	 and	 plenty	 have
actually	read	it	and	plan	their	own	reading	according	to	its	dictates.	In	the	world
of	 publishing,	 it’s	 usually	 called	 The	 List,	 and	 it	 has	 historically	 meant	 The
Bestseller	 List.	 It	 has	 been	 divided	 up,	 for	 your	 convenience	 and	 reading
pleasure,	into	both	fiction	and	nonfiction,	hardcover	and	soft.

If	a	book	appears	on	the	bestseller	list,	it	becomes	something	of	a	self-fulfilling
prophecy.	People	see	the	title	and	start	buying	the	book,	which	fuels	the	buying
frenzy	in	geometric	progressions.



The	History	of	the	Bestseller	List

The	 history	 of	 the	 bestseller	 list	 is	 amply	 recorded	 in	 articles	 and	 even	 a	 few
books,	but	I	should	at	least	sketch	in	a	few	facts.	A	man	named	Harvey	Thurston
Peck	published	 the	 first	 ever	bestseller	 list	 in	 a	publication	 called	Bookman	 in
1895.	 It	was	concerned	only	with	fiction,	and	 it	derived	 its	 information	from	a
few	 scattered	 sources	 around	New	York.	 In	 1912,	Publishers	Weekly	 was	 the
first	to	issue	a	bestselling	tabulation	of	nonfiction	books.

Words	of	Wisdom

A	bestseller	was	a	book	which	 somehow	sold	well	 simply	because	 it	was
selling	sell.

—Daniel	J.	Boorstin

From	 those	 beginnings,	 an	 attempt	 to	 chronicle	 literary	 success	 at	 the	 cash
register	has	been	an	ongoing	weekly	tradition.	It	wasn’t	too	long	afterward	that
one	compiler	of	bestsellers	stood	head	and	shoulders	above	 the	rest—The	New
York	Times.



The	One	and	Only

For	a	very	long	time,	there	was	only	one	bestseller	list	(that	actually	mattered)—
and	 it	was	 touted	 and	 ballyhooed	 and	 treated	with	 great	 adoration	 and	 respect
—The	 New	 York	 Times	 Bestseller	 List.	 Perhaps	 you’ve	 heard	 of	 it,	 too?	 But
things	 have	 changed	 in	 the	 last	 decade	 or	 so;	 these	 changes	 have	 affected	 the
way	the	book-buying	public	selects	its	reading	material.

The	New	York	Times	Bestseller	List	is	compiled	by	a	process	long	believed	to	be
complex	and	more	than	a	little	arcane.	The	story	circulated	by	the	insiders	along
“publishers’	 row”	 in	Manhattan	 goes	 something	 like	 this:	 There	 is	 a	 group	 of
bookstores	throughout	New	York	and	a	handful	of	other	major	cities	around	the
country	that	have	been	recruited	(and	presumably	paid)	by	The	New	York	Times
to	keep	very	extensive	records	of	the	books	they	sell	each	week,	and	send	their
numbers	to	The	Book	Editor	of	The	Times	every	seven	days.

The	selection	of	bookstores	and	vendors	represented,	claimed	The	Times,	a	very
accurate	picture	of	what	 titles	were	popular	on	a	weekly,	and	 therefore	 timely,
basis.	Adding	to	the	“lore	of	the	list”	was	the	oft-heard	refrain	that	the	identity
and	 location	 of	 the	 “target	 bookstores”	 was	 the	 Holy	 Grail	 of	 the	 publishing
industry.	Practically	no	one	knew	exactly	what	book	vendors	were	 responsible
for	 the	 numbers,	 which	 weekly	 created	 the	 lists	 of	 bestselling	 books.	 Book
people	 in	 New	 York	 still	 say	 it	 is	 one	 of	 The	 Times’	 most	 closely	 guarded
secrets.



The	Man	with	a	Plan

There’s	an	apocryphal	story	that’s	been	circulating	in	Manhattan	for	a	long	time
about	 a	 writer	 who	 somehow	 discovered	 the	 names	 and	 addresses	 of	 the
bookstores	which	reported	their	sales	to	the	editor	of	the	list.	This	young	writer,
who	had	a	book	recently	published,	was	totally	unknown	and	unheralded,	but	he
devised	a	bold	stratagem.

He	took	his	entire	advance,	dispersed	it	 to	an	army	of	friends	and	cohorts,	and
sent	them	off	to	all	the	“target”	bookstores.	Every	day,	at	each	location,	some	of
the	writer’s	legion	would	buy	his	book	from	the	“right”	stores.	He	spent	all	his
money	buying	his	own	book,	which	caused	it	to	be	reported	as	an	extremely	hot-
selling	title,	and	so	it	ended	up	on	the	list.	That	caused	all	 the	people	who	buy
only	the	books	on	the	list	to	buy	his	book	and	further	propel	it	up	the	ladder.

Once	he’d	fueled	the	fire,	it	raged	on	its	own	and	his	novel	enjoyed	a	good	few
months	 on	 the	 bestseller	 list,	making	 him	more	 than	 100	 times	 the	money	 he
spent	to	put	it	there.

Did	it	really	happen?	I	have	no	idea.	But	it	certainly	could	have	worked,	given
the	mechanism	that	had	been	in	place	for	so	many	decades.	It	was	the	only	way
to	get	a	feel	for	what	was	going	on	in	“real	time”	because	sales	figures	were	kept
in	the	time-honored	fashion	of	ledgers	and	paid	invoice	receipts,	and	these	could
not	be	compiled	and	 released	by	publishers	 for	many	months	after	a	book	had
ceased	its	popular	run.

The	Plot	Thickens!

An	entrepreneur	creates	an	“amusement	park”	populated	by	a	vast	array	of
dinosaurs	 cloned	 from	 their	 DNA.	 Not	 surprisingly,	 things	 go	 horribly
wrong.

—Jurassic	Park	by	Michael	Crichton



Effects	of	the	Information	Age

In	 the	 days	 before	 the	 computer,	 and	 all	 the	 ways	 of	 tracking	 data	 on	 an
instantaneous	 basis,	 this	 system	 appeared	 to	 have	 worked	 very	 well.	 But	 the
blossoming	of	 the	Information	Age	has	allowed	more	people	 to	be	 involved	 in
the	traffic	and	sales	of	books;	the	involvement	wasn’t	restricted	to	a	secret	cabal
of	booksellers	in	secret	locations.

There	are	now	more	lists	that	people	consult	when	trying	to	figure	out	what	they
should	 read	next.	The	daily	national	paper,	USA	Today,	 publishes	 a	 “top	150”
bestselling	 book	 list,	 which	 they	 claim	 is	 based	 on	 nationwide,	 computerized
sales	numbers	compiled	by	a	vast	network	of	wholesalers	and	retailers	who	have
digital	 information	updated	per	minute.	Publishers	Weekly,	 the	 trade	magazine
of	 the	publishing	 industry,	 also	 claims	 to	have	established	a	 similar	 computer-
assisted	data-stream.	But	perhaps	the	most	interesting	and	totally	immediate	way
of	tracking	book	sales	has	been	the	advent	of	online	bookselling	through	outlets
such	as	www.amazon.com	and	www.barnesandnoble.com.

Potential	buyers	and	readers	can	now	check	their	monitors	for	up-to-the-second
book	sales	records,	and	also	read	sample	chapters	and	reviews	by	other	readers
like	themselves	(as	opposed	to	a	small	clique	of	professional	“critics”).

My	own	feeling	on	the	current	state	of	what	and	how	we	perceive	a	bestselling
book	 is	 fairly	 positive.	 It’s	 pretty	 obvious	 to	me	we’re	 getting	 figures	 that	 are
more	immediate	and	more	real	in	terms	of	consulting	a	source	which	is	actually
connected	to	the	widest,	deepest	data-pool.

Words	of	Wisdom

http://www.amazon.com
http://www.barnesandnoble.com


The	 writing	 of	 a	 bestseller	 represents	 only	 a	 fraction	 of	 the	 total	 effort
required	to	create	one.

—Ted	Nicholas

This	does	not,	however,	get	into	the	philosophical	question	of	whether	or	not	we
need	a	bestseller	list.	I	figure,	that	it’s	a	great	target	to	aim	for.	If	your	novel	gets
on,	 you	 can	 be	 assured	 of	 making	 some	 serious	 money,	 and	 there’s	 nothing
wrong	with	that.



The	List	Pulls	the	Train

Big	 publishers	 definitely	 need	 the	 list	 because	 they	 need	 bestsellers	 (to	 fund
other,	 less-profitable	 publishing	 ventures),	 especially	 because	many	 publishing
companies	 have	 been	 devoured	 by	 huge,	 diversified	 corporations.	 A	 profit-
driven	 mentality	 has	 slowly	 overwhelmed	 the	 older,	 more	 patient	 methods	 of
running	a	publishing	house.	Now,	for	many	imprints,	the	number	of	copies	of	a
book	being	 sold	 is	no	different	 than	 the	number	of	bags	of	potato	 chips	being
sold	by	another	division	of	the	same	company.

What	a	 lot	of	 these	mega-corporations	don’t	 immediately	get	 is	 that	publishing
involves	quite	a	bit	of	risk.	Unless	your	publisher	already	has	a	stable	of	well-
known,	“brand-name”	authors,	he	is	taking	a	chance	with	every	title	he	prints	…
every	month.	If	 there	aren’t	enough	readers	willing	to	 try	a	new	writer	 they’ve
never	 heard	 of	 (in	 other	 words,	 a	 writer	 they’ve	 never	 seen	 on	 any	 bestseller
lists),	the	publisher	is	going	to	lose	big-time.

The	reality	of	modern	publishing	is	simple	when	you	boil	it	down	and	flense	the
meat	 off	 the	 bones:	 Every	 successful	 publisher	 has	 a	 few	 brand-name	 authors
who	make	them	the	hundreds	of	millions	they	need	not	only	to	stay	in	business,
but	 also	 to	 fund	 the	hundreds	of	other	books	 in	 their	 catalogs	 that	may	not	be
making	any	money	at	all.

Most	writers	have	not	thought	about	things	like	this,	but	you	will	see	as	we	work
our	 way	 through	 this	 book	 that	 many	 aspects	 of	 writing	 and	 publishing	 are
interconnected	and	 interdependent	 in	ways	not	 initially	obvious.	 It’s	my	 job	 to
not	only	make	you	aware	of	this	stuff,	but	teach	you	how	to	use	the	awareness	to
your	advantage.

So	some	of	you	may	be	asking:	If	publishers	have	a	few	writers	making	them	all
that	money,	why	do	 they	 even	bother	 publishing	 any	new,	or	 high-risk,	 books
and	writers?

That’s	a	good	question	and	 it	deserves	a	good	and	 thoughtful	answer.	Without
going	 too	 deeply	 into	 the	 core	 essentials	 of	 how	 good	 capitalism	 is	 based	 on



forecasted	 unlimited	 growth	 and	 all	 that	 set	 stuff,	 I	 think	 a	 few	 points	 can	 be
made	to	convince	new	novelists	that	there	is	a	real	need	for	their	books.

The	most	glaring	fact	new	writers	forget	is	that	bestselling	writers	usually	started
out	from	the	same	place	as	any	new	writer—unknown	and	with	little	or	no	sales
potential.

The	word	we	need	to	key	on	is	potential.	Editors	(and	their	publisher-bosses)	are
always	looking	for	new	writers	who	have	the	potential	to	be	the	next	bestseller,
the	next	brand	name	to	occupy	the	list.	Editors	do	this	because	they’re	operating
in	 an	 economic	 and	 esthetic	 continuum	 where	 writers	 grow	 old,	 weary,	 and
eventually	stop	writing,	die,	or	worse—stop	writing	well.	Editors	need	 to	have
ready	 and	 able	 replacements	 to	 fill	 the	 ultimately	 vacant	 keyboards—so	 they
spend	a	lot	of	time	taking	risks	with	unknown	writers	who	display	some	spark	or
sign	of	the	talent	needed	to	“hit	the	list.”

In	publishing,	it’s	okay	if	you	have	20	failures	as	long	as	you	have	1	success.	It’s
that	kind	of	business	.…



Don’t	Know	Much	About	History

Some	writers	I’ve	known	have	tried	to	“predict”	what	kind	of	novel	is	going	to
be	 the	 “next	 bestseller,”	 and	more	 than	 a	 few	 have	 had	 some	 success	 at	 it.	 If
you’ve	been	around	long	enough	to	pay	attention	and	listen	to	the	stories	of	the
guys	 who’ve	 been	 around	 even	 longer,	 you	 can	 get	 a	 feel	 for	 the	 somewhat
cyclic	nature	of	the	publishing	industry.

Peoples’	 tastes	change	and	are	 influenced	by	a	variety	of	cultural,	 tidal	 forces.
The	variations	are	mirrored	in	our	home	décors,	our	clothes,	our	cars,	the	kind	of
art	we	admire,	the	books	we	read.	Academics	and	scholars	will	tell	you	that	the
politics,	 the	 economics,	 and	 the	 psychology	 of	 any	 particular	 era	 will	 be
reflected	 and	 also	 embedded	 in	 the	 culture	 of	 that	 era.	 Everything	 from
architecture	 to	music	 and	 fashion	will	 reveal	 how	 people	were	 thinking	 about
themselves	and	their	immediate	world.

A	Likely	Story

Novels	about	artists	and	writers	have	been	surprisingly	popular.	There’s	a
story	about	a	writer	of	science	 fiction/espionage	novels,	who	 is	visited	by
government	agents	because	he	has	inadvertently	written	about	a	real	“secret
weapon”	(which	he	had	“made	up”	out	of	his	head).	The	agents	think	he’s	a
spy	and	go	after	him.

If	 you	 look	 at	 the	 bestseller	 lists	 from	 decade	 to	 decade,	 you	 can	 track	 the
concerns	and	escapes	of	the	public	with	a	fair	degree	of	accuracy.	Sorry	to	say
this,	but	as	intriguing	as	that	may	sound,	we	don’t	have	the	room	or	the	time	for
it.	Besides,	there	are	plenty	of	books	on	popular	culture	that	do	a	good	job	of	it.
If	you’re	all	that	interested	in	it,	you’ll	go	off	and	do	some	independent	research.

For	 our	 purposes,	 let’s	 take	 a	 quick	 look	 back	 at	 the	 list—a	 couple	 of	 years
during	 the	 last	 full	 decade	will	 be	more	 than	 enough	 to	 illustrate	 the	 points	 I
want	to	make.



We’re	 doing	 this	 for	 several	 reasons—the	main	 one	 is	 to	 get	 you	 focused	 on
exactly	what	your	potential	audience	likes	to	read.	You	should	fully	comprehend
the	 preferences	 of	 your	 readers	 because	 your	 job	 is	 to	write	 a	 novel	 that	will
touch	them,	involve	them,	and	leave	them	wanting	more—from	you.



Becoming	a	Brand	Name

Take	a	look	at	Fiction:	1991.

1.	Scarlett	by	Alexandra	Ripley

2.	The	Sum	of	All	Fears	by	Tom	Clancy

3.	Needful	Things	by	Stephen	King

4.	No	Greater	Love	by	Danielle	Steel

5.	Heartbeat	by	Danielle	Steel

6.	The	Doomsday	Conspiracy	by	Sidney	Sheldon

7.	The	Firm	by	John	Grisham

8.	Night	Over	Water	by	Ken	Follett

9.	Remember	by	Barbara	Taylor	Bradford

10.	Loves	Music,	Loves	to	Dance	by	Mary	Higgins	Clark

11.	Cold	Fire	by	Dean	Koontz

12.	The	Kitchen	God’s	Wife	by	Amy	Tan

13.	Star	Wars:	Heir	to	the	Empire	by	Timothy	Zahn

14.	WLT:	A	Radio	Romance	by	Garrison	Keillor

15.	Sleeping	Beauty	by	Judith	Michael

Even	a	cursory	glance	should	bring	you	to	some	obvious	conclusions	right	away.
The	following	sections	discuss	some	of	these	conclusions.



The	Name	Game

Note	that	more	than	80	percent	of	the	writers	on	this	list	are	some	of	the	Biggest-
of-the-Big,	 Brand-Name,	 Guaranteed-to-Sell	NAMES.	 Their	 names	 are	 known
by	 millions	 of	 people	 who	 not	 only	 don’t	 read	 their	 books,	 but	 don’t	 read
anything!

And	 if	 you	 think	 about	 it,	 achieving	 this	 kind	 of	 name	 recognition	 is	 a	 huge
accomplishment.	I	mean,	how	many	times	have	people	told	you	about	this	great
book	they’re	reading	but	they	have	no	idea	what	the	author’s	name	is?

But	even	the	great	unwashed	throngs	of	citizens	who	haven’t	read	a	book	since
they	graduated	high	school	20	years	ago	…	even	they	can	tell	you	who	Stephen
King	 or	 Tom	 Clancy	 or	 Danielle	 Steel	 is.	 And	 that	 tells	 you	 a	 lot	 about	 the
brand-name	recognition	game.



Longevity

Most	of	the	names	on	the	list	are	still	big	names	and	continue	to	appear	on	the
list	with	a	numbing	regularity.	And	this	list	is	more	than	10	years	old.	What	does
that	tell	us?	Well,	as	plainly	as	possible,	it	underscores	the	importance	of	having
a	bestseller.	If	you	have	what	it	takes	to	get	on	the	list	(as	many	of	these	writers
have	 demonstrated),	 then	 you	 can	usually	 stay	 there	 by	 continuing	 to	 do	what
you	do.

A	 corollary	 to	 this	 fact	 is	 not	 as	 cheerful—it’s	 difficult	 to	 get	 on	 the	 list	…
especially	if	it	means	knocking	off	one	of	the	big	names	that	seem	to	live	there
month	in	and	month	out,	year	after	year.	But	that’s	what	makes	America	such	a
great	country,	right?	Long	live	competition,	that’s	what	I	say.



Variety

There	 is	 no	 one,	 single	 type	 of	 novel	 dominating	 this	 list.	 In	 fact,	 I’m	 very
impressed	 and	 heartened	 by	 the	 wide	 spectrum	 of	 genres,	 or	 publishing
categories,	 represented.	Other	 than	 the	 one-shot	 silliness	 of	Ripley’s	 sequel	 to
Gone	 with	 the	 Wind,	 we	 see	 science	 fiction	 (Zahn),	 spy/thriller	 (Clancy	 and
Koontz),	historical	 thriller	(Follett),	horror/suspense	(King),	romance	(Bradford
and	Steel),	and	mystery/crime	(Clark).

And	how	could	I	forget?	There	is	also	the	appearance	of	a	book	that	signaled	one
of	the	hottest	“new”	genres	of	the	entire	decade—the	legal	thriller—marked	by
the	publication	of	John	Grisham’s	The	Firm.

What	you	should	retain	from	this	nonscientific	study	is	that	no	matter	what	you
may	want	to	write	about,	no	matter	what	category	your	novel	may	fall	into,	you
have	 a	 shot	 at	 appealing	 to	 and	 capturing	 a	 very	 large	 audience.	 So	 don’t	 be
afraid	to	write	the	kind	of	book	you	like	to	read—chances	are	there	are	a	lot	of
people	out	there	who	like	to	read	the	same	kinds	of	books.

You	 should	 also	 take	 heart	 that	 even	 if	 you	 don’t	 have	 a	 novel	 that	 fits
conveniently	 into	an	existing	market	niche,	you	may	be	able	 to	start	your	own
new	 one	 …	 like	 Grisham	 did	 with	 all	 his	 legal	 thrillers	 and	 the	 hordes	 of
imitators.

I	did	it	myself	on	a	smaller	scale	with	the	publication	of	my	novel	The	Blood	of
the	Lamb	which	the	reviewers	dubbed	a	“religious	thriller.”	It	cashed	in	on	the
(at	 the	 time)	 approaching	 millennium	 and	 all	 the	 cultural	 and	 metaphysical
trappings	 that	 went	 along	 with	 it.	 My	 novel	 did	 very,	 very	 well,	 spawning	 a
sequel,	and	staying	in	print	for	more	than	a	decade.



Tom’s	Tips

If	you	have	a	burning	desire	to	be	on	the	bestseller	list	(and	most	novelists
should),	 my	 best	 advice	 is	 to	 think	 “High	 Concept.”	 Even	 though	 your
cursory	examination	of	the	front	flap	copy	of	most	of	whatever	happens	to
be	 on	 the	 bestseller	 table	 at	 Borders	 this	 week	 may	 sound	 ordinary	 and
familiar,	you	must	not	let	that	sway	you	from	your	mission—come	up	with
a	Big!	New!	Idea!

Since	 you	 don’t	 have	 the	 big-name	 thing	 going	 for	 you,	 your	 novel	 will
need	a	big	idea.	And	I	know,	I	know	…	they	don’t	come	to	us	every	day.	So
pay	attention	to	everything	going	on	in	the	world	and	all	around	you.	The
ideas	are	there	…	you	just	need	to	recognize	one	and	turn	it	into	a	story.

Be	 innovative,	 visionary,	 and	 smart	 about	 the	 kind	 of	 novel	 you	 construct.
Timing	 can	 be	 everything,	 and	 if	 your	 story	 parallels	 events	 or	 cultural
psychology	of	the	moment,	you	may	be	able	to	take	advantage	of	it.



Staying	Power

Now,	let’s	take	a	look	at	Fiction:	1999.

1.	The	Testament	by	John	Grisham

2.	Hannibal	by	Thomas	Harris

3.	Assassins	by	Jerry	B.	Jenkins

4.	Star	Wars:	The	Phantom	Menace	by	Terry	Brooks

5.	Timeline	by	Michael	Crichton

6.	Hearts	in	Atlantis	by	Stephen	King

7.	Apollyon	by	Jerry	B.	Jenkins

8.	The	Girl	Who	Loved	Tom	Gordon	by	Stephen	King

9.	Irresistible	Forces	by	Danielle	Steel

10.	Tara	Road	by	Maeve	Binchy

11.	White	Oleander	by	Janet	Fitch

12.	A	Walk	to	Remember	by	Nicholas	Sparks

13.	Pop	Goes	the	Weasel	by	James	Patterson

14.	Black	Notice	by	Patricia	Cornwell

15.	Granny	Dan	by	Danielle	Steel

Again,	a	very	interesting	list,	wouldn’t	you	say?	Nine	years	separate	the	lists,	but
we	see	many	of	the	same	names	dominating	the	group.	(And	if	you	sneak	a	peak
back	one	more	year,	we	would	see	the	1998	list	includes	more	1991	old	pals—
Sidney	Sheldon,	Tom	Clancy,	and	Mary	Higgins	Clark.)	This	supports	my	belief
that	when	you	make	the	bestseller	list,	the	odds	are	very	good	you	can	stay	there
…	if	you	keep	writing,	and	keep	delivering	the	goods.

And	what	about	the	categories?



Let’s	take	a	look:	science	fiction	(Brooks	and	Crichton);	horror/suspense	(King
and	 Harris);	 romance	 (Steel	 and	 Binchy);	 mystery/crime	 (Cornwell	 and
Patterson);	legal	thriller	(Grisham);	and	(hey!)	religious	thriller	(Jenkins).

This	is	no	accident.	The	genres	of	the	books	that	appear	on	the	bestseller	list	are
very	popular.	People	 seem	 to	have	an	unending	 fascination	with	 certain	 topics
and	 themes.	 Many	 genre	 novels	 share	 one	 common	 thread—they	 tell	 stories
about	 our	 odd	 capacity	 to	 inflict	 harm	 on	 our	 fellow	 humans.	 Physical,
emotional,	or	psychological	harm	are	all	major	concerns	of	most	of	the	fiction	on
the	previous	lists.

Flaubert	said	“When	we	are	at	out	worst	…	we	are	also	at	our	most	interesting.”

Is	 that	 the	 secret	 of	 the	 bestselling	 novel?	That’s	 for	 you	 to	 decide.	The	main
point

I	wanted	to	make	here	is:	If	you’re	ever	fortunate	enough	to	land	on	the	list,	you
need	to	have	a	plan	that	will	ensure	you	stay	there.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	Millions	of	books	are	sold	(or	not	sold)	because	of	the	bestseller	list.

•	Because	of	modern	technology,	the	way	bestsellers	are	tabulated	has
changed.

•	Bestsellers	can	come	from	any	category	or	genre.

•	If	a	writer	writes	a	bestselling	book,	he	or	she	has	a	very	good	chance
of	remaining	on	the	list.



Chapter	4

Genres	and	the	Mainstream

In	This	Chapter

•	Genres	in	general

•	Are	genres	good	or	bad?

•	Genres	in	detail

•	Above	and	beyond

When	I	first	started	writing	at	the	age	of	twelve,	I	wrote	science	fiction	stories.
Although	I	didn’t	know	it	at	the	time,	I	was	writing	genre	fiction.	I	think	many
young	writers	are	the	same	way.	And	in	the	long	run,	it’s	the	best	way	to	write—
without	any	awareness	of	conforming	to	a	narrative	template	or	a	set	of	market
expectations.

But	 as	nice	 as	 that	 sentiment	might	 sound,	 I	 should	also	 tell	 you	 it’s	probably
impossible	in	the	contemporary	publishing	arena.

Now	wait	a	minute	…	you	may	be	thinking	…	I’ve	been	pretty	much	with	this
guy	up	till	now,	so	what	exactly	does	he	mean	by	 templates	and	expectations?
Well,	 to	be	honest,	 I	was	hoping	you’d	 ask,	 because	 this	 idea	of	novels	being
placed	into	specific	slots	or	categories	is	important.	Since	we	touched	on	genres
in	 the	previous	chapter	and	how	they	can	be	found	on	 the	bestseller	 list	at	any
given	 time	 with	 stunning	 regularity,	 it’s	 time	 we	 looked	 at	 the	 topic	 in	 some
detail.



What	the	Professor	Said

Let	me	 interject	 an	anecdote	here,	which	 should	add	a	 little	perspective	 to	our
study.	 Back	 when	 I	 was	 in	 graduate	 school	 (working	 on	 a	Master’s	 degree	 I
never	used),	 I	was	also	sending	out	short	stories	 to	magazines	at	a	pretty	good
rate.

Tom’s	Tips

Go	back	and	re-read	a	“favorite”	novel	of	your	youth	or	childhood.	See	if	it
holds	 up	 as	 an	 influential	 book	 for	 you.	 Try	 to	 identify	 what	 elements
captured	your	attention	and	made	you	remember	it	with	such	fondness,	then
make	 a	 conscious	 effort	 to	 recreate	 that	 intensity	 and	 appeal	 in	 your	own
writing.

My	first	sale	was	to	a	science	fiction	magazine	called	Amazing	Stories,	and	when
the	issue	finally	appeared	with	my	story	inside	and	my	name	on	the	cover,	I	was
bursting	with	joy	and	a	profound	sense	of	accomplishment.

I	remember	the	day	with	total	recall	as	I	brought	the	magazine	into	the	offices	of
the	English	Department	of	the	University	of	Maryland	and	was	showing	it	to	my
fellow	 students	 and	graduate	 assistants.	 In	 the	middle	 of	 the	 glad-handing	 and
smiling,	one	of	my	professors	entered	the	foyer	where	we	had	gathered,	and	he
asked	what	all	the	“hub-bub”	was	about.	A	buddy	of	mine	held	up	the	magazine
and	said:	“Monteleone	got	one	of	his	stories	published!”



The	 professor	 arched	 his	 eyebrows,	 approached	 us,	 and	 delicately	 held	 the
magazine	between	his	thumb	and	index	finger	as	if	 it	were	a	stinking	and	very
dead	fish.	After	looking	at	it	with	obvious	disapproval,	he	nodded	gravely,	and
handed	 it	 back	 before	 it	 could	 contaminate	 him.	 “Oh,”	 he	 said	 primly.
“Commercial	fiction	…”

And	with	 that,	 he	 turned	 away,	 and	 headed	 toward	 his	 office	without	 another
word.	 My	 story	 and	 I	 had	 been	 summarily	 dismissed.	 Because	 my	 work	 had
appeared	 in	 a	 digest-sized	 magazine	 with	 a	 lurid	 cover,	 it	 was	 somehow	 not
worthy	 of	 further	 notice	 or	 comment.	 As	 if	 there	 was	 something	 wrong	 with
having	someone	actually	pay	you	for	your	writing	and	then	go	out	and	sell	your
story	to	others	who	might	want	to	read	it.

Before	 that	moment,	 I’d	 always	 figured	 genre	 fiction	 didn’t	 enjoy	 the	 highest
respect	of	the	academic	and	literary	types.	Now	that	I’d	been	put	in	my	proper
place	by	the	professor,	there	wouldn’t	be	any	room	for	doubt.

The	moral	of	the	story	is	that	while	there	may	be	some	people	who	don’t	like	it
very	much,	genre	novels	are	wildly	popular	and	make	up	the	majority	of	fiction
being	 published	 today.	 In	 fact,	 many	 of	 today’s	 bestselling	 and	 most	 widely
admired	writers	got	started	writing	category	fiction	and	continued	to	write	genre
novels	after	hitting	“The	List.”	The	only	difference	 is	 that	 their	books	are	now
placed	on	the	general

“Fiction”	 tables	 in	bookstores	 instead	of	 the	ones	with	 specific	 labels.	 Insiders
call	nongenre	books	“mainstream”	fiction.

Why	do	the	sales	figures	of	a	novel	somehow	change	how	publishers	perceive	it
and	 how	 the	 booksellers	 market	 it?	 I’m	 not	 sure,	 but	 there	 is	 definitely	 an
unspoken	bias	against	genre	fiction.	There	is	a	longstanding	belief	that	it	cannot
be	real	literature	if	it’s	clearly	a	category	novel.

That’s	just	silly.	Readers,	the	people	who	buy	books,	don’t	make	their	purchases
based	on	whether	or	not	a	book	passes	the	“literary	certification	test.”	They	buy
books	 because	 they	 want	 to	 be	 entertained.	 They	 want	 to	 read	 a	 good	 story.
Whether	 it’s	a	mystery,	or	a	 romance,	or	a	contemporary	coming-of-age	story,



it’s	 all	 fine	with	 them.	But	 it’s	 not	 to	 say	 they	 don’t	 have	 their	 favorites,	 and
that’s	what	genres	are	all	about.

Words	of	Wisdom

Frankly,	 I	 am	 not	 one	 of	 those	 college	 professors	 who	 coyly	 boasts	 of
enjoying	detective	stories—they	are	too	badly	written	for	my	taste	and	bore
me	to	death.

—Vladimir	Nabokov



The	Nature	of	All	the	Beasts

Years	 ago,	 a	 well-respected	 writer	 (I	 think	 it	 was	 John	 Gardner)	 called	 the
commercial	 novel	 “drugstore	 fiction.”	 He	 meant	 a	 few	 different	 things	 in
applying	this	term,	and	I	have	my	suspicions	he	was	trying	to	be	a	bit	snide	and
elitist.

For	one	thing,	if	he	were	describing	novels	you	could	find	in	a	drugstore,	I	have
to	 assume	 they	 would	 be	 mostly	 in	 paperback,	 featuring	 eye-catching	 covers
with	splashy	color	and	foil	and	slick	illustration.	The	word	drugstore	could	also
suggest	 easily	 accessible	 (because	 you	 can	 find	 just	 about	 anything	 in	 a	 Rite
Aid),	or	worse,	it	could	suggest	common	or	cheap.

Genre	 fiction	has	 also	been	 called	 “category”	 fiction	or	 “formula”	 fiction,	 and
neither	of	 those	 labels	sound	all	 that	good	 to	me.	Whether	or	not	genre	 fiction
follows	strict	formulas	is	something	we	need	to	look	at.	I	don’t	think	it’s	all	that
accurate	unless	we	want	to	admit	that	all	fiction	conforms	to	certain	formulae	of
structure	and	resolution.

Regardless	of	what	might	be	implied	by	the	professors	and	the	critics,	there’s	no
question	 that	 publishers,	 booksellers	 and	 reviewers	 all	 have	 a	 penchant	 for
dividing	fiction	up	into	neat	little	compartments.	They	do	it	right	from	the	start
of	 a	 book’s	 life	 when	 it’s	 being	 submitted	 to	 publishing	 houses—there	 are
editors	who	specialize	 in	 just	 about	every	genre	 imaginable,	 and	 they	consider
themselves	 experts	 in	 each	 of	 their	 fields.	 It	 is	 unimaginable	 that	 a	 romance
editor	 would	 know	 a	 good	 mystery	 from	 a	 bad	 one;	 and	 a	 mystery	 editor
presumably	has	no	ability	to	recognize	a	really	fine	romance	novel.

At	least	that’s	what	they	tell	you.



Truth	in	Labeling

Okay,	it’s	time	to	take	a	closer	look	at	the	wide	range	of	novel	“types.”	This	is
going	to	help	you	in	several	ways:

•	You’ll	be	able	to	see	if	the	story	you	want	to	tell	fits	comfortably	into
an	established	genre.

•	You’ll	have	a	good,	basic	understanding	of	what	each	genre	needs	in
order	to	be	successful.

•	 You’ll	 start	 thinking	 about	 how	 comfortable	 you	might	 be	writing
“similar”	material	book	after	book.

A	Likely	Story

It’s	 quite	 possible	 that	 all	 the	 advances	 and	miracles	 of	modern	medicine
have	weakened	the	human	gene	pool	to	such	an	extent	that	our	species	may
be	doomed	to	extinction.	What	about	a	story	about	a	group	of	people	who
attempt	to	do	something	about	it?	What	they	do	is	up	to	you.

I’m	 going	 to	 investigate	 the	 most	 popular	 fiction	 categories	 alphabetically
because	I	don’t	want	 to	even	 imply	any	one	of	 them	is	any	more	significant	or
important	than	any	other.

Be	warned:	Many	genres	enjoy	“boom	and	bust”	cycles	during	which	they	sell
better	 or	 worse	 than	 the	 average	 category.	 Publishing	 is	 a	 trendy	 kind	 of
business,	 and	 the	 successful	genre	writer	has	usually	been	 the	person	who	can
“catch	 the	wave”	 and	 ride	 it	 to	 a	 good	 living.	 But	 each	 genre	 enjoys	 its	 own
enduring,	dedicated	group	of	readers	who	never	go	away;	and	that’s	why	genre
fiction	remains	the	backbone	of	every	big	publisher’s	annual	list	of	new	titles.



Action/Adventure

This	 is	 one	 of	 the	 lesser-known	 genres	 in	 terms	 of	 name	 recognition,	 but	 has
nonetheless	maintained	an	enduring	popularity	among	its	core	audience.	It’s	also
gained	a	reputation	as	being	the	male	counterpart	to	the	(female)	romance	novel.
Critics	 are	 particularly	 unkind	 to	 this	 genre,	 claiming	 even	 the	 lead	 characters
are	heavy-handed,	predictable,	and	not	very	likable.

Action/adventure	 novels	 tend	 to	 be	 very	 straightforward,	 shoot-from-the-hip
kind	of	stories,	told	in	a	straight	linear	fashion,	with	a	clean,	no-bull	style.	They
rarely	have	many	subplots	and	 they	are	pure	escape	 fantasies,	which	appeal	 to
men	in	much	the	same	way	a	romantic	tale	does	to	women.	And	I	say	this	with
no	snideness.	Just	the	facts,	Jack.

If	you	want	to	write	action/adventure,	you	will	be	dealing	with	a	hero	who	is	a
John	Rambo	type	of	guy,	a	rogue	ex-special	ops	man,	or	a	soldier-of-fortune,	or
maybe	 a	 paramilitary	 commander.	Many	 times,	 the	 heroes	 of	 these	 novels	 are
working	under	cover,	 just	barely	on	 the	 right	 side	of	 the	 law,	and	have	a	very
keen	 sense	 of	 justice.	 They	 do	 the	 right	 thing—even	 when	 it	 may	 require
violence	…	a	lot	of	violence.

The	heroes	battle	(and	vanquish)	bad	guys	of	every	stripe—drug	runners,	street
gangs,	terrorists,	extremists,	rogue	government	dictators,	and	any	other	bad	guy
you	 can	dream	up.	They	whup-up	 on	 these	 types,	 and	 they	do	 it	with	 a	 lot	 of
panache.

The	plots	are	similar	and,	yeah,	 they	follow	a	fairly	recognizable	formula.	The
hero	is	drawn	to	the	problem	either	by	association	with	a	group	or	a	friend,	he
vows	 revenge,	 and	makes	 elaborate	 plans	 to	 defeat	 the	 enemy.	 Sometimes	 he
goes	 solo;	 sometimes	 he	 gathers	 a	 “team”	 and	we	 have	 some	 fun	meeting	 the
variety	of	 eccentric	 “specialists”	he	needs	 for	 the	 job.	Usually,	he	 engages	 the
bad	 guy(s),	 suffers	 a	 few	 setbacks,	 then	 finally	 overcomes	 heavy	 odds	 to	 be
victorious.

A	 friend	 of	 mine	 pointed	 out	 the	 backbone	 of	 most	 action/adventure	 novels,



which	 is	 that	 they	 are	 essentially	 a	 template	 of	heroic	myth,	 and	 I	 agree	with
him.	If	you	think	about	it,	you’ll	see	how	it’s	a	surefire	storytelling	model,	which
has	built-in	cultural	appeal.	And	you	have	the	added	incentive	and	advantage	of
looking	to	the	daily	news	and	the	vast	stage	of	geopolitical	maneuverings	from
which	 to	 draw	 events	 and	 scenarios,	 which	 you	 can	 project	 into	 stories	 that
“could	happen.”

If	you’re	drawn	to	this	kind	of	novel,	there’s	an	additional	benefit.	If	you	create
a	clever,	adept,	and	popular	hero-character,	you	and	your	editor	can	easily	create
a	series,	which	is	a	string	of	novels	based	on	your	protagonist	and	his	supporting
characters.	If	you	sell	the	first	one,	make	sure	you	tell	your	editor	you	envision	a
long	line	of	novels	in	which	the	adventure	continues	from	one	exotic	locale	and
tough	 situation	 to	 the	 next.	A	 series	 provides	 nice	 steady	 income,	 and	 there’s
always	the	possibility	of	selling	the	film	rights.

Trade	Talk

A	heroic	myth	is	a	reference	to	some	of	civilization’s	earliest	examples	of
epic	 storytelling.	 The	 hero	 in	 these	 tales	 (such	 as	 Hercules,	 Gilgamesh,
Ulysses,	 or	 Aeneas)	 encountered	 great	 challenges	 and	 hardships	 in	 a
seemingly	unending	number,	and	overcame	them	all.



Fantasy

This	 is	 probably	 one	 of	 the	 oldest	 categories	 if	 you	 look	 at	 it	 in	 terms	 of	 its
blatant	 elements	 of	myth	 and	 legend.	 Fantasy	 tales	 are	 concerned	with	 things
like	 magic,	 imaginary	 creatures	 (elves,	 fairies,	 dragons,	 and	 so	 on),	 ancient
civilizations,	and	very	clear	delineations	of	Good	and	Evil.

The	Plot	Thickens!

An	unlikely	hero	is	given	a	great	task	to	accomplish.	He	does	this	with	the
help	of	great	friends,	some	magic,	and	lots	of	courage.

Since	the	advent	and	continuing	popularity	of	this	trilogy	of	novels,	fantasy
has	been	a	reliable	staple	of	genre	publishing.

—The	Lord	of	the	Rings	by	J.R.R.	Tolkien

Many	examples	of	fantasy	employ	the	standard	formula,	which	involves	a	long,
harrowing,	and	ultimately	character-building	quest.	The	object	of	 the	quest	can
be	 any	 number	 of	 objects,	 persons,	 or	 secrets.	What	matters	 is	 that	 something
needs	to	be	found,	and	your	hero	is	just	the	person	for	the	gig.

Depending	 on	 your	 own	 preferences,	 you	 can	 actually	 write	 in	 several
subcategories.	Light	fantasy	is	populated	by	magicians,	elves,	and	spells;	heroic
fantasy	employs	larger-than-life	warrior-types	like	Conan	and	Kane	(this	is	also
sometimes	 called	 “Sword	 and	 Sorcery”);	 and	 there’s	 even	 a	 whole	 sub-
subcategory	 of	Arthurian	 fantasy,	 which	 rings	 endlessly	 inventive	 changes	 on
the	world	of	legend’s	most	famous	king.

Whatever	type	of	fantasy	you	want	to	write,	you’ll	have	to	make	decisions	about
your	setting,	your	characters,	and	the	rules	you’re	going	to	play	by.	Readers	of
fantasy	 novels	 are	 imaginative	 and	 usually	 open	 to	 whatever	 otherworldly
trappings	you	want	 to	offer	 them;	but	 they	are	also	 intelligent	and	will	 require



that	you	don’t	ignore	the	internal	logic	of	your	story	or	“change	the	rules”	for	the
purpose	 of	 getting	 yourself	 out	 of	 a	 difficult	 plot	 complication.	 If	 your	magic
spell	won’t	work	 during	 an	 electrical	 storm,	 then	 you	 can’t	 change	 your	mind
later.

Fantasy	novels	are	also	good	candidates	 for	series	material.	 In	 fact,	because	of
Tolkien’s	influence,	many	fantasy	readers	almost	expect	their	stories	to	come	in
groups	of	at	least	three	novels.	These	fans	enjoy	the	epic,	sweeping	scale	of	this
genre,	and	tend	to	be	patient	with	a	long-winded	“never-ending”	yarn.	The	plots
of	many	of	these	novels	might	seem	similar,	but	as	a	writer,	your	challenge	is	to
invent	characters	that	come	to	life	and	rise	above	all	that	may	be	familiar.



Horror

The	 horror	 novel	 has	 been	 with	 us	 for	 centuries	 and	 represents	 our	 unending
interest	in	the	supernatural,	our	darker	philosophical	musings	about	the	nature	of
Evil.	 Some	of	 our	most	 enduring	 and	popular	writers	wrote	 horror	 novels	 and
stories—Mary	 Shelley,	 Bram	 Stoker,	 Edgar	 Allan	 Poe,	 Ambrose	 Bierce,
Nathaniel	Hawthorne,	and	others.

Because	 of	 this	 heritage,	 dark	 fantasy/horror	 has	 always	 enjoyed	 a	 bit	 more
literary	respectability	than	other	category	fiction,	but	in	its	modern	attire,	I	think
we’re	safe	calling	it	a	regular	old	genre.	And	like	most	genres,	it	falls	in	and	out
of	favor	with	the	reading	public.

I’ve	always	had	a	gleeful	fascination	with	this	genre,	which	I	can	trace	back	to
my	childhood	when	the	EC	line	of	comics	was	at	its	peak	with	titles	like	Tales
from	the	Crypt	and	Vault	of	Horror	and	Shock	Suspense.	I	loved	the	lurid	covers
and	the	grisly	stories,	and	I’d	like	to	think	those	early	comics	warped	me	forever.
I	 discovered	 Poe	 in	 high	 school,	 and	 I	 read	 a	 lot	 of	 paperback	 anthologies	 of
classic	horror.	So	it	became	one	of	my	favorite	kinds	of	fiction	to	read,	as	well	as
write.

I	can	remember	the	late	seventies,	when	the	novels	of	Stephen	King	became	the
hottest	 books	 in	 the	 industry	 and	 for	 the	 next	 15	 years,	 horror	was	 easily	 the
most	popular	genre	in	publishing.	As	a	reader	and	writer,	I	was	in	my	glory.

The	 elements	 of	 the	 horror	 novel	 all	 center	 around	 one	 basic	 emotion—fear.
Horror	stories	investigate	the	things	that	scare	us,	and	the	good	ones	try	to	offer
up	explanations	why.	The	subject	of	horror	novels	can	be	very	traditional	icons
such	as	ghosts,	vampires,	mythical	creatures,	demons,	ghouls,	 and	zombies;	or
they	may	deal	with	more	 contemporary	monsters	 such	 as	 the	 serial	 killer,	 and
range	off	into	areas	far	more	imaginative	and	disturbing.



Trade	Talk

In	publishing,	an	icon	refers	to	something	that	has	been	used	so	much	it	is
instantly	recognizable	and	has	become	part	of	the	culture.

My	 wife,	 Elizabeth,	 and	 I	 have	 been	 editing	 an	 anthology	 series	 called
Borderlands	 for	 many	 years	 now,	 and	 the	 basic	 premise	 of	 the	 series	 is	 to
explore	new	territories	for	the	tale	of	horror	and	dark	suspense.	The	challenge	to
writers	is	to	find	new	images,	new	sources	of	our	basic	fears,	and	new	ways	to
scare	us.

Unfortunately,	the	influence	of	the	film	industry	and	its	insistence	on	promoting
an	 unending	 parade	 of	 “slasher”	 films	 as	 “horror”	 has	 given	 many	 potential
readers	a	very	wrong	impression	of	how	rich	and	provocative	the	genre	can	be.
Many	 of	 the	 worst	 horror	 clichés	 (werewolves,	 vampires,	 Jason,	 and	 others)
must	be	blamed	on	 the	nitwits	 in	Hollywood	who	continue	 to	 roll	out	one	bad
film	after	another	and	call	it	horror	with	a	very	small	“h.”

Good	 horror	 novels	 are	 about	what	 truly	 scares	 us,	 psychologically	 as	well	 as
physically.	 They	 are	 novels	 of	 characters	 placed	 in	 situations	 where	 choices
between	good	and	evil	must	be	made,	and	consequences	faced.	Horror	novels	are
successful	 when	 you	 tell	 your	 story	 in	 the	 most	 familiar	 of	 places	 and
circumstances,	where	everything	appears	to	be	safely	moored	to	the	pillars	of	the
“real”	world,	and	suddenly	something	unexpected	and	unexplained	destroys	the
illusion	of	safety	and	normality.

The	Plot	Thickens!



A	young	woman	 in	 the	 fashionable	D.C.	 neighborhood	 of	Georgetown	 is
suspected	 of	 being	 possessed	 by	 Satan.	 A	 young	 priest,	 when	 called	 to
investigate	 and	 perhaps	 engage	 in	 the	 rites	 of	 exorcism,	 is	 forced	 to	 first
examine	his	own	faith	in	God’s	power.

—The	Exorcist	by	William	Peter	Blatty

The	great	horror	novel	 tells	us	 that	danger	and	death	 lurk	everywhere	and	they
are	largely	inescapable,	and	may	present	themselves	at	any	moment.	What	your
character	does	at	those	crucial	moments	is	the	stuff	of	your	stories.

The	horror	genre	will	always	be	around	because	it	deals	extensively	with	one	of
our	elemental	fears—the	fear	of	the	unknown.	Horror	has	a	hardcore	readership
that	 not	 only	 continues	 to	 read	 just	 about	 everything	 published,	 but	 they	 also
support	 an	 impressive	 number	 of	 small	 presses	 which	 produce	 short-run	 and
limited	editions	of	popular,	collectible	authors.



Mystery/Crime

Along	with	horror,	this	one	gets	my	vote	as	one	of	the	oldest	genres.	Many	claim
Edgar	Allan	Poe	 created	 the	mystery	 story	with	 his	 detective,	Auguste	Dupin,
who	solved	the	“The	Murders	in	the	Rue	Morgue.”	One	of	the	vernacular	terms
for	a	mystery	novel	 is	“the	whodunit,”	and	that	does	distill	 it	down	to	 its	most
basic	component.

A	mystery	novel	 is	basically	a	puzzle	 to	be	solved—and	the	puzzle	 is	a	crime;
more	likely	than	not,	it’s	a	murder.	The	classic	“requirement”	of	a	good	mystery
novel	is	that	the	detective	or	protagonist	and	the	reader	both	be	given	the	same
clues	…	placing	the	reader	in	competition	with	the	hero	to	solve	the	crime.	How
difficult	the	writer	wants	to	make	it	is	all	part	of	the	fun.

It’s	 generally	 agreed	 that	 the	 mystery	 genre	 is	 comprised	 of	 several	 main
branches,	and	a	 few	subdivisions	beyond	 them.	They	are:	 the	cozy,	 the	private
eye	 (or	 detective),	 and	 the	 police	 procedural.	 Let’s	 look	 at	 each	 a	 little	more
closely.

The	cozy	has	historically	been	the	most	popular,	but	I’m	not	sure	why.	This	type
of	mystery	features	an	investigator	who	is	not	a	professional,	but	happens	to	be
very,	 very	 good	 at	 Figuring	 Things	 Out.	 Priests,	 writers,	 horticulturalists,	 and
jockeys	have	all	proven	to	be	popular	and	effective	crime-solvers.	They	are	all
amateur	detectives,	if	you	will,	and	therein	lies	the	appeal—everyone	who	reads
mysteries	probably	figures	they	would	make	great	detectives	themselves.

This	type	of	mystery	features	hardly	any	graphic	violence,	a	lot	of	serious	Q&A
and	logical	deduction,	and	a	final	scene	in	which	the	detective	explains	how	he
or	she	figured	it	out.	It	helps	to	involve	police	who	are	totally	baffled	and	in	no
way	able	to	solve	the	mystery.

The	Private	 Eye	 is	 the	 professional	 investigator,	 the	 “P.I.”	who	 earns	 a	 tough
living	by	being	at	 the	wrong	place	at	 the	 right	 time.	These	mysteries	are	often
called	 “hard-boiled”;	 they	 are	 not	 afraid	 of	 some	 in-your-face	 violence	 and
usually	 feature	 settings	 that	 are	 urban,	 contemporary,	 and	 culturally	 hip.	 They



are	 distinctly	 different	 from	 the	 previous	 type.	 Creating	 a	 likable	 but	 scarily
capable	hero	is	part	of	the	challenge	of	writing	this	kind	of	mystery.	And	again,
the	film	and	TV	businesses	are	responsible	for	offering	up	some	lasting	clichés
to	be	avoided.

The	P.I.	protagonist	knows	“the	street”	and	is	usually	sardonic,	very	intelligent,
cynical,	and	physically	tough.	The	characters	he	deals	with	can	be	found	among
the	 lower	 links	 of	 the	 society’s	 food	 chain—hustlers,	 petty	 thieves,	 gamblers,
low-lifers,	and	their	ilk—people	who	have	access	to	the	kind	of	information	our
hero	might	 need.	 You	 usually	 need	 a	 cop	 who	 knows	 our	 detective	 and	 isn’t
terribly	 fond	 of	 him;	 this	 kind	 of	 tension	 makes	 things	 interesting	 and	 helps
reveal	clues	when	necessary.

The	procedural	is	probably	the	most	demanding	kind	of	mystery	to	tell	because
readers	are	expecting	 to	 find	 the	hard,	polished	edge	of	realism	 in	 this	kind	of
novel.	The	protagonist	 is	a	cop,	and	unlike	 the	“cozy”	cops,	your	“procedural”
hero	 is	 a	 top-notch	 crime-solver.	 You	 will	 usually	 need	 a	 fairly	 good-size
supporting	cast	in	Procedurals	because	police	work	is	team-oriented.

In	addition,	you	will	need	to	know	more	than	a	little	bit	about	how	bureaucracy
and	city	government	work.	Also,	there’s

been	 a	 dramatic	 increase	 in	 the	 amount	 of	 forensic	 science	 being	 applied	 to
police	work,	so	your	procedural	novel	will	need	lots	of	authenticity	along	those
lines	as	well.



Tom’s	Tips

In	the	mystery	genre,	you	have	to	be	clever.	And	there	is	one	crime	you	can
never	 commit	yourself:	You	cannot	allow	 the	 reader	 to	 think	he	or	 she	 is
way	 smarter	 than	 your	 detective.	 If	 that	 happens,	 you’ve	 lost	 game,	 set,
match,	and	a	readership.



Romance

Another	 mainstay	 of	 genre	 publishing	 is	 the	 romance	 novel.	 Over	 the	 years,
several	 requirements	 or	 conventions	 have	 evolved	 to	 which	 most	 romances
adhere.	However,	there	are	still	several	subcategories	with	huge	base-audiences.

The	heroine	of	all	romance	novels	must	be	bright,	headstrong,	adventurous,	but
above	all	beautiful	and	brimming	over	with	passion—for	 the	 right	man.	She	 is
usually	alone,	although	not	by	choice—a	family	tragedy,	an	abduction,	lost	on	a
journey,	 etc.	 The	 hero	 of	 a	 good	 romance	 is	 usually	 a	 little	 older	 than	 the
protagonist,	 attractive,	 and	 it	 doesn’t	 hurt	 to	make	 him	 rich	 and	 powerful.	He
should	also	be	headstrong	and	not	afraid	to	take	matters	into	his	own	hands—the
law	 or	 social	 convention	 be	 damned.	 The	 entire	 novel	 centers	 around	 the
relationship	of	these	two	people,	with	plenty	of	distractions	and	obstacles	along
the	way.	There	 needs	 to	 be	 some	 stormy	points	when	 they	 really	 irritate	 each
other.

Now,	 let’s	 look	a	 little	 closer	 at	 the	 subcategories	 starting	with	…	Historicals,
which	are	very	popular,	and	they	allow	you	to	place	your	story	on	just	about	any
stage	you	wish.	The	important	things	here	are	setting,	culture,	and	of	course	flow
of	events	of	the	particular	time	period,	which	will	influence	and	affect	the	lives
of	your	characters.	Research	is	vital,	and	you	will	be	expected	to	show	off	your
knowledge	 about	 the	 historical	 era	 you’ve	 selected.	Readers	 like	 to	 learn	 their
history	in	this	context.

There	are	also	subcategories,	such	as	one	covering	the	days	of	American	western
expansion	(they	used	to	be	called	“Indian	romances,”	but	with	the	PC	thought-
police	roaming	the	cultural	streets,	I’m	not	sure	about	the	health	of	these	books
…)	Another	 is	 the	Regency	 romance,	which	highlights	 the	years	1811	 through
1820	 in	English	history.	Again,	 attention	 to	detail	 is	 important	 in	 these	books.
Editors	tell	me	their	readers	are	very	familiar	with	the	trappings	and	chronicle	of
events	in	that	tiny	period,	so	if	you	don’t	know	what	musicians	or	writers	were
popular	at	that	time,	you	will	be	much	the	less	for	it.	And	…	your	readers	will
catch	you.

The	gothic	 is	probably	 the	oldest	romance	template.	For	sheer	formula,	 I	don’t



think	anything	even	comes	close	to	the	gothic.	In	their	paperback	heyday,	even
all	 the	covers	of	 the	gothics	were	essentially	 identical—they	always	featured	a
large	house,	 castle,	 fortress,	mansion,	 estate	 in	 the	background	 (usually	 storm-
lashed);	 descending	 from	 it	 was	 a	 winding	 path	 or	 steps	 cut	 into	 a	 cliff;	 and
fleeing	downward	on	 these	 steps	was	a	young	woman,	always	 looking	back	at
the	 massive	 structure	 above	 and	 behind	 her.	 One	 other	 element	 was	 always
present—one	 light	 in	 one	 window,	 through	which	 a	 silhouette	 of	 a	 lean	male
figure	could	be	seen.

The	plot	was	even	more	 locked	 in—a	young	woman	protagonist	 arrives	 at	 the
house/	 castle/mansion/estate	 because	 she’s	 a	 recently	 orphaned	 niece/a
housekeeper/	 a	 governess/a	 secretary.	 She	 is	 disturbed	 by	 a	 tall,	 dark,	 and
mysterious	male	presence	in	the	house,	who	at	first	seems	evil,	but	is	eventually
revealed	to	be	good,	and	who	not	only	vanquishes	the	true	evil	in	the	house,	but
in	the	end	marries	the	beautiful	young	woman.

Formula	writing	taken	to	its	highest	exponent.	Why	did	it	work	so	well?	That’s
my	point	in	bringing	it	to	your	attention.	Many	readers	of	genre	fiction	who	keep
returning	to	the	same	kinds	of	stories	do	so	for	a	reason—they	feel	comfortable
in	 the	 knowledge	 they	 already	 understand	 the	 book	 before	 they	 really	 start
reading	it.

Tom’s	Tips

The	 primary	 message	 about	 genre	 novels	 is	 simple.	 Readers	 know	 what
they	 like,	 and	 if	 they	 like	 what	 you	 give	 them,	 they	 will	 come	 back	 for
more.	 If	 you	 plan	 to	 write	 more	 than	 just	 one	 novel,	 then	 you	 need	 to
understand	this	point.



Next	is	the	contemporary	romance,	obviously	set	in	the	present,	and	normally	in
the	 world	 of	 “the	 beautiful	 people”—big	 business,	 fashion,	 the	 arts,	 and
entertainment.	These	are	sometimes	called	“glitter”	or	“glitz”	novels.	The	men	in
these	novels	are	brokers	of	power	and	influence,	but	they	always	display	a	side
of	 their	 nature	 that	 is	 reckless,	 carefree,	 and	 dashingly	 impulsive.	 Again,	 the
same	plot	structure	we’ve	already	discussed	applies	here,	and	the	large	audience
for	this	kind	of	book	knows	what	it	wants.

Variations	on	 the	basic	 theme	 include	something	called	romantic	suspense	and
the	supernatural	romance,	which	are	“hybrid”	genres.	The	former	adds	elements
of	the	mystery	to	the	regular	formula,	while	the	latter	borrows	from	horror	and
dark	 fantasy.	Both	are	making	 inroads	 into	 the	standard	 romance	 territory,	and
are	worth	considering.	Another	hybrid	adds	a	science-fiction	riff	to	the	formula
—time	 travel—in	which	either	 the	male	or	 female	 lead	meets	 their	counterpart
from	 a	 totally	 different	 era.	 There	 is	 a	 great	 novel	 by	 Jack	 Finney	 called
Somewhere	in	Time,	which	is	the	archetype	for	this	tale.

There	 is	 a	 lot	of	experimentation	going	on.	 If	your	 tastes	 run	 in	 this	direction,
you’ll	have	plenty	of	space	to	work	out	something	original,	yet	comfortable	for
the	reader.



Science	Fiction

This	genre	 is	also	known	as	“sci-fi”	by	 the	general	media,	although	 its	writers
and	 fans	 prefer	 “SF”	 or	 “speculative	 fiction.”	 With	 its	 roots	 in	 the	 pulp
magazines	 of	 the	 early	 twentieth	 century	 and	 the	 associations	 of	 space	 ships,
robots,	and	aliens,	many	readers	assume	that	most	SF	is	hardware-oriented	and
full	of	the	“hard”	sciences	like	physics,	astronomy,	chemistry,	biology,	etc.	But
that’s	 just	 one	 avenue	 of	 speculation	 in	 what	 may	 be	 the	 most	 textured	 and
variegated	of	all	fiction	categories.

Words	of	Wisdom

A	good	science	fiction	story	is	a	story	with	a	human	problem,	and	a	human
solution,	which	would	not	have	happened	without	its	science	content.

—Theodore	Sturgeon

As	 with	 many	 of	 the	 other	 genres,	 this	 one	 can	 easily	 be	 subdivided	 into	 a
variety	 of	 more	 specialized	 types.	 Stories	 that	 deal	 with	 how	 technology
impinges	upon	culture	and	society	involve	the	“softer”	sciences	of	anthropology,
psychology,	sociology,	and	others.	SF	can	be	contemporary,	far-future,	or	time-
traveling.	Locales	can	be	earthbound,	intergalactic,	or	transdimensional.	There’s
a	 freedom	 to	 examine	 and	 explore	 the	 limits	 of	 your	 imagination	 that	 doesn’t
really	exist	on	such	a	scale	in	the	other	genres.

In	 fact,	 a	 major	 characteristic	 separating	 SF	 from	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 genres	 is	 a
distinct	lack	of	a	single	formula,	which	the	audience	expects	to	follow.	Readers
of	science	fiction	don’t	really	want	the	familiar,	comfortable	structure	of	some	of
the	other	genres.



They	 want	Gosh!	 Gee!	Wow!	 Your	 SF	 fans	 want	 to	 be	 challenged,	 enriched,
educated,	 and	 surprised	 by	 the	 novels	 they	 read.	 They	 want	 to	 have	 their
imaginations	 stretched	 and	 expanded.	 They	 don’t	 read	 SF	 for	 the	 same-old,
same-old	…

I	grew	up	 reading	SF,	 in	 both	 comic	 and	book	 form.	 I	watched	 all	 the	 classic
films,	and	I	even	attended	some	of	the	conventions	which	celebrate	the	genre	in
a	city	somewhere	around	the	country	on	an	almost	weekly	basis.	And	this	is	an
important	 point—unless	 you’ve	 immersed	 yourself	 in	 the	 literature	 of	 SF,	 it’s
going	 to	 be	 very	 tough	 to	 write	 it.	 Shopworn	 clichés	 abound,	 and	 uninitiated
writers	 tend	 to	wheel	 them	out	 for	 one	 last	 performance	 and	 they	 get	 roundly
rejected	by	wizened	SF	editors.



Suspense/Thriller

Although	related	to	mysteries,	the	thriller	is	definitely	a	distinct	genre.	While	the
plot	usually	centers	around	something	Alfred	Hitchcock	called	“the	McGuffin”
(which	 is	 the	 thing	 everybody	wants,	 needs,	 is	 looking	 for	 at	 all	 costs),	 there
must	be	layers	of	complication,	subplot,	and	exotic	characters.

Most	thrillers	are	fairly	long	books	(500	to	600	pages)	and	are	told	in	multiple
viewpoints,	which	means	your	reader	will	learn	the	story	as	filtered	through	the
perceptions	 of	 more	 than	 one	 character.	 The	 scale	 of	 your	 average	 thriller	 is
large	 rather	 than	 small,	 and	 having	 actions	 take	 place	 all	 around	 the	 globe
simultaneously	is	not	at	all	unusual.	Attention	to	details	regarding	foreign	cities,
contemporary	geopolitical	tensions,	industrial	and	government	technologies,	and
a	 general	 knowledge	 of	 the	 espionage	 game	 must	 be	 in	 your	 thriller-writer’s
toolbox.

There	are	many	 types	 of	 thrillers,	which	continue	 to	do	well,	despite	 the	ever-
changing	political	climate	on	the	world	stage.

Techno-thrillers	 popularized	 by	 writers	 such	 as	 Tom	Clancy	 and	 Dale	 Brown
have	enjoyed	enduring	popularity.	Historical	thrillers	of	the	type	written	by	Ken
Follett	also	have	a	wide	enthusiastic	audience.	A	subcategory	of	 thrillers	about
the	 Third	 Reich	 has	 had	 a	 truly	 unbelievably	 long	 and	 successful	 lifespan.
There’s	 something	 chillingly	 fascinating	 about	 the	Nazi	 brand	 of	 evil	 that	 has
never	faded.

The	Plot	Thickens!

A	man	who	devoted	his	life	to	hunting	down	Nazis	who	escaped	the	justice
of	Nuremburg	tracks	down	Dr.	Josef	Mengele,	the	“Angel	of	Death”	of	the
death	camps.	In	doing	so,	he	uncovers	a	hideous	plan	to	bring	Hitler	back
into	the	world.

—The	Boys	from	Brazil	by	Ira	Levin



Espionage	 thrillers	 took	a	big	hit	when	 the	Evil	Empire	of	 the	Soviets	kind	of
fizzled	 away	 like	 a	 cheap	 balloon	 losing	 air,	 but	 they	 still	 have	 a	 pulse.	 The
challenge	is	for	you	to	find	bad	guys	the	reader	can	cheer	against	with	the	same
relish	they	had	for	the	commies.

Medical	thrillers	have	carved	out	a	special	niche	in	this	genre,	although	the	ones
I’ve	read	 tend	 to	be	very	formulaic,	and	ultimately	predictable.	They	generally
have	 a	 lone	 hero	 discover	 something	 awful	 going	 on	 at	 a	 hospital,	 medical
center,	hospital,	bio-research	center,	hospital,	government	laboratory,	or	…	hey,
did	I	mention	hospital?	The	“something	awful”	is	usually	a	riff	on	using	hapless
patients	as	some	sort	of	guinea	pigs.	(As	if	we	will	ever	run	out	of	real	guinea
pigs	…)

The	 main	 thing	 you	 need	 to	 have	 in	 the	 thriller	 is	 a	 high	 concept	 or	 a	 Big
Problem	that’s	going	to	have	Big	Consequences	…	no	matter	how	it’s	resolved.
You	need	a	plot	with	enough	complications	to	spin	out	a	suspenseful	discovery
of	all	the	clues	and	an	unwinding	of	the	facts	that	demands	the	turning	of	pages.



Western

Yes,	this	is	still	a	surviving	genre.	Just	because	you	don’t	see	it	around	as	much
you	 used	 to	 doesn’t	 mean	 it’s	 not	 an	 important	 segment	 of	 the	 book-reading
marketplace.	At	one	time,	 the	Western	was	one	of	 the	top-selling	genres	in	the
business,	 and	 some	 of	 its	 writers	 like	 Louis	 L’Amour	 and	 Zane	 Grey	 were
enormously	popular,	bestselling	writers.

The	genre	is	probably	the	most	straightforward	of	all	of	them	because	it	centers
on	a	fairly	small	stretch	of	time	and	territory:	west	of	the	Mississippi	during	the
post-Civil	War	years	up	into	the	1880s.	The	stories	deal	with	clearly	delineated
characters	who	are	either	good	guys	or	bad	guys,	and	the	reader	always	knows
whom	to	cheer	for.

As	with	many	other	genres	that	depend	upon	historical	underpinnings,	it	is	very
important	 to	 have	 extensive	 knowledge	of	 the	 period	 in	which	you	place	 your
stories.	The	geography,	economy,	culture,	politics,	and	social	norms	of	the	times
are	 all	 very	 important	 aspects	you	 can’t	 ignore	because	your	 readers	definitely
know	 all	 that	 stuff,	 and	 if	 they	 catch	 you	 napping,	 your	 credibility	 (and	 your
sales)	are	in	trouble.



Great	Wheel	Keeps	on	Turnin’

To	wrap	this,	I	need	to	leave	you	with	a	few	final	observations.

Very	 important:	Genres	 tend	to	have	groups	of	dedicated	readers	who	frequent
the	bookstores	on	a	regular	basis	looking	for	new	titles.	This	means	they	buy	up
the	new	mysteries,	the	new	romances,	the	new	thrillers	regardless	of	who	wrote
them.

This	 is	 very	 good	 news	 for	 new	 novelists.	While	 the	 genre	 hardcore	 audience
may	have	favorite	writers,	they	are	much	more	willing	to	read	a	new	writer	(like
you)	than	the	people	who	tend	to	read	only	what’s	on	the	bestseller	list.	So	if	you
want	to	break	in	as	a	novelist,	writing	genre	fiction	is	not	a	bad	idea.

Second,	I	think	it	would	be	very	difficult,	if	not	downright	impossible,	to	write	a
good	genre	novel	 if	you’ve	never	read	an	example	of	 the	 type	you’re	 trying	 to
create.	You	need	to	know	what	preceded	you	and	what	contributed	to	the	current
template	of	your	genre	or	choice.	As	a	matter	of	fact,	I’m	going	to	take	it	a	step
farther	 and	 throw	 this	 pearl	 your	way:	You	have	 to	 have	 read	extensively	 in	 a
genre	 before	 you	 can	 write	 it	 well.	 And	 it	 would	 help	 if	 you’ve	 grown	 up
thoroughly	immersed	in	 the	kind	of	books	you	want	 to	write.	That’s	especially
the	case	with	SF	and	horror	writers	I’ve	known	over	the	years—and	I’ve	known
a	lot	of	them.

Lastly,	 keep	 in	mind	 that	most	 genres	have	 cyclic	 periods	of	 booms	and	 lulls,
where	 for	 some	 reason	or	 another,	 a	 particular	 category’s	 afterburner	kicks	 in,
and	it	 takes	off	into	the	upper	layers	of	the	sales	atmosphere.	And	then,	after	a
hot	run,	the	genre	will	take	a	slow	slide	downward.	There	are	probably	a	lot	of
sophisticated	 socioeconomic	 theories	 bouncing	 around	 to	 tell	 you	 why	 these
cycles	occur,	but	we	really	don’t	need	to	know	them.

All	you	need	to	know	is	that	they	happen.	So	whatever	genres	interest	you,	feel
good	 knowing	 there’ll	 always	 be	 an	 audience	 for	 your	 kind	 of	 book—if	 you
write	it	well.



The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	The	 backbone	 of	 the	 publishing	 industry	 is	 the	 vast	 array	 of	 genre
titles	published	every	month.

•	Each	genre	has	a	loyal	and	dependable	core	audience.

•	Many	genre	novels	are	published	as	paperback	originals	(often	called
“mass	market	editions”).

•	 Successful	 genre	 authors	 are	 also	 enthusiastic	 readers	 of	 the
categories	in	which	they	write.



Chapter	5

Reading	to	Write

In	This	Chapter

•	Why	you	read

•	What	you	should	have	read

•	What	you	should	be	reading	now

•	Reading	as	instruction

You	can’t	be	a	writer	if	you’re	not	a	reader.

This	 is	probably	the	most	obvious,	simplest	 truth	 in	 this	entire	book.	I	say	that
with	confidence.	So	much	so,	I’ll	 lay	you	some	huge,	Vegas	odds	you’ll	never
find	a	writer	who	does	not	flat-out	love	to	read.	Read	a	thousand	interviews	with
writers	 and	 the	majority	 will	 tell	 you	 that	 they	 became	 totally	 hooked	 on	 the
written	word	when	they	were	very	little.

We’re	going	 to	see	why	being	an	avid	reader	 is	absolutely	essential	 to	being	a
writer.	If	you	want	to	write	novels,	you	will	need	to	read	novels.



That	Magic	Moment

Something	happens	 to	 some	of	us	when	we’re	being	 taught	how	 to	 read	…	or
maybe	even	a	lot	farther	back	than	that.	There	was	this	single,	special	time	when
our	parents	put	us	on	their	lap,	wiped	the	drool	off	our	cute	little	mugs,	and	held
up	a	book	in	front	of	us	for	the	first	time.	Sure,	it	was	most	likely	a	picture	book
with	all	the	bright	colors	and	fuzzy	animals	the	child	development	folks	like	to
tell	you	is	so	important.

But	 there	 was	 something	 else	 going	 on	 for	 some	 of	 us,	 something	 more
elemental	 and	 unanticipated.	 There	 was	 this	 subconscious	 recognition	 in	 our
baby-toddler	minds	 that	 the	 picture	 book	we	 just	 saw	was	 really	 a	 ...	 door,	 a
gateway	to	endless	numbers	of	worlds,	 times,	people	and	…	stories.	 I	know,	 it
sounds	silly.	But	you’d	better	believe	it.	Somehow,	some	of	us,	when	we	were
babies,	 instantly	connected	 to	 the	whole	book	experience	 in	a	way	most	others
never	do.

Words	of	Wisdom

Books	are	a	delightful	society.	If	you	go	into	a	room	filled	with	books,	even
without	taking	them	down	from	the	shelves,	they	seem	to	speak	to	you,	to
welcome	you.

—William	E.	Gladstone

Writers	like	books.	They	like	them	so	much	they	live	in	places	where	you	can’t
walk	into	a	room	without	seeing	a	bunch	of	books.	Look	around	your	own	living
space.	 If	 you	 don’t	 have	 shelves,	 boxes,	 and	 horizontal	 planes	 stacked	 and
jammed	with	books	…	well,	 then	maybe	you	should	be	thinking	about	picking



up	The	Complete	 Idiot’s	Guide	 to	Edible	Gardening	 instead	 of	 this	 one.	 (But,
hey!	That’s	a	book,	too!	See,	you	can’t	get	away	from	it,	friends.)



Something	Missing

Okay,	time	for	an	anecdote.	Years	ago,	when	I	was	first	getting	started	as	a	full-
time	writer,	 the	 checks	 came	 in	 very	 erratically,	 so	 I	 used	 to	 fill	 in	 the	 cracks
with	 a	 variety	 of	 part-time	 jobs	 that	 would	 still	 allow	 for	 my	 allotted	 daily
number	of	hours	devoted	to	writing.

The	best	such	gig	was	selling	cable	TV	hook-ups	to	new	subscribers.	The	hours
were	 perfect—6	 P.M.	 to	 9	 P.M.,	 five	 nights	 a	 week—because	 you	 needed	 to
catch	potential	customers	at	home	when	they	were	settling	down	to	watch	some
tube.	On	any	given	evening,	I	would	average	talking	to	15	to	25	people,	which
meant	I	probably	saw	the	inside	of	at	least	100	houses	per	week:

One	hundred	houses	that	represented	the	average	citizen	in	your	average	big-city
suburb.

Over	months	 and	months,	 it	 was	 probably	 a	 fair	 enough	 sample	 to	 provide	 a
decent	“snapshot”	of	what	most	folks’	habitats	are	like.	In	addition,	I	was	often
given	little	“tours”	of	the	customers’	houses	because	they’d	want	to	show	me	the
rooms	with	 their	 televisions,	and	ask	me	how	the	cable	was	going	 to	penetrate
the	walls	to	get	there.

The	upshot	was	this:	I	saw	pretty	much	everything	in	everyone’s	homes.	I	could
assess	their	taste	in	artwork,	interior	design,	home	appliances,	toys	and	gadgets,
their	hobbies,	and	just	about	anything	else	you	can	think	of.	Since	I	was	a	writer,
I	was	always	paying	attention,	always	looking	for	details	and	data	that	might	be
material	or	detail	for	a	story.

After	a	few	weeks,	I	had	to	admit	a	terrible	truth.	In	98	percent	of	the	homes	I
entered,	I	never	saw	even	one	book.	No	kidding.	I	saw	plenty	of	kids	with	school
textbooks,	but	that	was	it—not	even	a	paperback	laying	around.	And	there	were
certainly	no	bookcases	or	rooms	that	could	be	called	studies	or	libraries.	In	fact,
in	most	homes,	 I	hardly	ever	even	saw	a	magazine,	unless	 it	was	TV	Guide	or
Soap	Opera	Digest.



The	Rest	of	Us

Don’t	 be	 so	 sad.	 It’s	 always	been	 an	 axiom	of	 the	 publishing	 industry	 that	 10
percent	of	the	population	buys	90	percent	of	the	books.	I’d	heard	it	before,	but
when	I	went	out	there	hawking	cable	TV,	I	actually	saw	the	truth	in	it.

So	what	 if	most	 people	 don’t	 love	 books	 the	way	 you	 do?	Most	 people	 don’t
even	read	books.	The	point	remains:	You	need	to	read	every	book	you	can	get
your	hands	on	if	you	want	to	be	a	writer.

That’s	what	we’re	going	to	talk	about	here:

•	The	kinds	of	books	you	should	have	already	read.

•	The	books	you	should	be	reading	now.

•	The	books	you’re	going	to	need	to	read	for	the	rest	of	your	life	as	a
writer.

You’re	also	going	to	learn	how	to	evaluate	what	you	read	by	looking	for	things
in	books	most	people	don’t	bother	with,	or	are	unequipped	to	notice.	You	might
be	 thinking	you	already	know	how	 to	 read,	but	 I’m	here	 to	 tell	you	you	don’t
know	everything	…	yet.



What	Has	Gone	Before

I’ve	 always	 believed	writers	 are	 people	who	 shouldn’t	 know	 a	 little	 bit	 about
everything	…	 they	 should	know	a	 lot	 about	everything.	Because	knowledge	 is
power;	power	is	the	word;	and	the	word	is	only	everything.	The	way	you	get	to	a
point	in	your	life	where	you	at	least	know	a	little	bit	about	everything	is	for	you
to	read	lots	of	stuff	about	lots	of	stuff.

Ideally,	 before	 you	 start	writing,	 it	would	 be	 great	 if	 you’ve	 already	 achieved
what	 the	 academics	 call	 cultural	 literacy.	 It’s	 a	 scholarly	 buzzphrase	meaning
what	I	said	in	the	previous	paragraph.	It’s	never	too	late	to	reach	such	a	level	of
awareness,	 but	 if	 you’ve	 spent	 your	 life	 being	 curious	 and	 reading,	 you’re
probably	 well	 on	 your	 way.	 If,	 however,	 you’ve	 spent	 more	 hours	 watching
ESPN	and	The	Shopping	Channel	 than	even	The	Discovery	Channel,	you	may
be	in	a	little	trouble.

Okay,	 so	 how	do	 you	 know	 if	 you’re	 culturally	 literate?	My	 initial,	 impulsive
(and	very	Yodalike)	reply	would	be:	“Surely	he	 is	not	…	who	must	ask.”	But,
I’m	feeling	really	good	today,	even	charitable,	so	let’s	just	have	a	quiz!



Ten	Easy(?)	Pieces

1.	Who	wrote	1984?

2.	What	was	the	“white	man’s	burden”?

3.	What	is	the	Golden	Fleece?

4.	Who	is	Carl	Jung?

5.	What	does	“carpe	diem”	mean?

6.	Who	is	George	Frideric	Handel?

7.	Where	is	Chernobyl?

8.	What	is	a	light-year?

9.	What	is	semantics?

10.	Who	is	Frank	Lloyd	Wright?

The	Plot	Thickens!

A	 young	 architect	 of	 immense	 talent	 refuses	 to	 bend	 his	 talent	 to	 the
mediocre	 demands	 of	 the	 marketplace.	 He	 excels	 despite	 the	 numerous
obstacles	people	of	lower	character	place	in	his	path.	His	belief	in	the	worth
and	ability	of	the	individual	is	triumphant.

—The	Fountainhead	by	Ayn	Rand

That	wasn’t	 so	 bad,	was	 it?	 If	 you	 got	 at	 least	 5	 right,	 I	would	 say	 you’re	 in
pretty	good	shape,	and	on	your	way	to	being	more	“culturally	 literate”	than	80
percent	 of	 the	 population.	 Certainly	more	 than	 well	 enough	 equipped	 to	 be	 a
decent	writer.	If	you	got	them	all	right,	then	you	need	to	tell	me	you	know	what
syzygy	means,	as	well	as	the	identity	of	Laocoon,	the	location	of	Nan	Madol,	as
well	as	the	origin	of	the	term	“a	slough	of	despond.”	And	don’t	be	looking	for
the	answers	at	the	end	of	this	chapter	or	in	any	of	the	appendixes.	Part	of	the	joy
of	learning	is	the	pursuit	of	the	knowledge.



Throughout	 your	 life,	 you	 should	 have	 been	 reading	 in	 enough	 different
disciplines	 to	have	 a	working	knowledge	of	 the	world,	 its	 history,	 technology,
geography,	etc.	I’m	going	to	be	a	nice	guy	and	assume	you	have.	Now	let’s	get
on	to	what	you	should	be	reading	now,	and	from	now	on.



Everybody	Needs	a	Stack

Most	writers	I	know	have	a	pile	of	books	they	call	their	“To	Read	Next”	stack.	It
can	 be	 on	 the	 nightstand,	 on	 the	 coffee	 table	 in	 the	 den,	 in	 the	 bathroom	 in	 a
special	wicker	 thingie;	 or,	 if	 they’re	 slobs,	 even	 on	 the	 kitchen	 counter	 or	 the
dining	room	table.

It	doesn’t	matter	where	it	is,	really.	What’s	important	is	that	you	have	one.	Now,
let’s	see	what	should	be	in	it.



Your	Favorite	Writers

You	have	writers	you	really	like.	These	are	the	writers	whose	new	books	always
end	up	on	your	wish	list	and	eventually	in	your	stack.	These	are	the	writers	who,
if	they	aren’t	around	to	produce	any	new	books	anymore,	still	get	an	occasional
re-read	 from	you.	These	 are	 the	writers	who	 inspired	 you	 to	 be	 a	writer,	who
influenced	your	own	writing.

Ray	Bradbury	and	Loren	Eiseley	were	two	writers	I	admired	greatly,	and	there’s
no	 doubt	 my	 early	 work	 reflected	 my	 desire	 to	 write	 like	 them.	 If	 you	 have
favorites	equally	important	to	you,	keep	at	least	one	of	their	books	in	your	stack
once	or	twice	a	year.	But	the	next	time	you	read	one	of	their	works,	ask	yourself
what	it	is	about	their	writing	that	captivates	you.



Your	Favorite	Genre

Ideally,	this	genre	should	also	be	the	one	in	which	you	want	to	write.	At	least	for
now.	 There	 are	 plenty	 of	 seasoned	 pros	 out	 there	 who	 rarely	 read	 in	 their
published	genre—now	that	they’re	successful	and	have	evolved	their	own	voice
and	shtick,	and	have	carved	out	their	own	audience.	But	you’re	not	there	yet.

If	 you	want	 to	 break	 into	 a	 genre,	 you	 need	 to	 know	who’s	writing	 in	 it	with
success,	 and	what	 they’re	writing.	You	need	 to	be	on	 the	 leading	 edge	of	 any
new	styles,	directions,	or	trends	that	may	be	changing	the	basic	anatomy	of	your
fiction	 category.	 You	 also	 need	 to	 know	 what’s	 already	 been	 examined,
explored,	exploited,	or	done	to	death.	The	last	thing	you	want	to	do	is	spend	time
on	 a	 manuscript	 that’s	 essentially	 yesterday’s	 news.	 You	 want	 to	 ring	 some
changes	on	what’s	been	done	before;	you	want	to	turn	it	inside	out	and	make	an
old	idea	fresh	and	new.



Other	Genres

Even	if	you’re	waist-deep	in	hard-boiled	detective	fiction,	you	should	read	what
the	cozy	and	the	procedural	writers	are	doing.	You	should	also	read	some	global
thrillers	 to	 get	 a	 feel	 for	 different	 ways	 to	 pace	 a	 story	 and	 some	 historical
romances	to	learn	how	knowledge	of	location	and	detail	can	help	create	a	more
believable	setting.

Tom’s	Tips

These	days	just	about	every	genre	has	fan	clubs,	professional	organizations,
and	most	 important—websites.	You	 can	keep	your	 finger	 on	 the	 pulse	 of
many	genres	by	checking	out	their	sites	and	exploring	their	link	pages,	chat
rooms,	 and	 message	 boards.	 You’ll	 be	 surprised	 how	 fast	 you’ll	 catch
buzzes	on	the	hot	books	and	writers,	the	trends,	and	the	flops.

Besides,	 you	never	 know,	 but	 you	may	get	 inspired	 and	 really	 catch	 a	 serious
interest	in	another	genre,	which	can	be	a	good	thing.	There’s	nothing	wrong	with
having	your	horizon	expanded.	And	lastly,	some	of	 the	more	 interesting	recent
novels,	 even	some	bestsellers	of	 late,	have	 incorporated	elements	of	one	genre
into	another	to	create	never-seen-before	hybrids.	The	thing	to	keep	in	mind	here
is	you	can	never	predict	or	assume	from	where	your	next	great	idea	for	a	novel
might	 spring.	 Always	 do	 things	 that	 will	 leave	 the	 doors	 of	 your	 imagination
open.



Another	Country	Heard	from—Nonfiction

Nonfiction	is	a	very	important	component	of	your	stack.	This	is	how	you	rev	up
the	 rpms	 on	 your	 cultural	 literacy	 engine.	 Nonfiction	 is	 a	 vast	 territory
overflowing	 with	 information	 on	 topics	 as	 diverse	 as	 transgender	 politics	 to
mountain	climbing	and	disease-vector	microbiology.	Within	 this	massive	vault
of	data,	you	need	to	be	a	little	selective.	Read	books	on	your	areas	of	interest	and
also	 look	 for	 the	odd	book	 that	you	would	not	normally	 first	grab	off	 the	new
release	shelf	at	your	local	bookshop.

I	 recently	 read	 a	 book	 about	 a	 hurricane	 that	 hit	 Galveston	 almost	 a	 hundred
years	ago—precisely	because	I	knew	I	had	no	salivating	interest	in	any	detail	of
the	 event.	 It	 was	 great	 grist	 for	 the	 mind-mill.	 I	 may	 never	 use	 any	 of	 the
carefully	 chronicled	 information	 in	 the	 book,	 but	 it	 was	 extremely	 well
researched	and	very	well	written.	I	was	pulled	in	because	the	writer	knew	how	to
tell	 a	 good	 story,	 even	 though	 it	 was	 technically	 nonfiction.	 And	 don’t	 ever
forget	that	novels	are	all	about	storytelling.	You	never	know	where	you’re	going
to	learn	something	valuable.

Reading	 nonfiction	 is	 not	 only	 a	 place	 to	 do	 your	 research,	 but	 also	 an
inexhaustible	 supply	 of	 ideas	 for	 novels.	 What	 Will	 Durant	 used	 to	 call	 the
“Lessons	of	History”	are	full	of	fabulous	examples	of	how	epic	struggles	grow
from	 small,	 seemingly	 unrelated	 elements—pretty	 much	 the	 way	 a	 novel	 is
plotted	 out.	 See	what	 I	mean?	Science	 books	 on	 just	 about	 any	 discipline	 can
spark	 your	 imagination	 to	 ask	 the	 next	 question	 and	 you	 have	 a	 new	 techno-
thriller	 taking	 shape.	 True	 crime	 chronicles	 can	 give	 you	 an	 invaluable	 look
inside	the	mind	and	family	history	of	a	street	hood	or	a	full-blown	psychopath.

I	 could	 go	 on	 for	 a	 long	 time	 with	 a	 parade	 of	 examples.	 But	 I	 can’t	 stress
enough	how	much	nonfiction	will	improve	your	fiction.



Words	of	Wisdom

I’d	rather	read	a	bloody	train	schedule	than	nothing	at	all.

—Somerset	Maugham



Every	Life	Telling	a	Story

Characterization	 is	 a	 big	 piece	 of	 every	 successful	 novel,	 and	 you	 need	 to
understand	people	to	be	able	to	create	your	own.	One	of	 the	best	ways	to	train
for	the	job	is	to	read	biographies.	If	you	haven’t	read	many	in	the	past,	there’s	a
whole	shelf	of	recent	material	out	there	that’s	accessible	and	written	with	style.
And	the	nice	thing	about	biographies	is	that	you	can	usually	find	a	person	who
was	involved	in	a	field	or	pursuit	you’re	already	interested	in.

If	you’re	into	science,	read	a	book	about	a	scientist;	if	you	like	crime,	read	about
a	real	criminologist;	if	you’re	into	history,	well	…	I	think	you’ve	got	the	idea.

I	 know	 a	 lot	 of	 writers	 who	 swear	 by	 the	 biography	 method	 of	 creating
characters,	 and	 I	 can	 see	 why.	When	 we	 bring	 in	 a	 new	 character,	 we	 don’t
include	every	detail	about	him	or	her	you’d	find	 in	a	formal	biography,	but	by
being	biography-aware,	you	will	unconsciously	understand	all	the	elements	that
influence	a	person	and	make	him	or	her	as	complex	and	interesting	as	possible.



Reading	as	a	Learning	Experience

We’re	 going	 to	 discuss	 this	 in	 depth	 in	 another	 chapter	 but	 it	 doesn’t	 hurt	 to
touch	upon	the	kinds	of	books	available	on	the	subject	of	writing.



Reading	About	Writing

When	 I	was	 first	 getting	 started	 as	 a	 professional	writer,	which	meant	writing
every	day,	 sending	out	queries,	 stories,	proposals,	 and	 racking	up	 the	 rejection
slips,	I	also	did	a	lot	of	reading	about	my	craft	and	my	intended	career.	A	really
nice	guy	and	wonderful	writer	by	 the	name	of	Roger	Zelazny,	whom	 I	met	 in
those	days,	 told	me	 that	 every	once	 in	 a	while	 I	 should	 read	 a	 biography	or	 a
novel	about	a	writer.	I	remember	him	chuckling	with	wisdom	as	he	said	it	would
both	inspire	and	depress	me.

He	was	 right.	Many	 novels	 about	writers	 are	 just	 brimming	 over	with	 all	 that
pseudo-romantic	nonsense	about	having	to	be	a	miserable,	suffering	fool	before
you	can	write	with	any	“feeling”	or	“soul.”	After	you	throw	in	liberal	dollops	of
narcissism,	arrogance,	 failed	marriages,	 and	 substance	abuse	 (alcohol	 seems	 to
be	the	most	popular	choice	among	writers),	you’ve	got	all	the	ingredients	for	a
sweeping	saga	of	the	terrible	life	of	the	artist.	The	funny	thing	is,	when	you’re	a
young	writer	yourself,	all	full	of	hope	and	energy,	you	read	those	novels	about
desperate,	 brooding,	 and	misunderstood	 artistic	 types,	 and	 you	 say:	 “Hey,	 that
won’t	happen	to	me	…”

A	Likely	Story

A	 firefighter	 discovers	 a	 corpse	 in	 the	 debris	 of	 a	 burned-out	 building,
identified	later	as	the	body	of	his	wife’s	secret	lover.	Although	innocent,	he
is	arrested	on	suspicion	of	murder.	What	happens	next?

Guess	 what?	 In	 most	 cases,	 you’ll	 be	 right.	 Most	 of	 my	 friends	 and
acquaintances	 are	 writers,	 and	 very	 few	 of	 them	 are	 all	 that	 miserable	 or
unhappy.	 So	 go	 off	 and	 read	 a	 novel	 or	 a	 biography	 about	 a	writer	 once	 in	 a
while.	It	tends	to	remind	you	of	who	you	really	are,	and	every	now	and	then	the
author	will	 touch	upon	an	experience	or	an	observation	 that	will	 resonate	with
you	like	a	perfectly	struck	tuning	fork,	and	you’ll	say	“Wow,	that’s	exactly	what
it	was	like	for	me,	too!”	Or	you	might	think	to	yourself:	“Yeah,	I	had	the	same
thought!”



And	that	makes	it	all	worthwhile—just	knowing	that	other	writers	are	traveling
the	same	path,	exploring	the	same	desolate	territories	of	the	imagination.	It	feels
good	just	knowing	you’re	not	alone	out	there	…	even	if	you	rarely	see	those	who
are	in	the	same	situation	as	you.

However,	 you	 have	 to	 be	 careful	 when	 selecting	 novels	 with	 writers	 as
protagonists	 because	 the	 whole	 story	 can	 get	 caught	 up	 in	 the	 “struggle”	 of
creating	a	book,	and	that	is	usually	just	flat-out	boring.	This	“plot”	is	often	found
in	 what	 are	 called	 literary	 novels.	 They	 are	 filled	 with	 a	 lot	 of	 silly,	 fevered
posturing	 and	 I	 suggest	 you	 avoid	 them	 as	 much	 as	 possible.	 Other	 novels,
where	 the	 main	 character	 just	 happens	 to	 be	 a	 writer	 but	 other	 events	 and
characters	shape	the	plot,	tend	to	be	far	more	interesting.

I	 often	 get	 requests	 from	 people	 asking	 me	 to	 recommend	 biographies	 and
novels	about	writers,	and	you	know	what—that’s	not	a	bad	idea.	So,	here	is	a	list
of	recommendations,	in	no	particular	order:

•	Martin	Eden	by	Jack	London

•	Misery	by	Stephen	King

•	Hemingway	by	Carlos	Baker

•	Heartbreak	Hotel	by	Ann	Rivers	Siddon

•	Richard	Wright:	The	Life	and	Times	by	Hazel	Rowley

•	Dean	Koontz:	A	Writer’s	Biography	by	Katherine	M.	Ramsland

•	A	Portrait	of	the	Artist	as	a	Young	Man	by	James	Joyce

•	Flannery	O’Connor:	A	Life	by	Jean	W.	Cash

And	just	for	fun,	I’m	going	to	throw	in	my	own	collection	of	essays	about	a	life
in	writing	 and	publishing	 and	popular	 culture	 called	The	Mothers	and	Fathers
Italian	Association,	which	you	get	online	at	www.borderlandspress.com.	Try	it;
you’ll	like	it.

There	are	 tons	of	other	novels	and	biographies,	but	 these	are	some	of	 the	ones
I’ve	 read	 myself	 and	 can	 recommend	 as	 worth	 your	 while.	 If	 none	 of	 these

http://www.borderlandspress.com


seems	right,	you	might	want	to	hit	a	few	bookstores	or	libraries	and	stroll	down
the	aisles	to	see	what	catches	your	eye.



Bad	to	the	Bone

This	 is	going	 to	sound	silly,	but	you’re	also	going	 to	need	 to	 read	some	really
bad	books.

Relax,	there’s	a	method	to	my	madness.	In	order	to	fully	appreciate	what	will	be
expected	of	you	and	your	manuscript,	you	will	need	to	have	a	sense	of	the	range
of	quality	of	published	material.	Because,	believe	me,	there	is	a	range.	There’s	a
difference	between	R.	L.	Stine	and	Philip	Pullman;	between	Jacqueline	Susann
and	Flannery	O’Connor.	And	yet,	all	of	it	gets	published,	which	means	there	are
levels	…	and	there	are	levels.

Words	of	Wisdom

A	 bad	 book	 is	 as	much	 of	 a	 labour	 to	 write	 as	 a	 good	 one;	 it	 comes	 as
sincerely	from	the	author’s	soul.

—Aldous	Huxley

By	 good	 and	 bad,	 I	 don’t	 mean	 the	 “classics”	 as	 opposed	 to	 “commercial”
fiction.	There	are	plenty	of	wretched	classics	(for	my	money,	you	couldn’t	find	a
worse	stinkbomb	than	The	Bostonians	by	Henry	James),	and	some	commercial
novels	 that	 are	 absolutely	 spectacular	 (Shogun	 and	 Lonesome	 Dove,	 for
instance).	So	please,	don’t	start	making	arbitrary	distinctions	based	on	labels	or
packaging.



Reading	 the	 truly	awful	 stuff	not	only	gives	you	perspective	but	 it	 also	makes
you	appreciate	really	good	writing	all	the	more.	At	the	risk	of	waxing	like	a	Zen
master,	I	submit	there	can	be	no	mountains	without	valleys,	no	pleasure	without
pain	 to	 compare	 it	 with.	 The	 same	 holds	 true	 for	 reading.	 I	 think	 you’ll
appreciate	just	how	lyrically	Raymond	Chandler	can	spin	a	mystery	novel	after
reading	 the	 bland	 sausage	 links	 served	 up	 by	 the	 writer	 of	 the	 “alphabet”
mysteries.



By	the	Guys	Who	Wanna	Be	Like	You

The	 last	 type	 of	 reading	 we	 need	 to	 talk	 about	 is	 literary	 criticism	 and	 book
reviews.	At	 first,	 you	may	 think	 they’re	basically	 the	 same	 thing,	 just	wearing
different	sets	of	clothes.	And	I	don’t	blame	you.	They’re	close.

Literary	criticism	tends	to	originate	from	the	groves	of	academe,	spawned	by	a
never-ending	 need	 to	 legitimize	 the	 existence	 of	 English	 professors.	 Having
picked	 up	 a	Master’s	 degree	 in	English	myself,	 I	 know	 of	what	 I	 speak.	 This
kind	 of	 writing	 about	 writing	 tends	 to	 have	 a	 lot	 of	 footnotes	 since	 you	 are
supposed	to	support	everything	you	say	about	the	book	in	question	with	similar
opinions	by	other	people.

It’s	an	acquired	 taste,	but	 if	you	can	get	a	handle	on	 it,	 reading	formal	 literary
criticism	can	be	a	helpful	tool	in	the	learning	experience	for	some	of	you.	I	want
to	 stress	 that	 it’s	 not	 for	 everybody.	 Some	writers	 simply	 cannot	 stomach	 this
kind	 of	 scholarly	 “deconstruction”	 of	 a	 novel	 to	 see	 what	makes	 it	 tick.	 You
need	to	decide	for	yourself.

Words	of	Wisdom

Asking	a	writer	what	he	thinks	about	critics	is	like	asking	a	lamppost	how	it
feels	about	dogs.

—John	Osborne

Book	reviews	are	usually	more	accessible	and	useful	to	an	everyday	novelist	like
you.	 They	 show	 up	 in	 the	 newspapers	 and	 magazines	 and	 on	 some	 websites
instead	of	obscure	periodicals	like	the	staid	and	stiff-collared	Journal	of	English



Literature	or	 the	 totally	 recondite	publications	 like	The	Sewanee	Review.	They
are	 read	 by	 a	much	 larger	 audience	 of	 book	 buyers	 all	 over	 the	 country,	 plus
many	ofthe	librarians	who	are	always	selecting	new	titles	for	their	collections.

The	endnote	on	this	one	is	for	you	to	read	reviews	to	find	out	what	other	writers
are	doing.	This	can	be	very	important	if	you	happen	to	think	you	have	the	Next
Great	Idea	for	a	high-concept	thriller.	But	if	you	don’t	keep	up	with	what’s	being
published,	you	might	never	realize	someone	beat	you	to	it.

It	 happens	 more	 than	 you	 might	 think.	 Years	 ago,	 I	 came	 up	 with	 a	 great
suspense/	thriller	called	Critical	Condition	about	a	group	of	sophisticated	thugs
who	take	over	the	entire	floor	of	a	big	city	hospital	where	a	famous	billionaire	is
being	given	a	heart	transplant.	Tension,	mayhem,	daring	escapes	and	rescues,	all
sorts	of	fun	stuff.	I	wrote	the	first	200	pages,	plus	a	tight	synopsis,	and	gave	it	to
my	agent.	He	looked	at	it	and	said,	“This	is	going	to	be	published	next	week.	It’s
called	The	Hostage	Heart.”	I	was	shocked.	Some	other	writer	had	come	up	with
almost	the	exact	same	book,	beat	for	beat,	and	had	written	and	sold	it	about	six
months	 ahead	 of	 me.	 Naturally,	 it	 hit	 the	 bestseller	 list,	 and	 I	 have	 my	 old
manuscript	tucked	away	in	a	file	drawer	like	a	mummy	in	an	urn.

So	pay	attention,	and	like	I	said	at	the	beginning	of	this	chapter:	read.



The	Power	of	the	Word

This	 one	 is	 so	 obvious	 I	 shouldn’t	 even	mention	 it,	 but	 since	we’re	wrapping
things	up,	I	figured	it	can’t	hurt	to	just	remind	you.

The	 last	 and	 final	 reason	 why	 writers	 must	 read	 is	 to	 constantly	 build	 and
improve	 their	 vocabulary.	 It’s	 like	 those	 commercials	 we’ve	 all	 heard	 on	 the
radio	about	“people	judging	you	by	the	way	you	speak”	…	well,	they	also	judge
you	by	the	way	you	write,	and	the	words	you	employ.

There’s	 nothing	worse	 than	 a	 tired	 vocabulary.	 The	 dunderheads	 of	 the	world
don’t	 see	 the	need	 for	a	powerful	 arsenal	of	words	 to	use	whenever	 they	need
just	the	right	one.	They	don’t	understand	that	words	have	shades	of	meaning,	or
even	the	meaning	of	the	word	nuance.

Tom’s	Tips

When	 reading,	 always	 keep	 that	 little	 notepad,	 or	 your	 PDA	 if	 you’re	 a
techno-geek,	 so	 you	 can	 write	 down	 any	 new	 words	 you	 encounter.	 If
you’re	near	a	dictionary,	nail	down	the	meaning	right	away.	If	not,	at	least
capture	the	word	and	look	up	the	definition	at	a	more	convenient	time.	This
is	how	you	grow	more	powerful.



When	 I	 was	 in	 high	 school,	 the	 Jesuits	 made	 me	 take	 four	 years	 of	 Latin.	 I
wasn’t	 happy	 about	 it	 at	 first,	 but	 the	 longer	 I	 studied	 Latin,	 the	 more	 I
understood	 language	 and	 its	 incredible	 power.	 Latin	 gave	 me	 the	 keys	 to
understand	just	about	any	word

I	ever	encountered.	It’s	a	good	feeling.	People	who	read	my	bimonthly	column
in	a	magazine	called	Cemetery	Dance	are	frequently	telling	me	how	many	times
I	make	them	go	to	the	dictionary,	amazed	at	the	staggering	number	of	unfamiliar
words	at	my	disposal.

So	 read	 to	 improve	 your	 own	vocabulary.	When	you	hit	 a	word	 you’ve	 never
seen	before,	go	look	it	up,	then	write	it	down,	and	most	important,	remember	it
so	you	can	use	it.	That	way,	you	will	never	be	accused	of	being	circumbagious
or	arch,	but	maybe	a	little	sesquipedalian.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	You	must	be	a	voracious	reader	to	be	a	writer.

•	You	should	read	in	your	chosen	genre.

•	You	should	read	nonfiction.

•	Reading	teaches	technique	and	builds	your	vocabulary.



Part	2

The	Elements	of	Writing	a	Novel

Part	1	attempted	to	give	you	a	good,	basic	overview	of	what	writing	involves.	In
Part	2,	we’re	going	to	get	into	some	coveralls,	grab	our	toolbox,	and	look	under
the	hood	so	we	can	examine	the	basic	components	necessary	to	make	a	novel	run
on	all	 cylinders.	 (See	how	we	 said	 that	metaphorically?)	When	you	 finish	 this
section,	you	will	have	a	working	knowledge	of	plot,	characters,	setting,	dialogue,
and	other	important	stuff.



Chapter	6

Plot—Finding	One	and	Making	It	Work

In	This	Chapter

•	Telling	yourself	what	happens	next

•	Different	kinds	of	plot

•	The	elements	of	a	plot

•	What	every	plot	requires

Okay,	 let’s	 say	you	have	 this	 interesting	bunch	of	 characters,	or	you	have	 this
great	idea	that	no	one’s	ever	thought	of	before	…	what	happens	next?

That’s	a	good	question.	Because	that’s	what	plot	is	all	about—going	from	scene
to	 scene,	 from	 what	 happens	 to	 what	 happens	 next.	 Having	 a	 fascinating
protagonist	and	supporting	cast	plus	a	clever	premise,	but	no	plot,	is	like	being
dressed	in	designer	attire,	with	plenty	of	“bling”	in	the	old	pocky,	a	limo	at	the
curb	…	and	no	place	to	go.

This	is	why	readers	want	to	read	a	good	book—they	want	to	know	what’s	going
to	happen	next.	A	well-plotted	novel	keeps	 readers	guessing,	but	never	 allows
them	to	be	right.	Calling	a	book	a	“page-turner”	 in	 the	reviews	means	 the	plot
gets	 into	 gear,	 and	 keeps	 shifting	 into	 higher	 and	 higher	 registers,	 literally
yanking	the	reader	along	for	the	ride.

The	best	praise	you	can	get	for	your	novel	is	when	people	get	angry	with	you—
for	keeping	them	up	half	the	night.	They	started	your	novel	just	before	bedtime,
thinking	they’d	read	a	chapter	or	two	…	and	they	simply	couldn’t	stop.	Suddenly
it’s	3	A.M.	and	they	gotta	get	up	to	go	to	work	in	a	few	hours.	I	hear	that	all	the
time	whenever	somebody’s	reading	The	Blood	of	 the	Lamb	or	Night	of	Broken
Souls	 or	 one	 of	my	 other	 thrillers,	 and	 they	 send	me	 an	 e-mail	 or	 call	 me	 to
“complain.”



Some	writers	 don’t	 seem	 to	 understand	what	 a	 plot	 is,	 and	 are	 therefore	 very
poor	at	plotting	out	their	novels.	You	tend	to	see	this	kind	of	plotless	writing	in
the	genres	generously	called	“modern	literary”	novels	or	“contemporary	fiction.”
(These	are	not	to	be	confused	with	“the	classics”	which	are	also	called	“literary.”
The	difference	 is	 simple:	The	 classics	are	 literary;	 the	modern	 stuff	 is	 usually
just	 boring.	 These	 are	 just	 synonyms	 for	 novels	 in	 which	 very	 little	 happens
other	 than	 a	 series	 of	 loosely	 connected	 sketches	 in	 which	 the	 protagonist,
usually	a	young,	alienated	urbanite	artist-poseur,	struggles	to	find	meaning	in	his
or	her	life	and	the	insensate	universe	at	large.

Please,	 if	 you	were	 planning	 to	write	 that	 particular	 “story,”	 don’t.	 These	 are
written	thousands	of	times	a	year,	and	several	hundreds	of	them	manage	to	get
published	with	every	change	of	calendars.	Most	of	them	are	hyped	and	reviewed
with	 mention	 of	 their	 “dazzling	 prose”	 or	 “iconoclastic	 style,”	 but	 rarely	 (try
never)	for	their	riveting	storytelling.

Words	of	Wisdom

The	first	thing	to	consider	when	writing	your	novel	is	your	story,	and	then
your	story,	and	then	your	story!

—Ford	Madox	Ford

The	purpose	of	this	chapter	is	to	get	you	to	understand	how	important	plot	is	to
your	novel.	Writing	a	story	without	a	plot	is	like	trying	to	walk	around	without
your	skeleton—not	too	likely	to	happen.



Plot-Engines

There’s	no	mystery	 to	 this	concept.	A	plot-engine	 is	what	gets	 the	plot	up	and
running	 and	 keeps	 it	 in	 motion.	 There	 are	 really	 only	 two	 kinds	 worth
mentioning	or	remembering:

•	Event-driven.	These	are	plots	that	advance	because	of	a	sequence	of
events	 that	 keep	 happening,	 one	 after	 the	 other,	 outside	 the	 sphere	 of
influence	of	the	protagonist	and	secondary	characters.	These	events	change
just	about	everything	 that	can	be	 included	 in	your	story—the	settings,	 the
action,	 the	 mood,	 the	 tone,	 and	 most	 importantly,	 your	 characters’
reactions.	 The	 essential	 thing	 about	 event-driven	 plots	 is	 this:	 Your
protagonist	and	supporting	cast	don’t	need	to	undergo	any	drastic	changes
(in	attitude,	belief,	motivation,	spirituality	…	whatever).	They	only	need	to
react	 to	all	 the	events,	 then	deal	with	 them	or	fail	 to	deal	with	 them,	until
the	final	event	in	your	plot,	which	will	force	the	resolution	to	your	story.

An	example	of	an	event-driven	plot	is	a	group	of	characters	trapped	on	an
island	where	a	volcano	is	beginning	to	erupt.	All	the	subsequent	events	will
force	each	of	the	characters	to	react	to	the	situations	that	unfold.

•	Character-driven.	 You	 might	 have	 figured	 this	 out,	 because	 it’s
pretty	much	 the	obverse	 side	of	 the	coin	on	 this	 issue.	The	events,	which
change	and	keep	the	plot	moving	and	the	reader	wondering	about	what	can
possibly	 happen	 next,	 all	 spring	 from	 ongoing	 changes	 within	 your
characters—the	 protagonist	 and	 everybody	 in	 the	 story.	 If	 your	 hero	 is
driven	 to	 make	 things	 happen	 (by	 revenge,	 a	 sense	 of	 adventure,
desperation,	 and	 so	 on),	 things	 will	 happen,	 believe	 me.	 An	 interesting
aspect	of	this	kind	of	a	plot	is	that	a	crafty	writer	can	sometimes	allow	the
reader	 to	 see	 and	understand	 the	 consequence	of	 the	protagonist’s	 actions
before	the	character	does.

An	 example	 of	 a	 character-driven	 plot	 is	 a	woman	who	 grows	 up	with	 a
mission	 to	 find	her	mother	who	abandoned	her	at	an	orphanage	when	she
was	 an	 infant.	The	protagonist	 and	her	 quest	 drive	 the	plot	 from	place	 to
place,	and	person	to	person	she	encounters	along	the	way.	The	story	unfolds
because	of	the	main	character’s	persistent	actions	and	inner	drive.



Plot	Components

The	components	 that	go	 into	making	a	plot	have	been	with	us	 for	 a	very	 long
time.	 They	 probably	 go	 back	 to	 the	 days	 when	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 nice	 home	 was
defined	 by	 the	 size	 of	 the	 cave	 you	 crawled	 into.	 And	 then	 one	 night,	 when
everybody	was	 sitting	 around	 the	 fire,	 one	 guy	 decided	 to	 tell	 everybody	 else
something	that	wasn’t	altogether	true.	Or	maybe	not?

You	can	pretty	much	bet	 that	our	 first	 storyteller	used	a	 lot	of	 the	components
we’re	going	to	look	at	now.	He	didn’t	think	about	them;	he	let	it	flow,	relying	on
his	instincts	to	hold	everybody	else’s	attention.

Words	of	Wisdom

Story	did	not	begin	when	the	boy	ran	into	the	village	and	cried	“Wolf!”	and
the	wolf	was	 chasing	at	his	heels.	Story	began	when	 the	boy	 ran	 into	 the
village	and	cried	“Wolf!”	…	and	there	was	no	wolf.

—Anonymous

And	that’s	what	you	need	to	do,	too.	Even	though	we’re	going	to	look	at	plot	in
fairly	analytical	terms,	I	don’t	want	to	suggest	you	do	your	plotting	mechanically
(as	 in	 following	 a	 formula).	 Even	 though	 you	 may	 employ	 something	 of	 a
system,	or	 a	method,	 it’s	 not	 like	one	of	 those	paint-by-number	 sets.	You	 still
have	 to	use	 the	old	noggin,	 and	plenty	of	 imagination.	 (I	mean,	does	 anybody
really	think	those	number-paintings	actually	look	like	a	piece	of	art?)

Okay,	back	 to	 the	components	of	plot—problem,	complication,	and	 resolution.



Let’s	have	a	look.



Houston,	We	Have	a	Problem

NASA	may	not	want	 any	problems,	but	 if	 you	want	 to	 tell	 a	good	 story,	your
plot	has	 to	have	 them.	Your	characters	need	 to	have	questions	 to	be	answered,
things	to	be	found,	and	obstacles	to	be	removed.	This	is	fairly	simple	stuff,	and
new	writers	shouldn’t	worry	so	much	about	“coming	up	with	a	plot.”	If	you	stay
with	me	in	this	chapter,	everything	will	seem	easy.	Trust	me.

Problems	 are	 best	 revealed	 through	 conflict.	 Following	 are	 the	 basic	 kinds	 of
conflicts	in	fiction:

•	Man	against	society.	These	are	the	stories	in	which	your	protagonist
is	an	individual	who	sees	the	world	differently	from	those	around	him.	Or
he	 has	 willingly	 placed	 himself	 in	 a	 position	 to	 physically	 oppose	 the
society	 in	which	he	lives	and	works.	Examples:	He	has	a	new	idea,	 like	a
steam	 engine	 or	 antiseptic	 surgery	 or	 radio	 waves,	 and	 everybody	 thinks
he’s	a	 fool.	He	 is	 a	 slave	 in	an	oppressive	government	and	plots	 to	make
himself	and	his	fellow	slaves	free.	He	is	wrongly	accused	of	a	terrible	crime
and	the	entire	community	is	out	looking	for	him.

These	are	classic	kinds	of	plots,	which	never	 fail	 to	 stir	 the	audience	 into
pulling	for	your	hero,	who	is	usually	the	archetypal	underdog.	This	type	of
plot	can	usually	write	itself,	but	I’m	going	to	tell	you	right	here:	You	need
to	 write	 it.	 The	 pitfall	 here	 is	 to	 unconsciously	mimic	 a	 great	 book	 or	 a
familiar	movie.	So	make	sure	that	you	are	original.

•	Man	against	man.	Another	plot	you	recognize	instantly	is	the	tale	of
the	two	rivals.	You	create	two	dynamic	characters,	each	one	representing	an
antipodal	 (go	 to	 the	 dictionary	 …	 I’ll	 wait	 …	 ready?	 Okay—)	 army,
philosophy,	methodology,	religion,	scientific	theory,	political	party,	and	so
on.	 It	 can	 be	 the	 dramatic	 clash	 of	 famous	 generals	 glaring	 at	 each	 other
across	the	battlefields	of	a	world	stage,	or	it	can	be	as	simple	as	the	classic
generational	clash	of	the	traditional	beliefs	versus	the	new	ideas.	Examples
include	 father	 versus	 son	 or	 mother	 against	 daughter	 in	 the	 domestic
confines	of	the	suburban	home.

The	clash	of	two	personalities,	each	delineated	with	enough	differences	to
be	 apparent	 (but	not	 so	obvious	 as	 to	be	 like	 a	 comic	book),	 can	be	very



volatile	material.	To	make	it	even	more	fun,	a	skillful	writer	can	make	it	a
tough	 choice	 for	 the	 readers—which	 character	 will	 they	 ultimately	 cheer
for?

The	Plot	Thickens!

A	shipwrecked	young	man,	Van	Weyden,	 is	 rescued	by	 the	schooner
Ghost,	 captained	 by	 Wolf	 Larsen,	 who	 turns	 out	 to	 be	 a	 ruthless,
inhumane	 monster.	 Larsen	 terrorizes	 his	 crew	 and	 everyone	 else	 he
comes	 into	 contact	 with	 until	 Van	 Weyden	 challenges	 him.	 They
struggle	against	each	other	in	a	battle	of	brawn	versus	brain	until	they
are	 shipwrecked	 together	 on	 an	 island	 and	 Larsen	 finally	 succumbs.
One	of	the	most	enduring	tales	of	conflict.

—The	Sea	Wolf	by	Jack	London

•	 Man	 against	 himself.	 This	 one	 is	 a	 little	 more	 complex,	 and
probably	 requires	 a	 fairly	 good	 understanding	 of	 human	 psychology	 and
social	behavior.	These	are	the	stories	that	focus	on	the	inner	struggles	of	a
protagonist	 who	 must	 decide	 upon	 a	 particular	 path.	 It	 may	 be	 a	 moral
choice	 between	 a	 political	 high	 road	 and	 one	 that	 leads	 to	 corruption,
between	marital	fidelity	and	adultery,	between	sparing	another	person’s	life
and	taking	it.

This	 type	 of	 plot	 has	 produced	 some	 of	 the	 world’s	 greatest	 literary
treasures,	but	it	is	also	a	tricky	assignment	for	young	or	unseasoned	writers.
The	reason	is	the	simple	necessity	of	staging	a	lot	of	the	conflict	upon	the
internal	 landscape	 of	 the	 human	 psyche.	 Unlike	 this	 type	 of	 conflict,	 the
previous	 two	 can	 easily	 be	 played	 out	 with	 plenty	 of	 external	 action.	 So
make	sure	that	you	understand	your	character	before	you	try	to	tell	this	kind
of	story.

•	Man	against	nature.	This	is	perhaps	the	oldest	of	all	plot	types	since
it	 reflects	 upon	 our	 earliest	 evolutionary	 challenges	 and	 triumphs.	 This
story	 is	 probably	 hard-wired	 into	 our	 genes	 because	 our	 ancestors
repeatedly	experienced	such	dramas	to	survive	and	make	us	the	dominant,



successful	species.	These	are	stories	in	which	your	protagonist	attempts	to
climb	 the	 impossible	 peak,	 dive	 to	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 Marianas	 Trench,
defeat	 the	 bear,	 shark,	 (fill	 in	 the	 blank),	 or	 withstand	 the	 oncoming
hurricane,	volcanic	eruption,	earthquake,	meteor,	or	…

You	get	 the	 idea.	This	 type	of	conflict	 lends	 itself	 to	high	drama	because
you	 can	 always	 up	 the	 stakes	 and	make	 things	worse	 than	 anyone	 could
have	imagined.



All	of	the	Above

The	 really	 great	 novels,	 the	 true	 classics,	 are	 probably	 the	 ones	 that	 combine
elements	of	the	conflict	types	discussed.	So	perhaps	the	protagonist	is	using	the
great	white	whale	as	a	symbol	 for	some	deeply	scarred	aspect	of	his	own	soul
…?	See?	Did	you	ever	think	about	that?	Well,	now	you	can.

Okay,	let’s	move	on	from	the	specifics	of	conflict	to	a	few	generalities.	I	think
you	 should	 know	 that	 the	 most	 successful	 plot	 conflict	 occurs	 when	 you	 can
seamlessly	combine	external	action	and	the	inner	conflict	of	a	tortured	soul.

Also,	remember	that	conflict	has	more	of	a	purpose	than	merely	to	create	action.
One	 of	 the	 most	 important	 functions	 of	 conflict	 is	 to	 create	 changes	 in	 your
protagonist.	 He	 or	 she	 must	 learn	 from	 the	 experience	 of	 the	 conflict.	 Your
characters	must	either	become	stronger	or	weaker	(morally	and	physically),	they
must	 become	 wiser	 or	 perhaps	 die	 in	 the	 effort	 because	 they	 cannot	 become
wiser.



Why	Do	You	Have	to	Be	So	Complicated?

Complication	is	what	makes	conflicts	really	interesting.	It’s	not	enough	for	your
plot	 to	merely	 state	 a	 problem	 and	 have	 your	 character	 fix	 it.	No,	 no.	 Things
have	to	get	complicated.	Things	have	to	go	wrong,	and	just	when	your	character
thinks	 he	 or	 she	 has	 it	 under	 control,	 something	 else	 has	 to	 go	wrong,	 or	 the
initial	problem	has	to	get	worse.

When	you	think	of	complication,	you	are	basically	asking	yourself—okay,	what
kinds	of	elements	in	my	story	can	cause	things	to	get	worse?	Complication	can
stem	from	various	sources—as	long	as	they’re	believable.

You	 can	 have	 serious	 flaws	 in	 your	 characters—a	 nice	 date,	 but	 an	 alcoholic;
would	have	loved	to	pilot	the	plane,	but	her	glasses	were	broken;	an	evil	mother
has	 turned	him	 into	 a	 psychopathic	woman-hater,	 and	 so	on.	Or	you	 can	have
someone	 or	 some	 agency	 make	 a	 terrible	 mistake—regarding	 identity,
bureaucratic	 records,	or	 forgetting	 to	make	an	appointment	…	whatever	makes
sense.	And,	of	course,	one	of	the	best	complicators	is	a	character	who	is	simply
not	a	good	guy—the	villain	or	antagonist	who	always	causes	trouble.

You	should	keep	two	basic	things	in	mind	about	complication:

•	Things	must	look	as	bad	as	they	can	possibly	be,	and	then	get	worse.

•	Complication	creates	change,	which	makes	your	story	 interesting—
changes	in	the	character’s	feelings	and	actions	…	plus	changes	in	the	order
or	logic	of	future	events	and	how	they	unfold	in	the	plot.

Words	of	Wisdom



Rules	are	a	good	point	to	build	a	story	around.	They	are	plain,	solid,	square
foundation.	 If	 you	 stick	 to	 that	 foundation,	 you	 get	 a	 plain,	 solid,	 square
building.	 Nothing	wrong	with	 it,	 but	 nothing	 notable	 either.	 To	make	 an
interesting	building,	you’ve	got	to	go	beyond	that	foundation,	ignoring	it	at
much	as	you	can	without	having	the	building	fall	apart.	The	bending	of	the
rules	 until	 the	 story	 is	 ready	 to	 crumble	 is	 what	 makes	 a	 good	 story—
interesting,	intriguing,	and	plausible,	but	almost	ready	to	burst.

—David	“Pasha”	Morrow



Vive	la	Resolution!

The	third	and	final	plot	component	is	the	resolution—it’s	essentially	the	way	you
decide	 to	wrap	up	your	plot.	Think	about	 it:	You’ve	worked	 through	problems
and	made	 things	 as	messy	 as	 possible,	 and	 your	 characters	 have	worked	 their
way	 through	 the	 maze	 of	 obstacles.	 Now	 it’s	 time	 to	 bring	 everything	 to	 a
conclusion	of	some	kind.

The	 type	of	 conclusion	you	opt	 for	 defines	 your	 particular	 resolution.	And,	 as
you	might	suspect,	there	are	several	basic	types	of	resolutions:

•	Protagonist	 wins.	 This	 is	 the	most	 simple,	 direct,	 and	 anticipated
wrap	 for	 a	 story.	 Your	 main	 character	 is	 the	 one	 the	 audience	 has	 been
pulling	 for	 throughout.	 She	 is	 the	 one	 the	 readers	 believe	 they	 know	 the
best,	 and	 they	want	 good	 things	 to	 happen	 for	 her.	 The	 corollary	 to	 this
proposition	is	 that	 the	bad	guy	is	going	to	 lose,	and	the	reader	 is	going	to
derive	great	pleasure	in	seeing	the	villain	get	what	he	deserves.

So	this	ending	has	a	double	bonus	pay-off,	which	rarely	fails	to	satisfy	your
readers,	who	have	“invested”	time	and	emotion	in	your	main	characters.

•	 Protagonist	 loses.	 This	 takes	 your	 plot	 in	 a	 completely	 different
direction	right	at	the	end	of	your	story,	but	it	can	also	be	very	satisfying	for
your	readers.	What	you	need	to	do	when	your	hero	loses	is	make	sure	the
audience	believes	that,	even	in	defeat,	 the	protagonist	has	become	a	better
person	and	has	ended	up	 in	a	better	 situation	 than	before	 the	story	began.
This	 final	 improvement	 can	 be	 physical	 (more	 money,	 a	 better	 house,
improved	 health,	 and	 so	 on),	 but	 is	 more	 acceptable	 when	 the	 main
character	 is	 better	 off	 spiritually	 and	 emotionally	 (true	 love,	 social
acceptance,	intellectual	discovery,	and	so	on).

This	 ending	 is	 a	 little	 trickier	 to	 write,	 but	 usually	 proves	 to	 be	 more
powerful	 and	more	memorable	 because	 it	 is	 not	 the	 commonly	 predicted
outcome.

•	Antagonist	wins.	You	don’t	see	this	one	all	that	often	because	it	is,
without	 question,	 the	 toughest	 resolution	 to	 carry	 off	 successfully.	 The
audience	 is	 not	 going	 to	 accept	 the	 bad	 guy	 as	 the	 winner	 unless	 he



undergoes	some	kind	of	transformation	or	revelation,	finds	the	cause	of	his
evil,	 and	 extricates	 it	 like	 the	 pulsing	 tumor	 that	 it	 is	 …	 or	 at	 least
overcomes	 its	 influences.	 This	 is	 different	 from	 the	 protagonist	 loses	 in
terms	of	 how	much	 emphasis	 you’ve	 given	 to	 deepening	 the	 character	 of
the	antagonist,	and	how	ambiguously	appealing	the	antagonist	may	be.

If	you	choose	to	go	this	route,	you	must	fully	understand	the	concept	of	a
character	 (even	 an	 antagonist)	 achieving	 what	 the	 “literary”	 critics	 call
transcendence.	This	 a	 state	 of	 self-awareness	 in	which	 things	 happen	 that
cause	 your	 character	 to	 suddenly	 understand	 herself	 in	 a	 more	 profound
way.	 Writers	 who	 choose	 to	 handle	 their	 plots	 and	 characters	 like	 this
would	probably	also	enjoy	trying	to	jump	motorcycles	over	canyons.



Plot	Requirements

Just	as	we	all	need	oxygen	to	keep	the	pulmonary	exchange	working,	any	good
plot	has	a	few	basic	requirements	for	keeping	it	alive	and	fresh.	Assuming	you
have	your	plot	under	control	using	the	many	pearls	of	wisdom	you’ve	picked	up
in	the	last	few	pages,	you	can	now	add	the	last	few	frills.



Direction

A	 plot	 needs	 to	 have	 a	 goal,	 a	 path	 the	 audience	 can	 somewhat	 perceive	 and
anticipate.	 The	 usual	 direction	 of	 the	 plot	 of	 your	mystery	 novel	would	 be	 to
unravel	 the	 clues	 and	 the	 process	 of	 whodunit.	 The	 expected	 direction	 of	 the
paranoid	suspense	thriller	is	for	the	protagonist	to	search	for	his	true	identity	and
the	reason	why	everyone	else	 in	 the	novel	wants	 to	kill	him.	You	get	 the	 idea.
Then,	just	when	the	reader	thinks	they	have	the	direction	pinned	down,	you	do
what	every	good	writer	does—you	change	it.



Change	Points

You	employ	change	points	to	block	out	and	pace	your	narrative.	Think	of	them
as	mile-markers	on	the	highway	of	your	plot,	and	each	one	signals	a	point	where
you	could	change	things	up	a	bit.	You	do	this	with	the	following:

•	Reverses.	When	the	events	suddenly	seem	to	shift	from	really	good
to	utterly	awful.

•	Discovery.	 When	 your	 characters	 stumble	 upon	 something	 totally
unexpected.

•	Recognition.	When	the	protagonist	reconsiders	something	or	recalls
something	he	should	have	comprehended	earlier	(this	can	be	something	you
laid	out	for	the	reader,	and	maybe	the	reader	already	knows	it	and	is	waiting
with	great	anticipation	to	see	if	your	hero	will	finally	catch	on).



Suspense

This	 is	 the	final	plot	requirement,	and	also	 the	most	obvious.	You	need	what’s
called	 dramatic	 tension	 to	 keep	 the	 reader	 wondering	 what	 could	 possibly
happen	next.	You	create	suspense	by	keeping	the	reader	off	balance	and	by	using
tactics	of	deception,	delay,	and	interruption.

How	many	times	have	you	been	reading	a	great	story	and,	just	when	something
alarming	or	exciting	begins	to	happen,	the	chapter	ends?	And	you	flip	the	page
excitedly	to	the	next	one	…	only	to	find	that	the	writer	has	whisked	you	away	to
a	completely	new	scene	 (and	 the	alarming	action	you	need	 to	 follow	has	been
delayed).

So	 do	 you	 think	 the	 writer	 did	 that	 by	 accident?	 No,	 of	 course	 not.	 It’s	 the
essence	of	suspense.	You’ve	experienced	it,	and	now	you	know	how	to	create	it.

A	Likely	Story

Your	 protagonist	 is	 a	 baseball	 pitcher,	who	 suffers	 a	 terrible	 car	 accident
and	is	in	danger	of	losing	his	arm.	He	undergoes	a	series	of	operations	and	a
long	recovery.	When	he	returns	to	the	majors,	he	is	practically	unhittable.	A
female	 reporter	 suspects	 he	 has	 been	 given	 a	 robotic	 arm.	What	 happens
next?



A	Few	Words	About	Structure

Most	 elementary	 classes	 on	 composition	 of	 fiction	will	 tell	 you	 that	 your	 plot
needs	 a	 basic	 framework.	And	 you’ve	 all	 heard	 the	 old	 axiom	 about	 having	 a
beginning,	a	middle,	and	an	ending,	right?	Well,	that’s	what	plot	structure	is	all
about.	Very	simple	things	that	more	experienced	writers	may	seem	to	ignore,	but
upon	 a	 closer	 look,	 rarely	 do.	 The	 reason?	Because	 the	 classic	 idea	 of	 how	 a
story	 should	 hang	 together	 became	 classic	 for	 a	 reason.	 It	 has	 withstood	 the
greatest	test	of	all—the	test	of	time.



The	Beginning

Readers	feel	comfortable	starting	a	story	at	the	natural	beginning	of	the	tale.	For
that	reason,	the	majority	of	young	or	new	writers	are	most	at	home	starting	at	the
point	where	the	real	story	begins.	This	is	called	linear	plotting,	and	I	recommend
it	for	every	one	of	you,	until	you	get	so	good	that	you	can	start	to	experiment.

This	 is	where	you	establish	everything:	your	main	characters,	your	 setting	and
time,	and	most	important,	your	problem	(remember	that	one?).	Do	this	correctly,
and	you’ve	hooked	your	reader	for	the	long	haul.



The	Middle

This	is	the	part	of	the	plot	where	you	lay	in	all	the	information	your	readers	will
need,	 and	 where	 you	 start	 making	 things	 more	 complicated.	 You	 blend	 your
action	 between	 internal	 and	 external	 stuff	 and	 establish	 the	 consequences	 of
what	might	happen	if	your	plot	takes	a	variety	of	turns.	The	middle	is	basically	a
set-up	for	the	ending.

Your	middle	should	wind	down	to	what	some	writers	call	 the	“ignition	point,”
where	alarm	lights	go	off	for	the	reader,	who	is	now	getting	a	“feeling”	for	the
future	developments	of	the	plot—whether	things	will	go	well	or	not.	Depending
on	your	story,	you	can	let	that	evolve	the	way	you	suggested	it	here,	or	you	can
serve	up	 a	 sweeping	 curve	ball	 and	 change	 everything	 again.	This	 is	 your	 last
chance	to	do	that	sort	of	thing	because	you’re	headed	into	the	final	turn.



The	Ending

The	ending	is	the	place	where	you	answer	all	the	questions,	tie	up	any	dangling
subplots,	 and	 allow	 your	 characters	 to	 face	 the	 consequences	 of	 their	 actions.
This	may	also	be	the	time	when	you	factor	in	any	inner	resolutions	or	moments
of	understanding	that	 layer	 the	feelings	of	completeness	 that	 the	ending	should
suggest.	 How	 you	 handle	 the	 end	 of	 your	 plot	 determines	 whether	 the	 reader
wants	to	return	for	a	spin	through	your	next	novel.

Yes,	the	ending	is	important.



A	Few	Tricks

We’re	almost	finished,	but	I	thought	I’d	throw	in	a	few	plotting	techniques	that
should	more	fairly	be	called	“tricks.”	Not	that	we	want	to	deceive	your	readers,
but	we	do	sometimes	want	to	distract,	mislead,	or	tantalize	them.



Multiple	Viewpoint

Multiple	viewpoint	 is	presenting	 the	narrative	 through	 the	perceptions	of	more
than	 one	 viewpoint-character.	 It	 is	 a	 good	 plot	 device	 because	 it	 allows	 you,
under	 the	 pretense	 of	 needing	 to	 bring	 in	 another	 character	 for	 purposes	 of
balance	and	pacing,	to	abruptly	stop	the	action	at	a	crucial	moment.	This	makes
the	readers	crazy,	and	it	keeps	them	turning	the	page.



In	Media	Res

In	media	res	 is	Latin	for	“in	the	middle	of	things,”	and	it’s	the	name	of	a	nifty
technique	 employed	 with	 great	 success	 in	 spy	 thrillers	 and	 horror	 novels.	 It
means	 your	 book	 opens	 right	 in	 the	 center	 of	 some	 incredible	 action	 or
predicament.	 The	 reader	 is	 yanked	 into	 the	 scene	 and	 doesn’t	 get	 a	 chance	 to
really	come	up	for	air,	or	understand	what’s	going	on,	until	later	on	…	and	that’s
when	you	 throw	 in	 a	 few	 chapters	 that	 “backfill”	 the	 events	 leading	 up	 to	 the
opening	sequence.

Once	you	catch	 the	 reader	up	on	what	has	happened	previously,	you	move	on
with	the	middle	of	the	story.	This	can	be	tricky	and	confusing	for	the	reader	if	it
remains	 equally	 so	 for	 the	writer.	 So	 if	 you	 try	 this	 technique	 and	 you’re	 not
getting	it,	you	can	lay	odds	that	your	readers	won’t	either.	In	that	case,	you	want
to	call	a	cab,	go	home,	and	return	to	a	more	conventional,	linear	plot.



Logic	and	Nonsense

This	seems	almost	silly	to	mention,	but	your	plot	has	to	make	sense.	What	I’m
talking	about	here	is	an	elemental	sense	of	cause	and	effect.	Things	must	happen
logically	…	if	this	takes	place,	then	that	surely	will.

Words	of	Wisdom

The	difference	between	reality	and	fiction?	Fiction	has	to	make	sense.

—Tom	Clancy

It’s	also	called	causality—the	 task	of	making	one	scene	 lead	 to	another,	 either
through	 direct	 action	 or	 implication.	Believe	 it	 or	 not,	 this	 is	 one	 of	 the	most
common	errors	new	novelists	make.	They	devise	wonderfully	complicated	plots,
but	fail	 to	construct	a	 logical	sequence	of	events.	Following	are	 three	common
crimes	in	plot	logic:

•	The	idiot	plot.	This	is	when	everyone	must	act	like	a	total	idiot,	or
there	would	 literally	 be	 no	 plot.	 The	 classic	 example	 is	 the	 dumb	 horror
movie	 in	which	the	band	of	friends	split	up	and	go	their	separate	ways	so
the	monster	can	pick	them	off,	one	by	one.

•	Author	convenience.	This	is	when	things	happen	in	the	plot	for	no
reason	other	 than	 the	writer	 simply	needing	 them	 to	happen.	This	kind	of
silliness	is	usually	explained	away	as	“coincidence,”	but	it’s	really	just	bad
plotting.	An	 example	would	 be	 having	 a	 character	 arrive	 on	 the	 scene	 to
keep	 the	 heroine	 from	 committing	 suicide	without	 providing	 a	 reason	 for
being	right	there	at	that	crucial	moment.



•	Rabbit	out	of	hat.	This	is	the	red-haired	stepbrother	of	the	previous
crime,	 and	 is	 actually	 worse	 because	 it	 allows	 events	 to	 happen	 without
even	 the	 convenience	 of	 “luck”	 or	 “serendipity.”	 This	 is	 when	 things
happen	with	no	possible	 explanation.	 It	 is	 like	 the	 totally	unexpected	 and
unexplainable	phenomenon	of	pulling	a	 rabbit	out	of	a	hat.	A	particularly
egregious	 commission	 of	 this	 crime	 is	 a	 plot	 that	 ends	 as	 “it	 was	 all	 a
dream”	 when	 there	 has	 been	 utterly	 nothing	 in	 the	 preceding	 plot	 to
rationally	justify	the	ending	or	the	entire	story.



It’s	a	Wrap

Having	 a	 good	 plot	 is	 crucial	 to	 telling	 your	 story.	 Now	 that	 you	 understand
what	makes	 it	 tick	and	what	you	should	 include	and	avoid,	you’re	going	 to	be
able	to	craft	your	narrative	more	thoughtfully.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	 Plots	 need	 conflict.	 Once	 you	 create	 a	 problem,	 you	 need	 to	 have
your	characters	go	about	opposing	ways	of	solving	it.

•	Complication	improves	a	plot.	Nothing	is	more	nerve-wracking	than
thinking	that	you	have	something	under	control,	only	to	see	it	unravel	and
become	worse.

•	Plots	need	structure.	The	old	wisdom	about	beginnings,	middles,	and
endings	will	serve	you	well.

•	Plots	should	be	logical.	If	your	story	does	not	make	sense,	it	cannot
hold	 up	 under	 careful	 analysis.	 Once	 your	 readers	 reject	 your	 logic,	 it’s
difficult	to	win	them	back.



Chapter	7

Characters—My	People	Calling	Your	People

In	This	Chapter

•	Why	character	is	important

•	Types	of	characters

•	Aspects	of	character

•	Characters	under	construction

Why	do	people	 like	 to	 read	novels?	To	some	extent	 it	depends	on	 the	genre.	 I
think	 dyed-in-the-wool	 mystery	 readers	 enjoy	 solving	 puzzles,	 and	 science
fiction	readers	want	to	be	wowed	by	clever	new	concepts.	But	I	think	most	of	us
enjoy	novels	because	we	 like	 to	 identify	with	 interesting	characters.	We	get	 to
play	make-believe,	on	some	largely	unconscious	 level,	and	pretend	that	we	are
someone	 else—usually	 someone	 who	 is	 living	 a	 far	 more	 adventurous	 and
intriguing	existence	than	we	are.

That’s	why	many	writers	 argue	 the	most	 important	 part	 of	 your	 novel	 is	 your
characters.	 If	 your	 “peeps”	 aren’t	 cool,	 your	 readers	 are	 going	 to	 lose	 interest
fast.

Science	fiction	(SF)	is	the	only	genre	in	which	you	can	get	away	with	thin,	one-
dimensional	 characters.	 And	 I	 say	 this	 with	 no	 sneering	 or	 condescension
because	I	broke	in	writing	SF,	and	soon	realized	the	principle	characters	in	most
speculative	fiction	are	the	ideas,	or	the	clever	premises	upon	which	the	SF	story
turns.	 The	 characters	 are	 often	 just	 necessary	 mouthpieces	 or	 vehicles	 that
explain	 the	 idea.	 I’ve	 heard	many	 SF	writers	 reluctantly	 admit	 the	 premise	 is
often	 the	main	character	 in	a	SF	 tale.	 I’m	not	 saying	 this	 is	okay;	 I	mention	 it
because	readers	of	this	genre	tend	to	be	more	tolerant	of	characters	who	do	not
leap	off	the	page.



But	even	if	you	are	planning	to	write	a	science	fiction	novel,	you	should	strive	to
make	your	characters	as	believable,	original,	and	memorable	as	possible.	If	you
combine	good	 characters	with	 a	 truly	 unique	 and	 innovative	SF	premise,	 your
book	will	be	that	much	better.



Make	Them	Care

You	want	to	get	your	readers	to	connect	with	your	characters.	You	want	them	to
feel	 like	 they	 know	 your	 people,	 and	most	 important,	 you	 want	 them	 to	 care
about	your	characters.

And	what	does	that	mean?	Well,	for	starters,	you	want	your	readers	to	invest	the
time	 to	 get	 to	 know	 your	 characters—you	 want	 them	 to	 keep	 reading	 long
enough	to	become	comfortable	with	your	characters.	Think	of	it	as	walking	into
a	 crowded	 room	 and	 meeting	 a	 lot	 of	 people	 for	 the	 first	 time.	 Your	 first
impressions	are	usually	important—this	guy	has	an	arrogant	way	of	talking;	that
lady	has	a	huge	mole	on	her	forehead;	another	dude	is	wearing	a	sport	coat	by
Purina,	 and	 the	 hostess	 has	 a	 habit	 of	 pursing	 her	 lips	 like	 she	 just	 tasted
something	nasty.	Another	woman	 looks	elegant	because	of	 the	 single	 string	of
pearls	around	her	neck.

So	 are	 you	 interested	 in	 any	 of	 them?	 Repelled?	 Intrigued?	 These	 are	 the
concerns	for	readers	when	they	first	meet	your	characters,	so	you	have	to	make
them	care	from	jump	city—in	other	words	right	away.	How	do	you	do	it?	The
following	sections	explain.



I	Feel	Your	Pain

Introduce	your	characters	(at	least	your	principles)	in	ways	that	make	the	reader
aware	 of	 feeling	 or	 experiencing	 something.	 This	 technique	 is	 very	 effective
because	it	involves	the	reader	in	the	character’s	inner	workings	almost	instantly.

The	Plot	Thickens!

A	young	boy	escapes	from	his	brutalizing	father,	makes	friends	with	Jim,	a
runaway	 slave,	 and	 sails	 down	 the	Mississippi	River	 on	 a	 raft.	Along	 the
way,	 the	boy	 learns	wonderful	 life	 lessons	 from	Jim	about	human	dignity
and	self-respect.	The	boy	 is	 eventually	captured	but	escapes	with	his	best
friend,	 Tom,	 and	 rather	 than	 be	 adopted	 into	 a	 sedate	 society	 by	 Tom’s
aunt,	decides	 to	 seek	adventure	 in	 the	American	West.	Told	with	wit	 and
style,	it’s	considered	to	be	one	of	the	finest	“character”	novels	in	American
literature.

—The	Adventures	of	Huckleberry	Finn	by	Mark	Twain

They	 can	 be	 feeling	 any	 range	 of	 emotions	 or	 experiencing	 any	 number	 of
things,	but	some	are	more	effective	than	others.	They	can	be	deliriously	happy,
wistful,	or	nostalgic;	but	I	would	put	fear	up	near	the	top,	as	well	as	paranoia,	or
even	 a	 distinct	 sense	 of	 unease	 or	 dread.	 Starting	 out	 with	 everything	 being
copacetic	might	 not	 be	 very	 arresting.	 If	 the	 reader	 can	 quickly	 recognize	 the
sense	 of	 jeopardy	 your	 characters	 are	 sharing,	 you	 have	 a	 better	 chance	 of
hooking	your	reader	into	caring	about	them.

Your	 characters	 can	 also	 be	 feeling	 that	most	 reliable	 of	 dramatic	 elements—
good	old	pain.	It	can	be	either	physical	or	psychological.	That’s	your	choice,	but
introducing	a	character	who	is	hurt	by	something	or	someone	can	quickly	make
readers	very	sympathetic.



By	immediately	giving	your	audience	such	an	intimate	look	inside	a	character’s
soul,	 you’re	 inviting	 them	 to	 share	 just	 about	 anything.	 And	 that	 makes	 your
readers	 instantly	 more	 comfortable	 and	 willing	 to	 invest	 time	 and	 emotion	 in
your	make-believe	people.	It’s	quite	a	feat	when	you	think	about	it.



Danger!	Will	Robinson!

Ah	 yes,	 this	 is	 a	 guaranteed	 grabber,	 isn’t	 it?	 If	 your	 reader	meets	 your	main
characters	 when	 they	 are	 in	 serious	 trouble,	 they	 are	 being	 “smoke-screened”
just	 a	 little	 bit	 …	 but	 they	 don’t	 usually	 care.	 If	 your	 readers	 buy	 into	 the
immediate	 danger	 your	 character	 faces,	 they	 are	 willing	 to	 put	 off	 actually
getting	to	know	them,	at	least	for	a	little	while.

Sure,	 it’s	 a	 bit	 of	 a	 trick,	 but	 if	 your	 protagonist	 just	 swam	 across	 a	 turbulent
river	 with	 crocodiles	 snapping	 hungrily	 at	 his	 feet,	 the	 readers	 will	 feel
somewhat	of	a	bond	with	the	character.	They’re	willing	to	find	out	a	little	more
about	 the	 character	 because	 they’ve	 been	 through	 a	 harrowing	 experience
together.

The	caution	here	is	to	not	overdo	or	overuse	this	technique.	If	your	novel	is	full
of	trumped-up	introductions,	in	which	everybody	just	seems	to	have	this	knack
for	stumbling	into	potentially	lethal	situations	just	before	the	reader	meets	them
…	 then	 you	 have	 a	 big	 problem	 called	 credibility.	Edgar	Rice	Burroughs	was
guilty	of	this	in	his	Tarzan	and	John	Carter	novels.	Keep	in	mind	that	audiences
are	quickly	bored	by	the	familiar.



Larger	Than	Life

The	third	way	to	get	your	readers	to	care	about	your	characters	is	to	cast	them	as
people	who	are	special	in	some	way.	If	your	character	is	unique	or	extraordinary,
you	will	grasp	your	reader’s	attention	and	their	built-in	willingness	to	learn	more
about	the	character.

Some	 of	 the	 most	 obvious	 examples	 are	 novels	 about	 famous	 and	 powerful
people	 from	 history—presidents,	 generals,	 kings,	 assassins,	 corporate	 owners,
movie	 producers,	 lawyers,	 and	 so	 on.	 But	 I’m	 sure	 you	 can	 come	 up	with	 an
entire	cast	of	additional	people	who	are	intrinsically	interesting	by	virtue	of	what
they	do,	or	the	amount	of	influence	and	power	they	wield.

You	 can	 also	 create	 characters	 who	 possess	 a	 singular	 skill	 or	 a	 striking
appearance.	The	best	way	 to	portray	 these	 characteristics	 is	 by	 showing	 rather
than	telling	your	readers.	If	your	protagonist	is	a	great	martial	arts	fighter,	then
you’ll	do	better	matching	him	up	against	a	master	assassin	 than	 just	 listing	his
skill	like	a	resumé	credit.	The	same	goes	for	that	sexy	lady	in	your	novel—if	you
have	 other	 characters	 reacting	 to	 her	 alluring	 aspect,	 you’re	 making	 a	 more
convincing	argument	that	just	making	a	bland	statement.



You’re	Not	My	Type

When	we	 create	 and	 employ	 characters	 to	 help	 tell	 our	 story,	we	 are	 actually
using	 what	 the	 dramatists	 of	 ancient	 Greece	 called	 archetypes—a	 cast	 of
characters	who	are	defined	more	by	 their	 dramatic	 and	narrative	 function	 than
their	more	obvious	attributes.	One	guy	may	be	 the	comic	 relief;	 another	 is	 the
analyzer;	 another	 is	 the	 clumsy	 fool	 who	 complicates	 the	 plot	 by	 making
mistakes,	etc.

Being	aware	of	the	concept	of	archetypes	will	make	your	characters	better.	Your
approach	to	matching	up	your	characters	to	their	most	appropriate	archetypes	is
best	done	in	retrospect.	After	you’ve	assembled	your	cast,	see	who	serves	each
function	so	you	can	figure	out	who’s	missing,	or	who	isn’t	necessary	to	the	kind
of	story	you’re	trying	to	tell.

Following	are	the	basic	archetypes:

•	Protagonist.	This	is	the	good	guy	we	want	to	see	win;	the	one	who
will	make	the	most	effort	to	prevail.	However,	the	protagonist	is	not	always
the	main	character.	(The	main	character	is	the	one	whom	the	story	is	really
about—and	that	can	be	the	villain.)	In	the	novel	The	Boys	from	Brazil,	the
story	 is	about	Dr.	 Josef	Mengele,	 but	 the	protagonist	 is	based	on	 the	 real
Nazi	hunter,	Simon	Wiesenthal.

•	Antagonist.	 This	 is	 the	 character	 who	 acts	 against	 the	 needs	 and
actions	 of	 the	 protagonist.	 He	 is	 the	 antipodal	 force	 that	 provides
complication	(see	Chapter	6).

•	Conscience.	This	character	is	like	a	guardian	angel	or	the	little	figure
on	 the	shoulder	of	characters	 in	silly	cartoons	and	commercials.	He	 is	 the
voice	of	“reason”	and	morality	that	the	protagonist	can	use	to	work	out	the
problems	of	the	story.

•	Tempter.	This	is	the	person	who	tries	to	distract	the	protagonist	from
his	primary	mission—either	by	harmless	diversion	or	deliberate	confusion
motivated,	for	example,	by	jealousy	or	something	equally	venal.

•	 Buddy.	 Most	 novels	 employ	 this	 kind	 of	 sidekick	 character	 with
great	success—or	different	sex	as	the	protagonist,	it	doesn’t	matter.	And	the



buddy	works	for	the	good	guy	or	the	bad	guy	just	as	well.

•	Skeptic.	 A	 different	 kind	 of	 character—because	 he	 or	 she	 tries	 to
stay	outside	the	conflict.	He	often	believes	in	a	third	alternative,	and	needs
to	be	swayed	to	one	“side”	or	another.

•	 Emotionalist.	 This	 is	 the	 character	 who	 responds	 to	 the	 story
elements	purely	by	gut	reaction,	or	intuition.	The	emotionalist	can	give	no
reason	why	an	issue	gets	or	loses	his	support.

•	 Rationalist.	 The	 opposite	 archetype	 to	 the	 previous	 one.	 This
character	only	chooses	a	side	of	an	issue	or	solution	to	a	problem	based	on
logic	and	reason.

Tom’s	Tips

Make	sure	your	novel	has	a	good	guy.	Some	modern	novels	are	difficult	to
endure	 because	 no	 character	 turns	 out	 to	 be	 likeable	 enough	 to	 be	 the
protagonist,	or	the	one	the	reader	wants	to	cheer	for.	A	novel	with	an	entire
cast	of	nasty	characters	most	likely	won’t	get	read	all	the	way	to	the	end.



Stereotypes

There’s	one	more	“type”	we	must	examine,	even	if	only	to	recognize	and	avoid
it.	In	the	strictest	sense,	a	stereotype	is	a	kind	of	“shorthand”	sketch	of	the	type
of	 character	who	 is	 so	well	 known	 to	be	 achingly	 trite.	But	 the	word	has	 also
come	to	carry	far	more	negative	freight.	In	this	touchy-feely	age,	you	have	to	be
careful	not	to	offend	anyone.

If	you’re	a	 fan	of	old	movies,	you’ve	probably	seen	most	of	 the	more	obvious
stereotypes:	the	mother	who	likes	to	be	a	martyr,	the	ultra	sweet	and	unreal	girl-
next-door,	the	misunderstood	hooker	with	a	“heart	of	gold,”	and	the	big	lug	of	a
hero	who	speaks	in	monosyllables.

The	 most	 egregious	 stereotypes	 are	 those	 that	 lean	 on	 ethnic	 or	 racial	 props.
Even	 though	most	 have	 some	 basis	 in	 historical	 fact,	 they	 have	 become	 tired
symbols.	Therefore,	any	writer	who	employs	them	is	worse	than	lazy.	Here	I’m
talking	 about	 the	 Southern	 waitress,	 Jewish	 lawyers,	 Italian	 thugs,	 Irish	 cops,
Nebraska	farm	boys,	etc.	We’ve	seen	enough	of	these	people,	don’t	you	think?



Character	Attributes

This	is	pretty	basic,	but	no	discussion	of	characters	is	complete	without	at	least
noting	 the	Things	You	Need	To	Know	About	Your	Characters.	 These	 are	 the
aspects	of	each	character	in	your	novel	that	will	help	you	understand	who	they
are	and	why	 they	act	 the	way	 they	do.	You	can’t	expect	your	 readers	 to	know
your	 characters	 unless	 you	 do.	 Here’s	 what	 you	 need	 to	 know	 about	 your
characters:

•	 Physical	 appearance.	 This	 includes	 many	 attributes.	 Age	 is	 very
important	because	it	will	determine	whether	your	character	looks	young	or
old.	You	also	need	to	decide	if	they	are	homely,	handsome,	or	somewhere
along	 the	bell	 curve.	Distinguishing	marks	are	always	 interesting,	 such	as
moles,	scars,	and	tattoos.	One	that’s	often	overlooked	is	speech	habit—your
character	can	be	 long-winded,	 terse,	verbose,	or	can	perhaps	speak	with	a
slight	accent.

•	Psychological	makeup.	You	don’t	need	 to	have	a	complete	neuro-
psychological	work-up	on	each	character,	but	some	basic	personality	traits
will	get	you	started	here.	Is	your	character	neat	or	sloppy?	Moody	or	happy-
go-lucky?	 Approach	 problems	with	 a	 cold,	 analytical	 eye,	 or	 an	 effusive
burst	 of	 feeling?	 Does	 paranoia	 fit	 the	 profile,	 or	 are	 they	 careless	 and
trusting?	 What	 about	 the	 old	 smarts-scale:	 sparkling	 intelligence	 or	 a
dullard?

•	Cultural	 influences.	 This	 one	 can	 be	 interesting	 and	 add	 a	 lot	 of
color	and	spice	to	your	character.	Everyone	has	cultural	roots	reaching	back
to	your	casual	explorations	of	how	families	dress	on	Sundays,	 to	 the	way
the	dinner	table	was	“set,”	to	the	kind	of	music	the	family	listened	to	can	all
add	 texture	 to	 your	 people.	You’re	 also	 providing	 extra	 opportunities	 for
readers	to	identify	with	the	characters.

•	Moral	 compass.	 At	 some	 point,	 fairly	 early,	 your	 readers	 like	 to
know	how	your	 characters	 react	 to	 various	 societal	 issues,	 dilemmas,	 and
demands	of	propriety	and	conduct.	Religion	is	often	a	convenient	handle	for
some	 of	 these	 attributes,	 but	 it	 can’t	 be	 a	 catch-all.	 Characters	 can	 be
uptight	and	timid;	cautious	and	polite;	hip,	“free,”	and	modern;	or	morally
bankrupt	and	dangerous.	Or	they	can	be	oil-and-water	combinations	of	any
of	the	above,	which	can	make	them	irritatingly	complex.



•	 Social	 contacts.	 Do	 your	 characters	 come	 from	 large	 or	 small
families?	 Happy,	 integrated	 ones,	 or	 the	 currently	 fashionable
“dysfunctional”	 families?	 Married,	 single,	 divorced?	 Upper,	 lower,	 or
middle	 class?	 And	 don’t	 forget	 occupation,	 which	 is	 very	 important	 in
defining	 and	 dictating	 many	 elements,	 such	 as	 abilities,	 experience,
education,	 aspirations,	 and	 usefulness	 to	 other	 characters.	 Certain
occupations	lend	themselves	to	mobility	or	travel,	and	contact	with	specific
groups.	 You	 should	 also	 know	 what	 kind	 of	 leisure	 interests	 shape	 your
character’s	world—hobbies,	sports,	exercise,	obsessions.

Tom’s	Tips

When	you	describe	your	characters	initially,	don’t	unload	all	their	attributes
in	 the	 first	 paragraph	 like	 a	 dump	 truck	 operator.	 Drop	 them	 into	 the
narrative	slowly,	and	don’t	be	afraid	to	repeat	a	major	characteristic	a	few
times	 over	 the	 course	 of	 the	 story.	 It’s	 not	 obtrusive,	 and	 it	 helps	 to
reinforce	the	readers’	mental	image	of	your	people.

All	of	 the	previous	attributes	conspire	 to	create	a	 richly	 textured	portrait	when
skillfully	put	into	play.	Your	job	is	to	make	sure	you	don’t	do	it	so	clumsily	that
the	reader	becomes	wise	 to	your	 invention.	Your	characters	should	be	 like	any
other	 people	 your	 readers	 meet—they	 should	 be	 able	 to	 get	 to	 know	 them
gradually.	And	the	more	familiar	they	get,	the	more	they’ll	want	to	know	them,
or	get	away	from	them.	Just	like	in	real	life.



The	main	point	is	that	the	more	we	know	them,	the	more	interesting	characters
become.	That	way,	when	they	inevitably	change,	the	reader	cares	all	the	more.



The	Name	Game

One	of	the	most	essential	parts	of	creating	characters	is	giving	them	names.	And
it’s	more	 important	 than	 you	might	 think.	Names	 have	 all	 sorts	 of	 associative
powers	 connected	 to	 them.	 Say	 your	 hero’s	 name	 is	 Glen,	 and	 one	 of	 your
readers	just	got	left	at	the	altar	by	some	mook	of	the	same	name,	well	…	you’ve
probably	lost	a	reader.	I’m	not	saying	this	to	worry	you;	you’re	never	going	to
please	 everybody.	 The	 real	 challenge	would	 be	 to	 create	 such	 a	 dynamic	 guy
named	Glen	that	even	the	hypothetical	jilted	bride	would	find	him	appealing.

There’s	no	surefire	way	to	come	up	with	perfect	names	for	your	characters.	You
have	to	employ	some	instinct	and	a	little	misdirection.	Typical	names	like	Rock
and	 Dirk	 and	 Garth	 for	 tough-guy,	 commando-type	 heroes	 border	 on	 self-
parody,	so	use	good	judgment,	and	try	to	be	original.	The	same	holds	true	for	all
the	 typical	 “soap	 opera	 princess”	 names	 (like	 “Marcella”	 and	 “Ashleigh”	 and
“Courtney”)	 for	your	 female	characters.	Even	 though	you	might	 really	 like	 the
name,	it	just	might	not	be	appropriate.

The	key	word	here	 is	 association.	Even	 though	 it	will	be	unavoidable	 to	 some
degree,	don’t	make	it	worse	by	picking	a	name	with	a	high-recognition	quotient
for	 someone	 other	 than	 your	 character.	 Remember	 the	 Seinfeld	 episode	 when
Elaine	meets	a	new	guy	who	has	the	same	name	as	a	famous	serial	killer?	Well,
even	if	you	didn’t,	I’ve	already	given	all	you	need	to	know	about	it	and	what	a
recipe	for	trouble	it	can	be.

So	where	do	you	find	all	the	names	you’re	going	to	need,	especially	if	you	have
a	lot	of	characters?	Following	is	a	list	of	resources:

•	Even	though	it’s	an	old	saw,	the	phone	book	is	not	bad.	If	you	live	in
a	small	town,	ask	a	friend	or	relative	who	lives	in	a	big	city	to	save	you	one
of	their	old	ones.

•	Your	 friends	 are	 another	 great	 source	 of	 names.	 I	 use	my	 friends’
names	a	lot,	and	they	get	a	big	kick	out	of	it.	Most	people	never	expect	to
see	their	names	in	a	book,	so	believe	me,	it’s	a	pretty	cool	deal.	The	trick	is
not	to	hook	up	their	names	with	anything	close	to	their	real	identity	in	terms
of	occupation,	age,	or	locale.	If	your	poker-night	buddy	is	a	hardware	store



clerk,	then	make	him	a	Boston	cop;	you	get	the	idea.

•	One	of	 the	more	enjoyable	name	 sources	 I’ve	 seen	 lately	 is	 a	 little
website	 called	 the	 Random	 Name	 Generator:
www.kleimo.com/random/name.cfm.	 It	 has	 an	 “obscurity”	 adjustment,	 so
you	can	dial	up	either	common	or	very	uncommon	names.	It’s	a	lot	of	fun
and	is	guaranteed	to	amuse	you,	maybe	even	provide	you	with	just	the	right
name.

Now,	 before	 we	 leave	 this	 category,	 one	 last	 thing	 about	 names:	 Don’t	 pick
names	 that	 are	 difficult	 to	 pronounce,	 or	 worse,	 have	 more	 than	 one
pronunciation.	 I	 did	 this	 recently	 in	 a	 novel	 and	 a	 reader	wrote	me	 an	 e-mail
complaining	 that	 she	 never	 figured	 if	 one	 of	 my	 major	 characters	 named
Streicher	 was	 pronounced	 striker	 or	 streisher,	 and	 it	 bugged	 her	 so	 much	 it
became	a	major	distraction.	It	was	something	that	had	never	occurred	to	me,	but
I’ll	always	remember	it.	The	last	thing	you	want	to	do	is	distract	or	irritate	your
readers.

A	Likely	Story

Two	actors	in	a	Broadway	play	begin	to	independently	experience	events	in
their	real	lives	that	mirror	events	in	their	play.	It	becomes	evident	that	their
characters	are	pulling	them	into	an	alternate	reality.	Can	you	create	a	novel
that	deals	with	this	possibility?

http://www.kleimo.com/random/name.cfm


Models

Some	writers	 I	know	never	bother	 to	 sit	down	with	a	 legal	pad	or	 a	PDA	and
consciously	 create	 their	 characters.	 They	 use	 a	 technique	 called	 modeling.
Another	word	for	it	might	be	“stealing.”	Basically,	you	are	using	a	real	person	as
the	 template	 for	your	character.	You	use	 the	person	as	completely	as	possible,
capturing	all	 the	attributes	 and	 things	we’ve	already	mentioned.	The	 idea	 is	 to
place	 a	 familiar	 figure	 in	 new,	 invented	 situations	 (your	 plot),	 and	 extrapolate
how	 that	 person	 would	 react.	 Your	 model	 characters	 can	 come	 from	 several
major	sources:

•	 People	 you	 know.	 These	 are	 the	 people	 you	 really	 know:	 your
relatives,	 friends,	 enemies,	 co-workers.	You	 can	 take	 the	 time	 to	 observe
them	 closely,	 and	 perform	 authentic	 analysis	 on	 their	 choices	 and	 all	 the
things	they	do	on	a	daily	basis.	Everything	is	available	and	is	grist	for	your
mill—how	 they	 dress,	 speak,	 laugh,	 complain.	You	 can	 learn	 a	 lot	 about
human	behavior	by	seriously	studying	the	real	characters	in	your	life.

•	Historical	and	pop	culture	figures.	These	are	some	of	those	larger-
than-life	 figures	 I	mentioned	 previously.	 For	 example,	 if	 you’re	 going	 to
write	a	novel	that	features	a	powerful	senator,	why	not	study	some	powerful
politicians	 and	 model	 your	 character	 after	 one	 of	 them?	 Seems	 like	 a
reasonable	 plan,	 and	 for	 some	 writers	 I	 know,	 it	 works	 extremely	 well.
Remember	 when	 I	 talked	 about	 reading	 biographies?	 Here’s	 where	 the
practice	 will	 serve	 you	 well.	 Be	 a	 little	 more	 careful	 if	 you	 pattern	 a
character	 after	 someone	 who	 is	 currently	 enjoying	 a	 high	 profile	 in	 the
popular	 culture.	 Readers	 may	 recognize	 your	 ploy	 and	 dismiss	 your
character	because	he	is	not	as	interesting	as	the	real	person.

•	The	Roman	à	clef.	Okay,	 this	 is	a	very	special	kind	of	model.	 It’s
not	 done	 very	 often,	 and	 I	mention	 it	 only	 because	 I	 believe	 you	 should
know	about	everything	 in	 this	particular	profession.	The	 literal	 translation
means	 “novel	 with	 a	 key,”	 but	 it	 really	 means	 a	 novel	 in	 which	 all	 the
characters	are	real	people	and	the	story	is	an	account	of	real	events.	This	is
usually	done	because	using	the	actual	people’s	names	and	real	events	would
be	explosive,	scandalous,	or	libelous.	So	if	the	writer	wants	to	tell	the	real
story,	he	has	no	choice	but	 to	fictionalize	actual	events.	 It’s	different	 than
modeling	several	of	your	characters	on	real	people	because	every	character
in	 this	kind	of	a	book	is	a	real	person	with	a	fake	name.	Chances	are	you



will	not	be	interested	in	this	kind	of	a	novel.



A	Few	Points

The	 process	 of	 creating	 characters	 involves	 maintaining	 a	 certain	 level	 of
awareness	of	what	makes	people	who	they	are	and	why	they	act	the	way	they	do.
Keep	the	following	ideas	in	mind	when	you	are	creating	your	characters.

•	Motivation	is	important.	If	you	understand	why	your	characters	are
driven	 to	do	specific	 things,	you	are	 tuned	 in	 to	what	 is	motivating	 them.
And	 if	 you	 can	 successfully	 convey	 that	 understanding	 through	 the
narrative,	your	readers	will	believe	your	characters.

As	I’ve	mentioned,	you	can’t	have	things	happen	merely	because	you	need
them	 to.	 Your	 characters	 cannot	 appear	 to	 be	 marionettes	 being	 yanked
around	 by	 strings.	 Motivation	 takes	 care	 of	 that.	 Characters	 and	 their
actions	 make	 the	 most	 sense	 when	 they	 have	 goals,	 when	 they	 want
something;	 the	 readers	 then	 understand	 their	 goals	 and	 desires.	 This
understanding	 is	 what	 keeps	 your	 characters	 moving	 toward	 a	 resolution
and	keeps	your	readers	reading.

•	The	viewpoint	character	tells	your	story.	Whether	you	realize	it	or
not,	 one	of	your	 characters	 is	going	 to	be	 the	one	 through	which	most	of
your	novel	will	unfold.	If	you’re	writing	a	first-person	P.I.	novel,	there’s	no
choice	involved.	But	if	you’re	writing	in	the	third	person,	you	have	plenty
of	choices.

The	story	can	be	told	through	the	protagonist,	or	the	main	character	(and	we
already	now	know	they	aren’t	necessarily	 the	same	person),	or	sometimes
even	through	the	experiences	of	the	antagonist—the	villain.	I’ve	seen	some
interesting	stretches	and	variations	on	this	choice—I	remember	one	mystery
novel	in	which	the	narrator	is	the	victim,	a	dead	person.

•	Who’s	in	control?	Sometimes	I	hear	writers	say	they	create	certain
characters	 who	 then	 “assume	 a	 mind	 of	 their	 own,”	 or	 “take	 over	 the
novel,”	 and	 send	 it	 off	 in	 unexpected	 directions.	 This	 is	 usually	 a
metaphorical	 explanation,	 or	 worse,	 an	 artsy-fartsy	 attempt	 to	 make
characterization	 some	 sort	 of	 a	mystical	 experience.	 I’m	willing	 to	 admit
that	 some	characters	don’t	 turn	out	 the	way	you	originally	 intended,	but	 I
think	 good	 novels	 with	 good	 characters	 were	 usually	 written	 by	 good



writers	who	had	control	of	themselves	and	their	sensibilities.	I’m	not	flying
solo	with	this	contention—lots	of	writers	I	know	agree	with	me.

Words	of	Wisdom

The	 legend	 that	characters	 run	away	 from	 their	authors—taking	up	drugs,
having	sex	operations,	and	becoming	president—implies	that	the	writer	is	a
fool	with	no	knowledge	or	mastery	of	his	craft.	The	idea	of	authors	running
around	helplessly	behind	their	cretinous	inventions	is	contemptible.

—John	Cheever

That	trite	little	whimsy	about	characters	getting	out	of	hand;	it	is	as	old	as
the	quills.	My	characters	are	galley	slaves.

—Vladimir	Nabokov



Characters	Under	Construction

You	should	have	a	pretty	solid	 idea	of	 the	function	of	character	 in	your	novel.
You	 should	 know	 what	 kind	 of	 characters	 you’re	 going	 to	 need	 and	 what
attributes	 to	 give	 them.	 All	 that’s	 left	 is	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 various
processes	 that	will	 allow	you	 to	present	 and	develop	your	 cast.	Ways	 to	bring
your	characters	to	life	include:

•	Narration.	You	 use	 the	 general	 tone	 and	 voice	 of	 the	 narration	 to
introduce	characters	and	describe	them	in	the	same	way	you	describe	action
and	setting.	A	formal	narrative	style	would	support	more	formal	characters,
while	 a	 breezy	 narration	 would	 set	 up	 more	 easy-going,	 accessible
characters.

•	The	best	authority.	This	is	the	easiest	way	to	reveal	character,	and
it’s	perfectly	acceptable	for	your	first-person	narrator	to	talk	about	himself.
He	can	tell	you	all	kinds	of	things	nobody	else	could	possibly	know.

•	Other	 characters.	 This	 is	 a	 nice,	 unobtrusive	 technique	 in	 which
characters	 talk	 to	 each	 other	 about	 other	 characters.	They	 argue	with	 one
another,	accuse	one	another,	suspect	one	another,	and	so	on.	The	reader	can
learn	 incredible	 amounts	 about	 all	 the	 characters	 in	your	novel	 if	you	put
everybody	to	work	like	they	all	write	for	gossip	columns.

•	Actions	speak	loudest.	Naturally,	this	is	an	effective	way	of	giving
your	 readers	 an	 accurate	 portrait	 of	 your	 characters.	 You	 can	 talk	 about
them	until	 you	 turn	 blue,	 but	when	 the	 audience	 sees	 them	 in	 action	 and
reaction,	they	will	form	their	own	opinions	about	what	kind	of	people	they
are.	Your	job	is	to	make	sure	your	characters	act	logically,	and	they	will	do
the	rest	of	the	convincing.

•	The	 power	 of	 the	word.	 At	 first,	 many	 new	writers	 don’t	 realize
how	effective	dialogue	can	be	as	a	character-revealing	 tool.	 If	a	character
uses	a	lot	of	flowery	language	or	is	prone	to	clipped,	harsh	commands	and
declarations,	readers	pick	up	on	this	and	start	making	assumptions	about	the
kind	 of	 person	who	 talks	 like	 that.	 Tone	 and	 tempo	 of	 delivery	 can	 also
contribute	to	character	construction.



Tom’s	Tips

Even	though	I	am	giving	you	all	the	ingredients	you	need	to	come	up	with
interesting	and	dynamic	characters,	I	don’t	want	you	to	get	the	idea	that	you
need	 to	 populate	 your	 novel	 by	 following	 an	 outline	 or	 a	 blueprint.	 You
can’t	 build	 characters	 like	 you	 lay	 bricks.	 Remember:	 You	 must	 inject
abstract	elements	into	the	creation	of	the	people	in	your	novel	…	things	like
soul,	 intuition,	 and	 instinct.	 You	must	 look	 at	 them	with	 a	 cold	 eye	 and
make	them	different.	Turn	them	inside	out,	if	that’s	what	it	takes.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	Your	readers	need	to	identify	with	your	characters.	If	you	make	the
audience	care	about	the	people	in	your	novel,	you’re	home	free.

•	 A	 novel	 needs	 a	 variety	 of	 character	 types.	 Each	 type	 performs	 a
different	plot	function.

•	The	success	of	well-realized	characters	lies	in	your	ability	to	present
a	wide	range	of	identifiable	attributes.

•	Characters	become	familiar	to	the	audience	through	revelations	from
themselves,	other	characters,	their	words,	and	their	actions.



Chapter8

Setting—Location	Is	Chapter	8	Everything

In	This	Chapter

•	The	importance	of	setting

•	Some	general	observations

•	Types	of	settings

•	Tricks	and	techniques

It’s	funny,	but	when	you	ask	writers	to	name	the	most	important	elements	of	a
novel,	you’d	be	surprised	how	many	of	them	don’t	mention	setting.

The	major	reason,	I	think,	is	that	most	writers	just	take	it	for	granted	that	a	novel
needs	setting,	and	plenty	of	it.	It	would	be	like	everybody	listing	“words”	as	one
of	the	elements	of	a	good	novel.



Location,	Location,	Location

Setting	is	one	of	those	components	you	cannot	overlook	just	because	you	know
you	need	it.	Everybody	knows	they	need	yearly	comprehensive	physical	exams,
too,	 but	 very	 few	 people	 go	 through	 the	 bother	 and	 expense	 to	 make	 them
happen.	 It	 is	 clearly	 not	 enough	 to	 tell	 yourself	 you	 will	 pencil	 in	 plenty	 of
settings	 in	 which	 to	 tell	 your	 story.	 Any	 good	 writer	 will	 tell	 you	 your
knowledge	of	 the	places	where	 the	 action	happens	 is	 crucial	 to	pulling	off	 the
entire	illusion.

Setting	essentially	means	 information	and	details	about	 the	 information.	 If	you
describe	 a	 neighborhood	 in	 the	 city	 of	 Buffalo,	 it’s	 not	 enough	 to	 just	 baldly
state	your	character’s	location.	You’re	going	to	need	to	fill	in	some	of	the	blanks
to	give	the	reader	a	few	cues	about	what	the	place	looks	like,	how	it	smells,	and
how	 it	makes	your	 characters	 feel.	You	have	 to	 determine	whether	 it’s	 day	or
night,	present	time	or	a	hundred	years	ago.

Here’s	why	 it’s	 crucial	 you	 get	 the	 details	 right:	 If	 you	 don’t,	 somebody	will
catch	you.	And	if	one	person	can	catch	you	getting	 it	wrong,	 then	you	have	 to
assume	anybody	can	catch	you.	The	important	corollary	to	getting	caught	in	a	lie
—you	don’t	know	anything	about	the	city	in	which	you	set	your	action.	Setting
is	the	fastest	way	to	lose	your	reader.

If	 a	 reader	 doesn’t	 like	 your	 characters,	 your	 basic	 plot	 premise,	 or	 even	your
style,	he’s	not	going	to	realize	that	right	away.	The	reader	will	give	you	time	to
develop	 interest	 in	 those	 elements	 of	 your	 story.	 But	 with	 setting,	 you	 have
practically	no	 time	 to	get	off	on	 the	wrong	 foot.	You	need	 to	 start	 convincing
your	 reader	 immediately	 that	your	pirate	ship,	or	your	corporate	skyscraper,	or
your	desert	town,	or	your	Florida	swamp,	is	real.	From	page	one,	you	need	to	get
your	reader	buying	into	the	world	you	create.

Besides,	I	don’t	think	there’s	anything	worse	than	the	following	experience	with
a	 book:	 You’re	 reading	 along,	 you’ve	 plowed	 through	 several	 pages,	 and
suddenly	 you	 realize	 the	 writer	 has	 lost	 you.	 You	 have	 no	 idea	 where	 the
characters	 are	…	other	 than	 a	 vague	 suggestion	 of	 the	 setting.	References	 are
made	to	objects,	 items,	and	places	that	have	no	previous	mention	or	grounding



point	and	you	feel	like	you’re	getting	more	lost.	You	start	asking	yourself	things
like:	Where	did	that	come	from?	or	He	picked	up	what?

I	don’t	know	about	you,	but	that	gets	me	thinking	about	softly	closing	the	book
before	 I	 throw	 it	 across	 the	 room.	 Novels	 that	 cannot	 successfully	 keep	 the
reader	firmly	placed	in	the	world	of	the	story	are	penciled	in	for	failure.

I’m	going	to	assume	I’ve	convinced	you	how	important	setting	is	to	your	novel.
In	fact,	when	you	decide	what	kind	of	story	you	want	to	tell,	your	setting	should
be	one	of	the	first	decisions	you	make	and	feel	comfortable	with.

For	instance,	a	novel	I’m	currently	writing	has	a	German	U-boat	in	1945	as	one
of	its	settings.	I	knew	right	away	when	I	began	developing	my	story	I	was	going
to	 need	 to	 become	 pretty	 much	 of	 an	 expert	 on	 vintage	 submarines	 and
underwater	warfare.	No	problem;	 I	prepared	myself	by	doing	 the	 research.	No
way	was	I	going	to	start	the	first	chapter	and	realize	I	didn’t	know	a	ballast	tank
from	a	Biscay	cross.

You	need	to	make	the	same	decisions.	This	chapter	gives	a	few	pointers	to	help
you	out.

Words	of	Wisdom

What	you’re	trying	to	do	when	you	write	is	crowd	the	reader	out	of	his	own
space	and	occupy	it	with	yours,	in	a	good	cause.	You’re	trying	to	take	over
his	sensibility	and	deliver	an	experience	that	moves	from	mere	information.

—Robert	Stone



In	General

Before	 we	 get	 into	 details,	 I’m	 going	 to	 give	 you	 a	 few	 general	 admonitions
about	setting.	These	are	the	things	you	should	keep	in	mind	most	of	the	time.



Balance

One	of	the	first	things	you	usually	do	when	you	write	your	novel	is	establish	the
setting.	There’s	some	art	and	some	craft	to	doing	this	without	letting	your	reader
realize	what	 you’re	 doing.	Once	 your	 story	 is	 up	 and	 running,	 it	will	 be	 a	 lot
easier	 to	 drop	 in	 additional	 details,	 new	 locations,	 and	 so	 on.	 But	 at	 the
beginning,	 you	 have	 to	 put	 a	 lot	 of	 information	 into	 the	 reader’s	 mind	 fairly
quickly	and	efficiently.

The	key	to	getting	the	right	amount	of	information	to	the	reader	is	balance.	You
want	 to	 strike	 an	 equilibrium	 between	 the	 action	 and	 dialogue	 and	 your
descriptive	 passages.	 That’s	 what	 setting	 is	 all	 about—description,	 which
inherently	slows	down	the	advance	of	the	story	itself.	It’s	easy:	Mix	your	action,
dialogue,	and	description	of	setting	so	you	don’t	have	any	overly	long	sections
of	any	of	them.

So	the	key	is	to	remember	to	use	your	passages	to	establish	or	reinforce	setting
as	 instruments	 of	 pacing.	 Use	 your	 scene-setting	 to	 break	 up	 long	 runs	 of
dialogue	or	action.	Then	you	can	get	creative	and	use	your	dialogue	and	action
to	set	the	scene.	Everything	starts	to	integrate	and	work	together	when	you	truly
understand	what	you’re	doing	and	why	you’re	doing	it.



Personality	Plus

If	your	setting	or	description	of	a	scene	can	support	and	enhance	the	personality
of	your	major	characters,	it	will	be	a	big	plus	all	around.	And	this	isn’t	as	tough
as	it	may	sound.

When	you	start	describing	a	setting,	think	carefully	about	the	items	and	“props”
you	can	mention,	and	decide	whether	or	not	they	contribute	to	a	fuller	picture	of
the	 person	 or	 group	who	will	 be	 populating	 the	 scene.	Let’s	 take	 a	 room	 in	 a
house,	for	example—if	it’s	the	main	character’s	“den”	or	office,	we	can	tell	a	lot
about	the	guy	just	by	running	down	a	short	inventory	of	the	things	in	the	room.

The	presence	of	many	bookcases	and	books	means	 that	he’s	educated,	erudite,
and	so	on.	The	absence	of	books	may	indicate	just	the	opposite.	What	about	the
pictures	on	 the	desk	of	 family	or	 a	 flouncy	girlfriend?	Either	photo	 suggests	 a
different	kind	of	guy,	 right?	What	can	you	 tell	 from	the	choice	of	décor	 in	 the
carpeting,	 the	 drapes,	 the	 amount	 of	 light?	 How	 about	 the	 artwork?	Does	 the
person	 like	 landscape	 realism,	 pictures	 of	 nautical	 stuff,	 ducks,	 or	 something
more	 abstract?	 Each	 choice	 tells	 you	 something	 different	 about	 the	 character.
The	same	 thing	goes	 for	 the	kind	of	car	he	drives	or	 the	places	he	goes	 to	 for
recreation.



This	Ain’t	No	Travel	Agency

There’s	no	question	that	a	book	with	a	strong	sense	of	place	provides	plenty	of
anchors	for	the	reader.	Knowing	where	you	are	is	basic	to	a	good	story.	But	be
careful.	New	novelists	have	a	tendency	to	overwhelm	the	reader	with	everything
they	know	about	every	new	setting	they	introduce.

Too	much	detail	becomes	intrusive.	The	last	thing	you	want	is	for	big	chunks	of
your	 novel	 to	 be	 nothing	 more	 than	 overcooked	 travel	 agency	 brochures.
Remember,	there’s	a	big	difference	between	subtle	and	obvious,	and	you	always
want	to	be	leaning	toward	the	former.



Research	Versus	Experience

Writers	argue	about	 this	 topic	endlessly.	Not	as	 fiercely	as	 the	creationists	and
the	evolutionaries	maybe,	but	the	debate	has	many	proponents	on	both	sides.

Some	writers	are	very	faithful	 to	 the	old,	hoary	dictum:	Write	what	you	know.
They	adhere	to	it	so	religiously	that	they	wouldn’t	dream	of	setting	a	novel	in	a
city	or	(the	audacity!)	another	country	they’d	never	seen.	A	few	basic	problems
with	 this	 philosophy	 is	 that	 some	writers	 are	 (a)	 young	 and/or	 (b)	 untraveled,
which	means	they	haven’t	been	around	temporally	or	geographically	enough	to
know	much	about	anything	.	So	that	begs	the	question:	Should	they	be	writing	at
all?	And	the	answer	is	always	a	resounding	yes.

You	 have	 to	 write	 about	 what	 you	 know,	 because	 everyone	 has	 unique
experiences	 that	 make	 each	 novel	 a	 singular	 piece	 of	 work.	 But	 you’re	 also
going	to	need	to	do	research.

If	 you’ve	 lived	 in	 the	Midwest	 all	 your	 life	 and	 your	main	 character	 needs	 to
take	a	business	jaunt	to	Manhattan,	you’re	going	to	need	to	know	enough	about
New	York	to	convince	your	readers	your	character	actually	made	the	trip.	New
York	is	one	of	those	cities	that	is	so	textured	and	so	much	its	own	differentiated
town,	that	no	writer	is	going	to	try	to	fake	it	…	because	most	readers	have	been
seeing	 it	 as	 a	 setting	on	 countless	TV	programs	all	 their	 lives.	So	 if	 you	 set	 a
scene	 or	 book	 in	New	York,	make	 sure	 you	 know	what	 you’re	 talking	 about.
Looking	at	city	streets	as	background	in	cop	shows	is	not	research,	okay?

The	trick	is	to	learn	a	lot	more	than	you	need	to	pull	off	the	illusion,	but	not	do	a
huge	 information-dump	on	 the	 reader	 that	makes	 it	 look	 like	you	 transferred	a
few	pages	from	the	encyclopedia	into	your	narrative.



Words	of	Wisdom

I	didn’t	invent	the	world	I	write	about—it’s	all	true.

—Graham	Greene



Kinds	of	Settings

When	you	work	on	setting,	you’re	like	an	artist	with	a	pretty	big	palette	at	hand.
The	components	of	a	well-realized	setting	should	blend	in	and	out	of	each	other,
and	 never	 fight	 for	 dominance.	Aspects	 of	 setting	 are	most	 conspicuous	when
they’re	 totally	 absent,	 when	 the	 writer	 simply	 forgot	 to	 include	 them.	 If
everything’s	there,	working	in	a	nice	complementary	balance,	the	reader	absorbs
the	setting	and	doesn’t	even	realize	that	it	happened.

That’s	the	subtle	effect	you’re	looking	for.	So	let’s	examine	the	kinds	of	settings
you	should	always	work	on.



Place

This	type	of	setting	is	the	most	obvious	one.	It’s	the	basic	stage	where	you	will
set	 every	 scene.	 Exteriors	 and	 interiors	 can	 be	 very	 different	 and	will	 require
different	cues.	Be	mindful	of	architecture	versus	natural	formations,	colors	and
saturation	points,	comparisons	and	contrast	to	other	known	locations,	and	so	on.
Train	 yourself	 to	 observe	 every	 place	 you	 go	 to,	 and	 try	 to	 force	 yourself	 to
notice	things	that	no	one	else	is	looking	for.	It	doesn’t	matter	if	you’re	just	doing
the	usual	 run	 to	 the	grocery	and	 the	Wal-Mart	…	keep	your	eyes	open.	Places
have	 other,	 less	 obvious	 aspects,	 especially	 if	 they’re	 historically	 significant;
think	about	what	they	might	be	and	how	they	will	color	your	perceptions.	I	can
remember	 visiting	 the	 Tower	 of	 London	 and	 experiencing	 several	 unexpected
reactions	because	I	had	a	subset	of	historical	knowledge	about	the	place.

Providing	the	reader	with	a	solid	sense	of	place	is	an	ongoing	exercise.	As	you
proceed	 chapter	 by	 chapter,	 be	mindful	 to	 include	more	 and	more	 detail	 each
time	you	return	to	the	same	scene.	It’s	that	subtle	layering	effect	that	reinforces
the	mental	images	the	reader	willingly	constructs	with	just	a	little	prodding.	Just
remember:	It’s	more	than	just	simple	descriptive	writing.	You	imbue	a	sense	of
place	in	the	reader	in	an	effort	to	achieve	specific	effects.

Tom’s	Tips

An	effective	way	to	keep	your	story	and	your	use	of	setting	fresh	is	to	turn
things	 inside	out.	Take	 the	most	predictable	 situation	or	 scene	and	do	 the
old	 switcheroo.	 Mix	 things	 up	 and	 see	 what	 kind	 of	 new,	 surprising
variations	 you	 can	 achieve.	 Instead	 of	 a	 Scottish	 castle,	 see	 if	 a	 Malibu



Canyon	mansion	might	make	things	less	recognizable.

“Switching	 up”	 the	 expected	 or	 traditional	 settings	 can	 definitely	 bring	 some
additional	 originality	 to	 your	 story.	 In	 an	 early	 horror	 novel	 of	 mine,	 Night
Things,	 I	 deliberately	went	 against	 type,	 and	 set	 the	 story	 in	 the	 harsh,	 bright
sunlight	of	an	Arizona	desert	town	instead	of	a	cold,	dank	New	England	village
somewhere	in	Maine	or	New	Hampshire.	I	wanted	to	see	if	I	could	tell	a	small-
town	horror	tale	without	the	traditional	tropes	at	work.



Time

Is	 your	 scene	 taking	place	during	 the	day	or	 night?	Right	 there,	 your	 decision
will	 bring	 an	 entire	 set	 of	 variables.	 Daylight	 suggests	 a	 certain	 openness,
honesty,	and	an	inability	to	hide.	The	dark	of	night	ushers	in	caution,	suspicion,
and	 fear	 of	 what	 may	 be	 contained	 in	 shadow.	 Your	 use	 of	 sidereal	 time	 is
clearly	important	to	the	general	impression	you	want	to	convey.

Seasons	 also	 carry	 with	 them	 a	 subset	 of	 impressions	 and	 cues.	 Summer	 is
carefree	 and	 inviting,	 while	 winter	 is	 reclusive	 and	 foreboding.	 Spring	 is
traditionally	a	time	of	rebirth	and	renewal,	while	autumn	can	be	a	metaphor	for
impending	 change,	 or	 even	 death.	Many	 writers	 set	 their	 novels	 in	 a	 specific
season	by	design,	not	just	convenience,	to	convey	certain	impressions.

You	also	want	to	be	aware	of	the	passage	of	time.	This	is	a	key	element	in	the
way	you	pace	the	action.	Does	the	entire	novel	take	place	within	a	single	day?	A
week?	A	year?	These	are	decisions	 that,	once	made,	will	dictate	how	and	how
well	you	use	the	concept	of	time.



Mood

This	aspect	of	setting	is	related	to	the	tone	and	the	style	of	your	novel,	as	well	as
the	 other	 aspects	 of	 setting.	 A	 mystery	 novel	 wants	 to	 establish	 a	 mood	 of
caution	 and	 vigilance.	 A	 romance	 novel	 should	 strive	 for	 a	 sense	 of	 gentle
adventure	 and	 hopeful-ness.	 A	 global	 thriller,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 is	 probably
going	to	work	best	when	the	mood	is	more	tersely	urgent	and	full	of	paranoia.	A
skillful	writer	can	control	mood	by	using	the	other	elements	of	setting	to	suggest
and	imply	rather	than	just	baldly	state	what	the	reader	should	be	feeling.



Atmosphere

Atmosphere	 is	 closely	 connected	 to	 the	previous	 components	 because	 all	 three
contribute	 to	 create	 it.	 It’s	 the	 most	 abstract	 part	 of	 a	 book’s	 setting,	 and
something	you	can’t	just	describe	or	declare.	It’s	more	of	a	gradual	compilation
of	details	that	build	up	to	create	the	proper	emotional	and	physical	climate.

A	novel	like	Shogun	successfully	creates	an	atmosphere	of	intrigue	and	a	sense
of	the	totally	alien	because	its	author	is	able	to	make	us	believe	in	his	setting	of
feudal	 Japan.	 Slowly,	 the	 reader	 is	 introduced	 to	 a	 culture	 and	 a	 cast	 of
unpredictable	and	inscrutable	characters.	The	atmosphere	is	unsettling	and	wary,
but	the	reader	learns	to	not	only	accept	this	setting,	but	also	enjoy	it.

To	 best	 understand	 atmosphere,	 think	 of	 it	 as	 a	 part	 of	 the	 setting	 that	makes
your	readers	feel	something—unease,	fear,	joy,	curiosity,	anger,	etc.



Techniques

Now	 that	 you	 have	 a	 handle	 on	 the	 variety	 of	 ways	 in	 which	 setting	 can	 be
established	 and	 employed,	 I	 think	we	 should	 spend	 a	 little	 time	 on	 the	 actual
how-to	 end	 of	 creating	 believable	 settings	 that	 underscore	 the	 rest	 of	 your
narrative.



Use	of	Detail

I	 hinted	 at	 use	of	 detail	 previously	when	 I	 asked	you	 to	keep	your	 eyes	open.
What	I	meant	was	this:	Pay	attention	to	 the	extra	aspects	of	your	environment.
When	you’re	in	a	church	with	the	walls	that	have	been	decorated	with	thousands
of	tiny	mosaic	tiles,	think	about	how	long	it	may	have	taken	a	craftsman	to	lay
them	 in	 so	 perfectly.	 When	 you	 stop	 along	 a	 hiking	 trail,	 try	 to	 notice	 how
insistent	the	voice	of	a	distant	waterfall	or	rapids-churning	river	may	cut	through
the	silence	of	the	forest.	Or	reflect	on	the	way	a	newly	polished	auto	bends	and
reflects	the	light	like	a	fun-house	mirror.

Pay	 attention.	Add	 details	 to	 your	 descriptions	 to	 enhance	 rather	 than	 dull	 the
perceptions	 of	 your	 reader.	 Don’t	 use	 details	 just	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 piling	 up
images.	Be	certain	that	your	details	do	their	job.



Sense	Impressions

I	remember	hearing	a	writer	on	a	convention	panel	say	that	he	tried	to	include	at
least	 one	 sense	 impression	 per	 page	 of	 every	 novel	 he	 wrote.	 At	 the	 time,	 it
struck	me	as	a	pretty	tough	self-assignment,	and	I	didn’t	know	how	successful	he
was.	But	it	also	struck	me	as	a	good	idea,	and	one	that	would	surely	enrich	most
novels—as	long	as	the	writer	didn’t	become	repetitive.

Most	 writers	 don’t	 bother	 with	 the	 visuals:	 color,	 size,	 and	 comparisons	 with
other	objects.	But	you	generally	see	even	less	use	of	smell	and	taste.	The	sense
of	smell	can	be	very	evocative,	especially	when	you	want	to	capture	a	memory
from	childhood.	For	instance,	the	smell	of	crayons	and	chalk	erasers	will	always
make	me	think	of	the	first	day	I	walked	into	my	first-grade	classroom.	The	sense
of	 taste	 is	 less	 easy	 to	 employ	because	 you	 can’t	 have	 your	 characters	 licking
everything,	but	you	should	use	it	whenever	feasible.	It	adds	to	the	entire	scenic
experience.

The	 other	 sense	 impressions	 that	 are	 even	 less	 tapped	 include	 touch	 and	 the
extrasensory	 areas.	 As	 part	 of	 your	 “paying	 attention”	 regimen,	 you	 have	 to
notice	the	texture	of	objects,	the	way	they	resemble	other,	more	familiar	objects.
Softness,	hardness,	appealing,	and	repugnant	tactile	sensations	are	all	things	that
add	to	the	set.	And	don’t	forget	to	use	premonition—when	a	character	gets	a	bad
feeling	 about	 a	 future	 event—or	 a	 clairvoyant	moment	 when	 someone	 knows
what’s	going	on	at	a	different	location	in	the	novel.	I	recall	one	of	Trevanian’s
characters	 having	 a	 “proximity”	 sense	 that	 told	 him	 when	 someone	 was
stealthily	 approaching.	 It	was	 a	 fascinating	 little	 detail	 that	 increased	 suspense
and	mood.



Avoiding	Clichés

The	 house	 was	 quiet	 as	 the	 grave.	 The	 athlete	 was	 quick	 as	 a	 cat.	 The	 wind
howled	through	the	dark	and	stormy	night.

There	are	literally	hundreds	of	examples	of	overused,	overly	familiar	descriptive
phrases,	 and	 I	 don’t	 need	 to	 take	 up	 space	 with	 too	 many	 of	 them.	 You	 can
recognize	 them	 as	 easily	 as	 I	 can	 when	 you	 read	 them	 in	 other	 books.	 The
problem	seems	to	“rear	 its	ugly	head”	(hey,	 there’s	another	one!)	when	writers
use	them	in	their	own	work	and	become	suddenly	blind	to	the	offense.

The	plain	fact	is:	Using	clichéd	language	in	setting	a	scene	is	just	plain	lazy.	It
sends	the	wrong	message	to	the	reader—that	you’re	not	interested	in	being	fresh
and	original.	And	that’s	bad	news	for	you.	If	you’re	a	new	novelist,	you	want	to
make	the	best	possible	first	impression.

One	of	the	best	opening	sentences	I’ve	ever	read	was	written	by	Joe	Lansdale	for
his	story	“The	Big	Blow,”	which	appeared	 in	Revelations,	 an	anthology	edited
by	Douglas	Winter.	 It	 set	 the	scene	 in	a	wildly	original	manner,	and	 I’ll	never
forget	it.	I’m	also	not	going	to	spoil	it	here.	You’ll	have	to	find	it	in	the	library	or
on	the	Internet.	Then,	let	me	know	if	you	agree	with	me.

A	Likely	Story

Some	 fascinating	 and	memorable	 novels	 have	 employed	 their	 settings	 as
major	 characters	 in	 the	 narratives.	You	 see	 it	 primarily	 in	 science	 fiction
and	historical	 thrillers.	But	what	 about	 a	 story	 in	which	 the	 setting	 is	 the
studio	of	a	reality	TV	show	where	the	participants	have	been	“accidentally”
locked	in,	with	everything	in	the	studio	still	running,	after	all	the	crew	went
home	 for	 the	weekend?	How	much	of	what	 happens	 is	 controlled	by	 this
faceless	character,	the	studio	itself?



Character	Perception

A	very	clever	way	to	inject	setting	into	your	narrative	is	to	filter	the	description
through	 the	 viewpoint	 of	 several	 of	 your	major	 characters.	You	 can	 do	 this	 if
you’re	writing	a	first-person	narrative	or	a	multiple	viewpoint	novel.

The	nice	thing	about	conveying	detail	through	a	particular	character	is	that	you
give	yourself	a	great	opportunity	to	color	those	perceptions	of	the	setting	through
your	character’s	personality-filter.	By	shading	details	through	your	protagonist’s
bag	of	bias,	fears,	preferences,	and	experiences,	the	reader	gets	to	know	him	or
her	just	a	little	better	with	every	new	opportunity	to	add	to	the	setting.



Some	Tricks	to	Creating	Believable	Settings

We’ve	all	read	novels	where	the	author	has	chosen	just	the	right	amount	of	detail
to	 convince	 you	 he	 really	 knows	 what	 he’s	 talking	 about.	 And	 when	 that
happens,	the	reader	is	hooked	for	the	whole	ride.	That’s	the	kind	of	writing	we
all	want	to	have	working	for	us.

Robert	Ludlum	was	a	writer	who	used	 to	do	 that	consistently;	he	possessed	an
encyclopedic	knowledge	of	European	geography	and	an	innate	understanding	of
how	 contemporary	 history	 had	 shaped	 the	 geopolitical	 landscape	 of	 the	 late
twentieth	century.	He	had	a	way	of	dropping	in	a	detail	about	a	Zurich	bank	and
the	way	the	tellers	addressed	their	clients,	or	the	distinctive	color	of	the	water	in
a	particular	lake	in	Italy	that	told	you	this	guy	had	the	goods.	You	could	believe
him	completely.

I	can	show	you	how	to	make	your	readers	believe	you,	too.	What	follows	are	a
few	 techniques	 guaranteed	 to	 make	 your	 settings	 as	 vibrant,	 original,	 and
credible	as	the	best	of	us.

•	Ask	your	friends.	The	longer	you	stay	in	the	business	of	writing	and
publishing,	the	more	conventions,	panels,	and	seminars	you’ll	attend.	That
means	you’ll	be	meeting	writers	who	live	in	a	lot	of	other	places	around	the
country.	That’s	a	good	thing	because	you	can	call	and	ask	them	questions
about	 their	 city	or	 part	 of	 the	 country	 if	 you’re	 setting	 a	 scene	 there,	 and
that	will	make	you	look	like	an	expert.	You	can	get	 the	name	of	 the	local
supermarket	 chain,	 the	 best	 place	 to	 get	 a	 steak	 dinner,	 whether	 or	 not
locals	call	it	an	ice	cream	sundae	or	a	frappé,	and	so	on.

The	 result	 is	 a	 wonderful	 information	 network,	 and	 your	 readers	 will
wonder	how	you	can	possibly	know	all	those	neat	little	convincing	details.
Hey,	we’ll	never	tell	….

•	Keep	everything	when	you	travel.	I’ve	been	fortunate	to	do	a	lot	of
traveling	over	the	years,	both	in	the	States	and	on	several	other	continents.
And	 whenever	 I	 do,	 I	 load	 up	 on	 maps,	 postcards,	 hotel	 and	 restaurant
stationary	 and	 match-books,	 brochures	 on	 transportation	 services,	 unique



brands	of	coffee,	liquor,	gasoline,	and	so	on.	I	have	file	drawers	and	shelves
full	of	travel	information,	which	I	often	shuffle	through	to	find	that	perfect
Ludlum-esque	detail	that’s	going	to	seal	the	deal	for	me	and	my	readers.

•	 Timetables	 of	 history.	 If	 you’re	 doing	 anything	 historical,
employing	 a	 flashback	 or	 needing	 details	 to	 enhance	 an	 old	 letter,
manuscript,	or	anything	else	connected	to	the	past,	I	have	a	great	reference
tool	 for	 you.	 It’s	 a	 big	 paperback	 book	 (you	 can	 usually	 find	 it	 in	 used
bookstores	 for	 less	 than	 $10)	 called	The	Timetables	 of	History,	 edited	 by
Bernard	Grun.

This	book	 is	a	 record	of	human	achievement,	detailing	who	did	what	and
when	they	did	it,	from	4500	B.C.E.	to	the	present.	Divided	into	seven	major
categories	(history/politics;	religion/philosophy/learning;	visual	arts;	music;
science/	technology;	and	daily	life),	the	information	is	presented	in	easy-to-
read	columns	and	tables.	In	no	time,	you	have	a	handle	on	everything	that
was	going	on	at	 the	 time	your	characters	were	bopping	around.	How	else
are	you	going	to	know	that	the	hit	show	on	the	London	stage	in	1728	was
John	Gay’s	Beggar’s	Opera?

•	Video	rentals.	I	know	I	told	you	earlier	that	you’re	not	going	to	get	a
good	feel	for	a	city	by	watching	TV	cop	shows.	But	this	is	different.	These
days,	just	about	every	town	in	America	has	a	video	store,	and	if	they’re	big
enough,	 they	 have	 a	 “travel”	 section	 with	 tons	 of	 videos	 that	 provide	 a
fairly	complete	picture	of	just	about	any	city	or	country	in	the	world.	If	you
have	a	big	cable	TV	package,	you	probably	have	The	Travel	Channel	(right
alongside	 The	 Cooking	 Channel,	 The	 Garage	 Tool	 Channel,	 and	 so	 on),
which	 is	 also	 a	 great	 resource	 for	 getting	 a	 quick	 distillation	 of	 faraway
places	 you	 may	 never	 see	 in	 person,	 but	 that	 would	 make	 interesting
settings	for	your	novels.	If	all	else	fails,	check	the	video	collection	at	your
local	library.

The	Plot	Thickens!

A	young	man	visits	an	eccentric	Balkan	nobleman	at	his	family	estate.	He
suspects	things	are	not	as	they	seem	and	eventually	falls	into	league	with	a
physician	who	 believes	 he	 has	 discovered	 evidence	 of	 the	 existence	 of	 a
terrible	monster.	This	is	one	of	the	great	novels	of	atmosphere,	mood,	and
exotic	locale.



—Dracula	by	Bram	Stoker



Other	Considerations

Okay,	I’m	almost	ready	to	put	a	lid	on	this	one,	but	I	have	more	points	to	make
your	awareness	and	use	of	setting	even	more	effective.	You’ve	probably	noticed
that	some	of	the	topics	we’re	discussing	are	beginning	to	overlap;	that	is	because
so	many	 elements	 of	 the	 novel	 depend	 on	 each	 other.	 Things	 like	 Pacing	 and
Balance	may	also	be	examined	later,	but	with	a	different	perspective.



Pacing	and	Balance

I	 plan	 to	 get	 into	 this	 topic	 in	Chapter	 10,	 but	 for	 now	you	 should	 at	 least	 be
aware	of	how	the	pacing	of	your	novel	can	be	controlled	in	part	by	your	use	of
setting.	Pacing	is	basically	just	you	developing	a	sense	of	symmetry	or	balance
as	you	lay	out	your	story.	Try	to	keep	too	many	scenes	from	taking	place	in	the
same	 setting.	 By	 changing	 the	 landscape	 or	 locale,	 or	 alternating	 the	 action
among	several	major	sets,	you	achieve	a	nice	cinematic	effect	that	keeps	things
moving.



Inside	Out

Another	thing	to	do	is	ask	yourself	if	the	settings	you’ve	chosen	are	too	familiar.
Is	 the	desert	highway	 truck	stop	 in	 the	Southwest	 really	 the	best	place	 to	have
your	 villain	 catch	 up	with	 your	 heroine?	Are	 you	 really	 going	 to	wrap	 up	 the
action	with	 a	 big	 fight	 scene	 in	 yet	 another	 conveniently	 abandoned	 industrial
complex	of	warehouses	and	assembly	buildings?

A	 little	 self-critical	 analysis	 can	go	a	 long	way.	 If	your	 story	 really	needs	 that
familiar	location,	then	ask	yourself	if	there’s	any	way	you	can	change	things	up.
Reshuffle	 the	deck	and	make	your	 truck	stop	somehow	different.	 (Hey,	maybe
it’s	one	 that’s	designed	 to	attract	women	 truckers?)	But	be	careful—don’t	 turn
things	inside	out	if	there’s	no	logic	behind	your	moves.	Remember	what	we	said
about	plot,	which	applies	here	equally:	Things	have	to	make	sense.



Placenames

If	you	are	using	fictional	settings,	pay	attention	to	the	names	you	decide	to	give
them.	Just	as	names	are	important	in	characters,	they	can	also	carry	extra	freight.
In	general,	avoid	town	names	like	Newport,	Middleton,	Union	City,	and	all	the
other	 bland,	 overly	 recognizable	 handles.	 Unless	 you	 have	 a	 distinct	 and
meaningful	reason	for	wanting	to	suggest	a	bland,	nothing	of	a	town,	don’t	do	it.

It’s	far	better	to	be	evocative,	if	possible,	without	being	obvious	or	sophomoric.
There’s	 a	 difference	 between	 having	 your	 characters	 pulling	 up	 for	 gas	 in
Calamity,	Nevada,	and	having	them	attend	Knucklehead	High.	Sometimes	it’s	a
thin	line,	but	there	is	a	difference.



Recurring	Scenes

Sometimes	you	may	come	up	with	a	setting	 that	 is	so	weird,	so	symbolic,	you
can	 use	 it	 for	 dramatic	 effect	 all	 on	 its	 own.	 In	 this	 instance,	 you	 can	make	 a
particularly	 unique	 setting	 more	 than	 just	 a	 location,	 but	 perhaps	 a	 powerful
symbol.	 If	 you	 have	 a	 compelling	 setting,	 you	 can	 craft	 powerful	 scenes	 in
which	your	characters	are	being	drawn	to	 it.	Stephen	King’s	Pet	Sematary	 is	a
great	 example	 of	 this	 because	 the	 pet	 “sematary”	 is	 so	 unique	 and	 strange—
unlike	anything	you’ve	ever	seen	before.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	Setting	can	be	just	as	important	to	the	success	of	your	novel	as	your
characters	or	your	plot.	Your	readers	must	believe	everything	you	tell	them
about	your	locations.

•	Setting	is	not	just	place—it’s	also	time,	mood,	and	atmosphere.	You
need	to	establish	awareness	and	control	of	all	of	these	elements.

•	 Use	 plenty	 of	 sense	 impressions	 to	 convey	 a	 total	 “feel”	 for	 your
scenes	and	settings.	It’s	important	to	place	your	characters	and	your	reader
in	the	midst	of	your	sets.

•	Avoid	the	overly	familiar.	Strive	to	be	original	in	your	inventions	and
borrowings.	When	you	give	 readers	more	 than	 they	expect,	 they	 love	you
all	the	more.



Chapter	9

Dialogue—You	Gotta	Have	an	Ear	for	It

In	This	Chapter

•	Making	dialogue	work	for	you

•	All	kinds	of	ways	to	say	it

•	Style	and	execution

•	Tricks,	techniques,	and	things	to	avoid

Years	 ago,	 when	 I	 used	 to	 read	 the	 slush	 pile	 for	 a	 couple	 of	 science	 fiction
magazines,	I	 learned	a	lot	about	what	comprised	good	writing	and	bad	writing,
and	how	to	spot	each	quickly.	One	of	the	first	was	incompetent	dialogue.	When
a	writer	doesn’t	have	his	 characters	 speaking	 in	a	 convincing	 fashion,	 it	 sticks
out	like	the	hood	ornament	on	a	LaSalle.

So	 right	 about	 now,	 you	 might	 want	 to	 be	 saying:	 “Hey,	 c’mon,	 is	 dialogue
really	that	important?”

“You	betcha,”	I	say.

“Okay,	so	whaddya	gonna	tell	me	about	it?”

“Plenty.	So	listen	up	…”



Generally	Speaking

Good	dialogue	is	absolutely	essential	in	any	fiction,	but	especially	the	novel.	A
writer	who	handles	his	characters’	conversations	with	skill	and	confidence	will
be	very	readable.	Your	audience	will	 identify	with	people	they	can	understand,
and	 that’s	 what	 writing	 dialogue	 is	 all	 about—connecting	 characters	 with
readers.



Easy	Reading

For	one	thing,	dialogue	looks	inviting	on	the	page.	It	is	open,	airy,	with	a	lot	of
white	 space	 which	 connotes	 plenty	 of	 room	 for	 pause	 and	 thought.	 There	 is
nothing	more	 daunting	 than	 to	 flip	 through	 a	 book	 and	 see	 page	 after	 endless
page	 of	 dense,	 thickly	 worded	 paragraphs.	 I’ve	 noticed	 the	 novels	 of	 many
contemporary	South	American	writers	have	this	general	appearance—not	much
dialogue	at	all.	Novels	like	that	don’t	look	like	a	fun	read.	They	suggest	a	slow,
plodding	effort	that	means	real	work.

As	 soon	 as	 it’s	 introduced,	 dialogue	 makes	 a	 novel	 more	 accessible.
Conversation	 and	 speech	 are	 universal	 to	most	 of	 us	 and	we	 don’t	 need	 to	 be
schooled	on	it,	or	prepared	for	it.	Readers	understand	and	accept	it	immediately,
unconsciously.	If	it	sounds	right,	they	never	question	it.



Keep	It	Moving

When	you	can	integrate	your	dialogue	into	your	narrative	passages,	you’ll	notice
right	away	how	much	faster	 things	seem	to	be	going.	There’s	a	kind	of	kinetic
energy	of	give-and-take	in	the	conversation	between	characters	that	acts	like	an
engine,	always	moving	forward.

You	should	use	this	innate	characteristic,	especially	in	your	opening	chapters,	to
pull	your	readers	into	the	story	and	keep	them	there.



The	Real	World

Another	 aspect	 of	 good,	 effective	 dialogue	 is	 its	 proximity	 to	 the	way	 people
really	talk.	But	it’s	a	fine	line	to	walk,	because	if	you	attempt	to	recreate	in	toto
the	words	of	real	people	in	their	everyday	exchanges,	you	will	be	dealing	with	a
lot	of	quoted	passages	that	are	largely	incomprehensible.

Real	 speech	 is	 often	 very	 fragmented.	 The	 next	 time	 you’re	 out	 in	 the
neighborhood	at	a	restaurant,	a	store,	a	subway,	or	anywhere	else	where	people
are	 interacting,	do	a	 little	old-fashioned	eavesdropping.	Try	 to	be	subtle,	make
believe	 you’re	 doing	 something	 else,	 like	 reading	 or	 working	 a	 crossword
puzzle,	but	zone	in	on	the	conversations	around	you.

You’ll	 notice	 pretty	 quickly	 that	 most	 of	 us	 tend	 to	 talk	 in	 a	 kind	 of	 verbal
shorthand.	It’s	very	informal,	and	marked	by	pauses	for	breath,	laughter,	a	lack
of	the	correct	 term,	the	ever-present	“uh,”	etc.	People	also	tend	to	speak	in	 the
present,	even	if	they’re	describing	something	that	already	happened	(“…	So	my
boss	 says:	 ‘Okay,	 who	 left	 the	 lights	 on	 again	 in	 the	 copy	 room?’	 and	 I	 say:
‘King	Kong,	you	dummy!’”).

You’ll	also	notice	a	peppering	of	mild	profanities,	slang,	contractions	of	words
ending	 in	 “ing,”	 and	 a	 distinct	 lack	 of	 the	mention	 of	 names.	 This	 last	 one	 is
interesting,	 because	 you’ll	 often	 see	 characters	 named	 in	 written	 dialogue—
writers	think	it’s	a	slick	trick	for	letting	us	know	who’s	talking	to	whom,	but	it’s
not.

Tom’s	Tips



You	need	 to	 have	 an	 ear	 for	 dialogue,	 of	 course.	But	 if	 you	 also	want	 to
develop	an	eye,	read	a	lot	of	plays,	or	at	least	enough	to	get	you	accustomed
to	the	rigor	of	telling	a	story	primarily	through	dialogue,	which	a	play	must
do	at	its	most	basic	level.	Professional	plays	tend	to	contain	dialogue	that	is
economical	 and	 freighted	 with	 tension	 and	 power—all	 good	 things	 you
should	know	how	to	employ	when	your	characters	open	their	mouths.



Hard-Working	Words

Dialogue	serves	many	functions	in	your	novel,	and	most	of	them	are	things	you
probably	 never	 think	 about.	 That’s	 because	 dialogue	 is	 such	 a	 natural	 and
expected	part	of	storytelling.	You	need	to	make	yourself	aware	of	the	many	tasks
your	dialogue	can	simplify	for	you.

•	Exposition.	This	is	just	a	fancy	way	of	saying	that	your	characters’
words	 can	 be	 a	 quick,	 efficient	 way	 to	 impart	 information	 about	 what’s
happened	 “offstage”	 or	 before	 the	 action	 of	 the	 novel	 commenced
(sometimes	called	the	backstory),	about	any	historical	elements,	and	so	on.

•	Setting	the	mood.	Each	scene	has	its	own	mood	and	tone,	or	“feel,”
and	you	can	use	dialogue	to	help	create	this	by	having	your	characters	talk
about	 something	 that	 will	 evoke	 a	 particular	 mood.	 Mentioning	 an	 old
spooky	legend	will	set	up	feelings	of	fear	or	suspicion	in	the	reader,	just	as
the	description	of	a	handsome	stranger	could	suggest	starry-eyed	romance
and	 anticipation.	 Or	 what	 about	 an	 exchange	 of	 dialogue	 where	 the
characters	 are	 insulting	 or	 threatening	 one	 another?	 That	 creates	 an
immediate	mood	and	tone	that	implies	danger,	trouble,	or	tension.

•	Revealing	character.	Have	you	ever	heard	those	radio	commercials
warning	us	 that	“People	 judge	you	by	 the	way	you	speak”	(and	 then	urge
you	 to	 buy	 their	 vocabulary	 builder,	 or	 whatever	 …)?	 They’re	 actually
right,	 you	 know.	Speech	 patterns,	 vocabulary,	 and	 grammar	 can	 tell	 a	 lot
about	a	person,	in	a	very	short	amount	of	time	and	space.

If	 your	 character	 is	 a	 construction	 worker,	 his	 dialogue	 should	 be
differentiated	 from	 that	 of	 the	 physician.	 Sometimes	 a	 character’s
occupation	 can	 be	 revealed	 and	 reinforced	 through	 dialogue.	 A	 career
military	man	may	 have	 his	 speech	 colored	 by	 armed	 service	 phrases	 and
buzzwords.	A	college	professor	may	have	a	 tendency	to	use	words	a	 little
too	lofty	for	everyday	use.

The	major	point	here	is	to	be	aware	of	who	your	characters	are	and	listen	to
the	words	they	employ.	Ask	yourself:	“Would	they	really	talk	like	this?”

If	the	answer	is	“Maybe	not,”	then	you	need	to	work	on	your	dialogue.



•	Individualizing.	This	is	closely	related	to	character,	and	is	a	simple,
effective	way	 to	make	your	 character	 stand	out	 from	 the	 crowd.	Through
dialogue,	 you	 can	 give	 him	 or	 her	 a	 habitual	 speech	 mannerism,	 or	 a
favorite	phrase,	that	becomes	a	familiar	and	comfortable	identifier.	Maybe
the	hero’s	sidekick	always	has	a	habit	of	saying	“believe-you-me”	when	he
wants	 to	 emphasize	 something.	Or	maybe	 the	 antagonist	 likes	 to	describe
troublesome	 things	 as	 “unsavory.”	 You	 can	 also	 indicate	 attributes	 and
“character	type”	by	using	terms	that	help	root	a	

Words	of	Wisdom

I	don’t	have	a	very	clear	idea	of	who	the	characters	are	until	they	start
talking.

—Joan	Didion

character	in	a	particular	region	of	the	country.	A	soft	drink	in	Boston	is
called	a	“tonic,”	but	it’s	a	“soda”	in	the	Carolinas.	See	how	it	works?

These	 are	 simple	 examples	 of	 countless	ways	 to	 spice	up	your	 characters
and	make	 them	 less	 ordinary	 and	more	 believable.	 Keep	 this	 function	 in
mind,	and	your	characters	will	thank	you	for	it.

•	Tension.	Dialogue	 tends	 to	 be	most	 compelling	when	 it	 conveys	 a
sense	that	something	is	wrong.	Think	about	it.	If	you	overhear	two	people
talking	 about	 something	 they	 both	 like,	 or	 discussing	 a	 topic	 they	 totally
agree	 on,	 their	 conversation	 is	 usually	 nowhere	 near	 as	 intriguing	 as	 the
dialogue	between	two	people	who	disagree.

That’s	because	disagreement	suggests	tension,	or	worse,	conflict.	If	you’ve



been	 reading	my	 chapters	 consecutively,	 you’ll	 remember	 that	 conflict	 is
the	 essence	 of	 storytelling,	 and	 the	 basis	 for	 most	 plots.	 So	 if	 you	 can
arrange	 for	 your	 dialogue	 to	 convey	 some	 of	 that	 dramatic	 tension	 or
outright	conflict,	you’re	deepening	the	texture	of	your	narrative	and	pulling
the	reader	in.

You	 can	 also	 use	 dialogue	 to	 increase	 tension	 and	 create	 suspense	 by
foreshortening	information	one	character	may	be	telling	another.	Either	by
interruption	 or	 design,	whatever	 your	 dialogue	 provides	 or	withholds	 can
torque	up	the	tension	in	your	story.



It	Takes	All	Kinds

Although	there	aren’t	any	hard	and	fast	delineations	of	dialogue	into	formalized
“types,”	 I	 think	 it’s	 worth	 looking	 at	 the	 variety	 of	 ways	 in	 which	 your
characters	 can	 talk.	 And	 again,	 the	 method	 you	 choose	 should	 match	 the
character’s	other	traits.



Standard	English

Your	 average	 character	 will	 be	 speaking	 standard	 English—the	 language	 and
style	 we	 hear	 every	 day	 on	 radio,	 TV,	 and	 in	 the	 world	 of	 commerce	 and
education.	In	that	sense,	it’s	a	speaking	style	that	becomes	kind	of	“invisible”	to
us.	We	accept	 it	 as	a	conveyor	of	 information,	but	 it	doesn’t	draw	attention	 to
itself.

This	 is	 the	kind	of	dialogue	we	normally	see	employed	 in	novels.	 If	you	 learn
how	to	write	it	well,	no	one	will	ever	notice	…	and	that’s	a	good	thing.



Dialects

A	dialect	is	a	variant	of	any	language	that	is	usually	associated	with	geographic
or	socioeconomic	factors.	The	first	time	I	drove	around	the	country,	I	remember
stopping	at	a	little	gas	station	in	Georgia	and	the	attendant	asked	me	if	th’all	was
okay.	I	had	no	idea	what	he	was	talking	about,	and	after	a	few	minutes	I	dumbly
realized	he	was	talking	about	“the	oil,”	which	a	mid-Atlantic	person	pronounces
oy-uhl.

This	is	dialect.	It’s	difficult	to	capture	in	print	unless	you	have	a	finely	attuned
ear	for	it	and	a	knack	for	depicting	it	with	phonetics	that	aren’t	conspicuous.	If
this	sounds	like	I’m	saying	to	use	dialect	sparingly,	I	guess	I	am.	In	other	words,
it’s	not	for	everybody.	Some	writers	can	pull	it	off	and	some	can’t.	My	advice	is
to	let	your	editor	tell	you	if	you’re	any	good	at	it,	and	whether	or	not	you	need	it
to	enhance	a	particular	character.

And	just	in	passing,	I	should	note	there’s	also	a	distinct	difference	between	the
way	English	is	spoken	in	the	United	States	and	the	way	it	is	spoken	in	the	United
Kingdom.	 During	 my	 first	 visit	 to	 London,	 I	 remember	 seeing	 a	 sign	 in	 a
restaurant	that	said:

English	Spoken	Here.	American	Understood.

That	kind	of	says	it	all,	don’t	you	think?



Monologue

Monologue	 is	 another	distinct	 type	of	dialogue	 that	 is	 really	 just	one	character
talking—hence	the	prefix	“mono.”	It	occurs	when	one	of	your	characters	needs
to	 make	 a	 speech,	 a	 proclamation,	 or	 that	 most	 literary	 of	 monologues,	 the
soliloquy.

This	 is	 specialized	 dialogue	 of	which	 you	must	 be	wary.	 If	 too	many	 of	 your
characters	are	launching	into	long,	singular	passages	of	exposition,	you	run	the
risk	of	boring	your	reader.	Even	if	you	simply	must	have	a	scientist	explain	the
plasma	physics	that	is	causing	the	molten	core	of	the	earth	to	suddenly	solidify,
it’s	 probably	 a	 good	 idea	 to	 break	 up	 his	 delivery	 with	 the	 words	 of	 another
character	who	either	disagrees	or	doesn’t	comprehend.	Long	monologues	tend	to
be	speeches,	and	they	just	aren’t	very	compelling	in	print.

If	 you	 need	 a	 soliloquy	 in	 which	 a	 character	 undergoes	 some	 self-analysis	 or
introspection,	 it’s	 probably	 a	 good	 idea	 to	 present	 it	 as	 a	 series	 of	 internal
thoughts.	If	you	have	a	character	talking	aloud	to	himself,	it	usually	comes	off	as
plain	silly.



Street	Talk

This	one	is	interesting	because	it’s	quite	tempting	and	accessible.	Modern	novels
tend	to	use	language	less	formal	and	less	structured	than	in	previous	generations,
but	 without	 an	 overwhelming	 tendency	 to	 rely	 on	 colloquialism	 or	 slang.	My
point	 is,	 you	 need	 to	 establish	 some	 “rules”	 for	 yourself	 and	 your	 dialogue—
mainly	 to	 be	 consistent.	 Be	 careful	 not	 to	 lapse	 in	 and	 then	 out	 of	 colloquial
expression.	If	your	character	talks	“street,”	be	sure	to	keep	it	that	way.	But	don’t
have	everyone	talking	the	same	way.

It’s	 a	 good	 idea	 to	 have	 an	 ear	 for	 contemporary	 speech	 patterns	 and
mannerisms,	and	even	to	employ	them	with	control	and	judgment.	If	you	listen
to	the	way	people	speak,	you’ll	probably	notice	that	about	half	of	them	drop	the
“ing”	 and	 replace	 it	 with	 “in’,”	 and	 more	 than	 90	 percent	 use	 contractions
resulting	 in	 “can’t”	 and	 “didn’t”	 rather	 than	 “cannot”	 and	 “did	 not.”	 In	 fact,
many	 people	 only	 use	 the	 noncontracted	 versions	 when	 they	 want	 to	 express
specific	emphasis.

This	is	an	example	of	language	evolving.	It’s	subtle	and	nonplanned.	It’s	simply
happening.	Your	job	is	to	notice	these	changes	and	fold	them	into	your	writing—
your	dialogue,	more	specifically.

You	have	 to	exercise	a	 little	caution,	however,	because	 in	 this	hi-tech,	 instant-
information	world,	things	have	a	way	of	changing	quickly.	What	might	be	red-
hot	and	super	“in”	when	you	typed	“The	End”	on	your	novel’s	last	page	could	be
very	old	news	when	it	gets	published	less	than	a	year	later.	This	means	that	your
use	 of	 trendy,	 pop-culture	 phrases	 and	 terminology	 can	 heavily	 anchor	 your
story	to	a	narrow	strip	of	time,	thereby	dating	your	material.	This	tends	to	be	off-
putting	to	some	readers,	who	can’t	see	past	any	universal	and	timeless	truths	you
may	be	exploring	because	they	don’t	see	your	novel	as	relevant.



Tom’s	Tips

One	of	the	best	ways	to	know	whether	your	dialogue	is	working	is	to	read	it
aloud.	I	know	this	sounds	obvious,	but	you’d	be	amazed	to	know	how	many
writers	never	 try	 it,	or	have	never	even	 thought	of	 it.	 I	discovered	 it	very
early	on	in	my	career,	at	a	convention	where	they’d	scheduled	readings	for
some	of	the	guests.	As	I	listened	to	some	of	the	other	writers	reading	their
own	work,	I	was	frankly	astounded	by	three	things:	Most	of	them	could	not
read	 if	 their	 life	 depended	 on	 it,	 most	 of	 them	 had	 about	 as	 much
personality	as	a	newel	post,	 and	a	 lot	of	 their	dialogue	sounded	unnatural
when	 spoken	 aloud.	 I	 decided	 way	 back	 then	 I	 would	 make	 myself	 a
dynamic	reader	and	performer,	and	I	would	always	read	my	dialogue	aloud
before	letting	it	out	of	the	house.



Stylin’

Okay,	 let’s	 see	what	we’ve	 learned.	Now	 that	 you	 have	 a	 pretty	 good	 idea	 of
what	dialogue	is	and	some	of	the	jobs	you	need	it	to	perform,	let’s	take	a	closer
look	at	the	things	that	will	make	your	dialogue	soar	above	the	ordinary.

•	 Vocabulary.	 There’s	 no	 substitute	 for	 having	 a	 wide-ranging
vocabulary.	I’m	not	talking	about	a	huge	arsenal	of	$50	words	guaranteed
to	 dazzle	 and	 confuse	 your	 readers.	 I	 mean	 having	 at	 your	 command	 an
ample	 number	 of	 simple	 words	 that	 will	 give	 your	 characters	 enough
different	 ways	 to	 speak.	 You	 want	 to	 use	 the	 same	 things	 to	 keep	 the
writing	 fresh	 and	 interesting,	 and	 to	 give	 your	 characters’	 dialogue
individuality.

I	 can	 remember	 reading	 a	 mystery	 novel	 where	 all	 the	 characters	 kept
referring	to	a	part	of	the	house	as	“the	veranda,”	where	a	major	scene	had
unfolded	and	people	 tended	 to	gather.	Everybody	used	 this	word	 so	often
that	 it	 started	 to	 look	 like	a	self-parody,	and	every	 time	I	encountered	 the
word,	I	found	myself	yelling,	“C’mon	…	again	with	the	veranda?!”	This	is
a	case	where	the	writer	should	have	thrown	in	a	few	patios,	porches,	decks,
balconies,	and	even	a	few	lanais.	See	what	I	mean?

Finally,	it	doesn’t	matter	where	you	get	your	vocabulary,	just	that	you	have
it	at	your	disposal.	At	my	Jesuit	high	school,	they	made	me	take	four	years
of	Latin,	which	pretty	much	ensured	a	panoply	of	words	for	every	occasion;
but	if	you’ve	got	a	nice	big	thesaurus	(the	ones	in	dictionary	format	are	the
best),	 or	 plug-in	 software	 for	 your	 word-processing	 program,	 or	 a	 friend
you	call	when	you’re	stuck,	you’re	in	good	shape.	Whatever	works	for	you
is	great.	Just	make	sure	it’s	working.

•	Rhythm	 and	 cadence.	 This	 is	 one	 of	 the	more	 subtle	 distinctions
between	 good	 and	 outright	 clumsy	 dialogue.	 There’s	 almost	 no	 way	 to
describe	it;	this	is	the	stuff	you	really	need	to	have	an	“ear”	for.	Sometimes
you	have	to	listen	to	the	way	people	talk	rather	than	what	they’re	saying.

Some	 people	 end	most	 of	 their	 sentences	 with	 a	 question,	 or	 an	 implied
question.	 Or	 they	 ask	 a	 question	 by	 making	 it	 sound	 like	 a	 declaration.
Some	people	use	very	short,	clipped	sentences.	They	respond	tersely	and	in



ways	 that	 can	 be	 mistaken	 for	 rudeness.	 Others	 run	 on	 in	 flowery	 and
effusive	 exclamations.	 That’s	 cadence.	 Some	 people	 speak	 in	 a
recognizable	pattern	of	syllables,	almost	 like	 the	metered	 lines	of	a	poem.
Everything	 they	 say	 has	 da-da-dah-di-dah	 sequence	 to	 it.	 That’s	 a	 speech
rhythm.

You	don’t	 need	 to	 try	 to	 recreate	 these	patterns	 and	mannerisms—just	 be
aware	 of	 them.	 The	 words	 and	 the	 sequences	 you	 use	 when	 writing
dialogue	 can	 contribute	 to	 unconscious	 perceptions	 of	 realistic	 versus
phony.	Your	 reader	may	not	know	why	your	dialogue	 is	not	 ringing	 true,
other	than	thinking	it	just	doesn’t	“sound	right.”	Rhythm	and	cadence	might
be	the	issues.

The	Plot	Thickens!

Consider	the	story	of	a	teenage	boy	who	embarks	upon	an	unplanned
and	unexpected	journey	through	the	confusing	and	hypocritical	world
of	adults.	His	ability	to	see	through	the	essential	falsehoods	of	culture,
etiquette,	and	tradition	creates	the	quintessential	coming-of-age	novel.
The	 book	 is	 also	 remarkable	 for	 its	 clever	 and	 innovative	 dialogue.
Some	 critics	 claim	 it’s	 one	 of	 the	 earliest	 examples	 of	 italics	 being
used	to	elicit	 just	the	right	emphasis	or	cadence	in	characters’	speech
patterns.

—The	Catcher	in	the	Rye	by	J.	D.	Salinger

•	Variation	and	balance.	More	subtlety	at	work	here.	When	you	write
your	 dialogue,	 pay	 attention	 to	 the	 length	 and	 intensity	 of	 what	 your
characters	 are	 saying.	 Even	 if	 they	 have	 a	 fairly	 equal	 amount	 of
information	 to	 impart,	 try	 to	make	 their	 dialogue	 sufficiently	 different	 to
keep	it	distinctive	and	always	driving	forward.

Having	one	character	ask	questions	and	another	answer	them	sets	up	a	nice
balance	that	can	carry	things	for	a	while.	One-word	replies	should	contrast
nicely	with	 those	moments	when	you	need	 lots	of	exposition.	 If	you	have
both	characters	all	unloading	 long	passages	of	 spoken	data-dumping,	 then



you	may	have	a	situation	where	people	are	no	longer	talking	to	one	another
—they’re	what	I	call	“speechifying.”

•	 Brevity	 and	 silence.	 These	 concepts	 are	 really	 refinements	 and
enhancements	to	the	previous	variation	and	balance.	Don’t	be	afraid	to	have
some	of	your	characters	actually	say	less	than	they	should.

You’ve	 heard	 the	 expression	 that	 sometimes	 less	 is	more,	 right?	Well,	 it
works	 well	 in	 dialogue—when	 a	 character	 is	 less	 than	 forthcoming	 with
information,	 emotions,	 expectations,	 etc.,	 it	 creates	 tension	 in	 the	 other
respondent	characters	and	in	your	reader.	And	this	is	what	you	want.

When	 a	 character	 doesn’t	 say	 anything,	 you	 can	 sometimes	 crank	 up
suspense	 or	 frustration	 to	 an	 even	 higher	 notch.	 Even	 though	 you’ve
probably	 never	 considered	 it,	 silence	 is	 a	 legitimate	 aspect	 of	 good
dialogue.



Tricks	and	Techniques

Okay,	 now	 I’m	 going	 to	 give	 you	 some	 clever	 ways	 to	 use	 your	 dialogue	 to
accomplish	specific	goals	or	achieve	desired	effects.



Open	with	Dialogue

Early	in	my	career,	I	remember	listening	to	a	panel	on	writing	at	a	convention.
One	of	 the	writers	offered	 this	 tip:	 If	you	begin	your	 story	or	your	novel	with
dialogue,	you	have	 immediate	 interest	because	people	have	 to	be	 talking	about
something	 and	 your	 reader’s	 going	 to	 want	 to	 know	 what	 it	 is.	 What’s	 also
effective	is	opening	up	with	dialogue	that	suggests	an	argument	or	a	conflict.

Even	better,	open	your	story	with	one	character	asking	somebody	else	a	question
—a	 question	 you	may	 or	may	 not	 answer.	 It’s	 a	 natural	 hook	 that	 leaves	 the
reader	not	only	waiting	for	an	answer,	but	also	wanting	to	know	who’s	doing	the
talking	and	who’s	doing	the	listening.



Use	Humor

Dialogue	is	a	natural	way	to	inject	humor	into	your	story.	By	this,	I	don’t	mean
having	your	characters	 tell	 jokes	 to	each	other	 (although	 I’ve	seen	 it	 tried	…).
Humor	 can	 be	wry	 and	 clever	 and	 suggest	more	 than	 it	 reveals.	 The	 Spenser
novels	of	Robert	Parker	are	extremely	good	at	making	the	dialogue	advance	the
plot	in	an	entertaining	fashion.

Humor	can	be	sardonic	or	broad.	However,	I	would	avoid	the	use	of	the	slapstick
affectation	of	characters	calling	each	other	by	silly	names.	 Irony	and	satire	are
also	 subtle	 forms	 of	 humor	 that	 can	 be	 created	 through	 really	 good	 dialogue.
You	can’t	go	wrong	with	less	rather	than	more;	subtle	is	always	better	than	over-
the-top.



Original	Phrase

It’s	always	fun	and	a	bit	challenging	to	come	up	with	a	catchphrase	or	sentence
that	can	resonate	through	your	novel	and	take	on	more	and	more	meaning	as	the
story	inexorably	unfolds.	This	is	more	difficult	to	do	than	I’m	making	it	sound,
but	when	it	happens	largely	through	good	old	serendipity,	you	should	be	ready
for	it	and	recognize	it	as	an	effective	tool.

A	Likely	Story

Imagine	a	murder	mystery	in	which	the	perpetrator	is	playing	a	game	with
the	 detective,	 daring	 him	 to	 pull	 together	 the	 clues	 that	 are	 deliberately
being	provided.	In	keeping	with	the	theme	of	this	chapter,	let’s	say	that	all
the	 clues	 are	 transcriptions	 of	 famous	 dialogue	 from	 plays,	 novels,	 and
films.	If	the	detective	can	assemble	the	“message”	contained	within	all	the
words,	he	 solves	 the	crime.	Your	 job	 is	 to	decide	what	 the	clues	are,	 and
how	they	tell	the	real	story.

What	 I’m	 referring	 to	 are	 double-meanings,	 ironic	 observations,	 words	 that
eventually	 turn	out	 to	be	 code	 for	 something	 else,	 or	 a	phrase	whose	meaning
has	been	misapplied	and	suddenly	made	clear.	This	works	well	when	you	had	a
character	 saying	 it	 all	 along,	 and	 nobody	 has	 caught	 on,	 even	 though	 they’ve
been	hearing	 it	 throughout	 the	novel.	 In	Ayn	Rand’s	Atlas	Shrugged,	 there	are
numerous	 references	 to	 the	 rhetorical	 question:	 “Who’s	 John	Galt?”	 It	 is	 very
clever	how	the	tone,	meaning,	and	answer	to	the	question	changes	by	the	end	of
the	novel.

Mannerisms	 can	give	your	dialogue	a	 little	variety.	Pay	attention	 to	 the	 things
people	do	when	 they	 talk—such	as	putting	an	 index	 finger	 to	 the	chin,	 talking
out	of	one	side	of	the	mouth,	licking	their	lips	excessively,	tsk-tsking,	and	so	on.
Describing	 the	way	people	 speak	helps	distinguish	one	 speaker	 from	 the	other
and	adds	character.



A	Few	Cautions

Even	though	I’m	making	this	seem	like	writing	dialogue	is	pretty	easy,	I	have	a
few	final	warnings.	Following	are	some	simple	mistakes	and	errors	in	judgment
that	can	make	your	dialogue	“less	than	smooth”:

•	“As	you	know	…”	I	see	this	one	in	a	lot	of	new	writers’	work.	For
some	 reason,	 they	 think	 it’s	a	good	 idea	 to	have	 their	characters	updating
information	or	backfilling	action	that	took	place	prior	to	the	opening	of	the
novel.

The	 problem	with	 this	 is	 obvious:	 Characters	 are	 telling	 other	 characters
things	 they	 already	 know.	 And	 the	 only	 reason	 they’re	 sharing	 the
redundant	information	is	because	the	writer	needs	his	reader	to	know	it,	too.
The	only	thing	the	characters	leave	out	of	their	dialogue	is	the	old	prefatory
“Well,	as	you	know	….”

But	that	doesn’t	make	it	any	less	awkward.	The	best	advice:	Keep	that	kind
of	exposition	out	of	your	character’s	mouths.	Figure	out	other	ways	to	tell
your	 backstory,	 even	 if	 you	 resort	 to	 omniscient	 narrative	 or	 one	 of	 your
characters	reflecting	on	past	events	or	reliving	them	in	a	dream.

•	Long	speeches.	This	is	an	overuse	of	dialogue	that	has	fallen	out	of
favor,	and	for	a	good	reason—it’s	boring.	Nobody	wants	to	be	lectured	to,
not	even	college	students;	and	they	expect	it.	Long	speeches	feel	too	much
like	 you’re	 being	 reprimanded	 for	 not	 knowing	 something.	 A	 novel	 is
supposed	to	be	entertainment,	remember?

I	 think	 the	 only	 novel	 I’ve	 read	 that	 employed	 the	 long	 speech	with	 any
success	was	Atlas	Shrugged	by	Ayn	Rand;	and	that	was	only	because	of	the
brilliant	content	of	her	speaker’s	words.	But	even	then,	the	technique	blew
itself	out	 like	a	 tired	storm	because	the	unending	torrent	of	words	became
too	much	of	a	good	thing.	At	that	point,	it	appeared	the	author	didn’t	care	if
her	readers	knew	they	were	getting	a	lecture.

I	think	you	and	I	still	need	to	care.	So	if	you	feel	a	speech	coming	on,	keep
it	short	and	under	control.



•	He	 said/she	 said.	 The	 use	 of	 “said”	 in	 dialogue	 is	 one	 of	 those
necessary	evils.	New	writers	worry	about	overusing	it,	and	if	that	includes
you,	here’s	my	advice:	Don’t	worry	about	that.	“He	said/she	said”	is	simply
there	when	you	write	dialogue;	try	to	think	of	it	as	punctuation.	You	have	to
believe	that	most	readers	just	glide	through	the	words	as	effortlessly	as	they
do	 through	 periods	 and	 question	marks.	When	 you	 feel	 like	 you	 need	 to
point	out	who’s	talking,	use	“said.”

But	that	doesn’t	mean	you	need	to	use	“said”	after	every	line	of	dialogue.
Watch	the	exchange	of	lines,	and	get	a	feel	for	it.	This	is	where	you	need	to
use	 your	 judgment	 by	 throwing	 it	 in	 every	 time	 you	 think	 your	 readers
might	need	another	indicator	as	to	who’s	doing	the	talking.

Nobody	really	notices	‘he	said/she	said’.	Trust	me,	okay?	Going	along	with
this	as	a	kind	of	“copyeditor’s	war,”	on	what	is	the	proper	usage	of	where
“said”?	Is	it	“said	John”	or	“John	said?”	My	advice	on	this	one:	Whatever
feels	right	is	probably	okay,	and	this	depends	on	the	rhythm	of	the	sentence.

•	No	 substitutes.	 Some	writers	 take	 their	 apprehension	 of	 overusing
“said”	to	a	higher	degree	of	paranoia.	They	decide	it’s	a	better	idea	to	use
just	about	any	word	in	place	of	the	offender.	So	the	reader	is	treated	to	an
unending	 parade	 of	 sentences	 in	 which	 speakers	 never	 say	 anything.
Instead,	they	stammer,	opine,	declare,	hedge,	even	laugh	out	their	words.

Okay,	 I	 can	 tell	 you	 frankly,	 this	 is	 just	 plain	 awful.	 Half	 the	 time,	 the
substitute	 is	 a	word	 or	word-sound	 that	would	 preclude	 the	 speaker	 from
actually	 producing	 speech.	 (Just	 exactly	 how	 would	 you	 “chortle”	 out	 a
sentence?)	I	think	you	get	the	idea	on	this	one,	and	it’s	easy	to	remember:
said—no	substitutes.

•	Adverbially	speaking.	The	last	and	final	gaff	is	yet	another	attempt
by	writers	to	do	something	with	that	darned	“said.”	They	agree	to	use	it,	but
they	 insist	 on	 dressing	 it	 up	with	 an	 adverb,	which,	 as	Mark	Twain	 once
said,	should	be	shot	whenever	we	run	into	one.

So	you	have	endless	variations	of	“he	said	slyly,”	or	“she	said	harshly,”	and
so	on.	Again,	the	advice	here	is	clean,	simple,	and	to	the	point:	Avoid	using
such	 adverbs	 as	 much	 as	 possible.	 Every	 once	 in	 a	 while	 it	 seems
unavoidable	to	add	that	one	little	extra	piece	of	description	to	the	dialogue,



but	keep	it	to	a	minimum.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	Good	dialogue	approximates	 the	way	people	 really	 speak.	You	can
develop	an	“ear”	for	it	if	you	make	the	effort.

•	Dialogue	 is	 a	powerful	 tool	 that	 can	enhance	 the	other	 elements	of
your	 novel.	 Characters	 can	 come	 to	 life	 and	 be	 distinctive	 through	 the
dialogue	you	give	them.	Everyone	should	not	sound	the	same.	Dialogue	can
also	advance	your	plot	and	create	tension,	conflict,	and	suspense.

•	Understand	the	different	kinds	of	dialogue	and	learn	to	use	 them	to
create	variety	and	originality.	Be	careful	not	to	overdo	dialect	or	colloquial
speech.	Good	dialogue	is	all	about	balance	and	rhythm.

•	Be	aware	of	the	amateur’s	concerns	and	common	mistakes.	Don’t	try
to	 “disguise”	 the	 fact	 that	 you’re	 writing	 dialogue.	 The	 word	 “said”	 is	 a
perfectly	fine	word,	so	don’t	be	afraid	to	use	it	whenever	you	need	it.



Chapter	10

The	Other	Stuff—Transition,	Point	of	View,	Pacing

In	This	Chapter

•	Three	necessary	elements

•	Getting	from	here	to	there

•	Who’s	telling	your	story?

•	Speed	limits

Okay,	 our	 discussion	 and	 dissection	 of	 all	 the	 elements	 of	 writing	 a	 novel	 is
almost	 complete.	What’s	 left	 to	 examine	 are	 three	 things	 that	 don’t	 naturally
occur	 to	 people	 when	 you	 ask	 them	 what	 they	 need	 to	 tell	 a	 good	 story—
transition,	point	of	view	(POV),	and	pacing.

All	 three	 elements	 are	 vital	 to	 the	 storytelling	 process,	 but	when	 they’re	 used
properly,	the	reader	never	notices	them.	There’s	an	art	to	creating	things	that,	in
order	to	be	successful,	must	also	be	essentially	invisible	and	undetectable.

It’s	 like	 the	 secret	 of	 good	 book	 design,	 which	 is	 something	 typesetters	 and
designers	have	known	about	for	centuries:	A	book	that	is	laid	out	well	is	easy	to
read.	But	if	the	margins	are	too	small,	the	spacing	too	tight,	or	the	font	too	ornate
to	 be	 read	 without	 effort	 …	 well,	 the	 audience	 may	 not	 enjoy	 their	 reading
experience.	They	tell	themselves	they’re	not	liking	the	book,	but	can’t	articulate
why.	Even	 though	 they’re	not	 familiar	with	 the	 elements	of	 book	design,	 they
know	there	is	something	about	the	book	they	don’t	like.



The	“Little	Big	Three”

Novels	 with	 clunky	 or	 absent	 transitions	 become	 irritating	 because	 the	 reader
feels	like	he’s	being	yanked	around	and	forced	to	make	assumptions	or	leaps	of
faith	with	little	or	no	warning	or	guidance.

The	same	goes	for	stories	that	are	not	being	told	consistently	through	the	eyes	of
a	single	entity—the	reader	gets	confused,	or	worse,	disgusted	with	 the	writer’s
seeming	indecision	as	to	who’s	really	telling	the	story.

And	finally,	 trouble	with	the	pacing,	or	the	controlled	flow	of	information,	can
also	 be	 distracting	 to	 the	 reader	 because	 there’s	 no	 comforting	 sense	 of
movement	 toward	a	goal;	 it’s	 like	a	 jerky	 ride	 that	never	 settles	 into	a	groove.
This	kind	of	unconscious	effect	can	bother	 the	 reader	and	make	your	novel	an
unpleasant	“read.”

Words	of	Wisdom

Good	work	doesn’t	happen	with	inspiration.	It	comes	from	constant,	often
tedious	and	deliberate	effort.	If	your	vision	of	a	writer	involves	sitting	in	a
café,	 sipping	 an	 aperitif	with	 one’s	 fellow	geniuses,	 become	 a	 drunk.	 It’s
easier	and	far	less	exhausting.

—William	Heffernan

So	let’s	take	a	look	at	each	of	these	three	elements	under	our	microscope.	When
we	finish,	you’re	going	to	have	plenty	of	tools	and	the	instruction	manuals	for	all
of	 them.	 It	 will	 almost	 be	 time	 to	 get	 to	 work.	 One	more	 thing:	 The	 smaller
elements	we’re	now	paying	closer	attention	to	are	just	as	important	as	the	bigger



ones	we	talked	about	previously.	The	funny	thing	about	writing	a	novel	 is	 that
everything	 is	 equally	 important;	 and	you	must	work	hard	 at	 elements	 to	make
them	all	come	together	and	make	sense.



Transitions

In	case	I	haven’t	mentioned	it	yet,	your	novel	is	actually	a	large	compilation	of
separate	 scenes.	 These	 can	 be	 actions,	 conversations,	 flashbacks,	 dreams,
descriptions,	transcriptions	of	letters,	or	anything	that	contributes	to	the	telling	of
your	 story.	 These	 scenes	 need	 to	 be	 linked	 to	 one	 another	 in	 skillful,	 original
ways.

The	 way	 to	 do	 it,	 of	 course,	 is	 with	 transitions.	 There’s	 nothing	 complicated
about	them—they’re	connections	between	ideas,	events,	and	every	other	kind	of
scene	that	keep	your	narrative	from	feeling	choppy,	or	worse,	lurching	through	a
long	series	of	starts	and	stops.	If	you	understand	transitions,	you’ll	make	it	your
business	to	create	seamless	ones,	thereby	moving	the	reader	along	from	scene	to
scene	with	style	and	grace.



Ch-Ch-Changes

When	you’ve	reached	a	point	in	your	story	when	there	needs	to	be	a	change,	you
know	that	you	need	a	transition.	I’m	sure	there	are	more	types	of	change	in	your
novel,	but	I’m	going	to	cover	four	of	the	major	ones.	The	idea	is	for	you	to	get
the	feel	for	transitions,	and	then	apply	one	every	time	you	change	a	scene.

I’m	not	 just	 talking	 about	 the	 changes	 from	chapter	 to	 chapter,	which	 are	big,
obvious,	 and	 hard	 to	 miss.	 There	 are	 also	 lots	 of	 scene	 changes	 within	 each
chapter	that	should	be	handled	with	a	deft	keyboard.

Here	are	four	transitions	you	need	to	watch	for:

•	Time.	 In	addition	 to	being	 the	 title	of	a	great	Pink	Floyd	song,	 it’s
also	a	major	 transition	concern.	Your	novel	 is	 a	 story	 that	moves	along	a
timeline,	so	it’s	crucial	that	your	readers	always	know	where	they	are	on	the
timeline.	If	you	aren’t	aware	of	time,	your	readers	may	feel	adrift	and	lose
interest	in	what’s	happening.

•	Place.	Your	story	will	most	likely	have	a	variety	of	locations.	Your
characters	and	action	will	move	from	one	location	to	another.	If	you	don’t
provide	the	cues	to	these	location	changes,	you	will	confuse	and	ultimately
lose	your	readers.

•	Characters.	Whether	or	not	you	need	transitions	between	and	among
your	 characters	will	 depend	 upon	 the	 point	 of	 view	 you	 choose	 for	 your
narrative.	I’ll	be	discussing	this	in	depth	later	in	this	chapter.

•	Events.	This	one	 is	 important,	especially	when	we’re	 talking	about
changing	 from	 an	 action	 scene	 to	 dialogue,	 observation,	 or	 narration.
Transitions	 are	 even	more	 critical	 when	 you	must	 switch	 back	 and	 forth
between	action	and	non-action.	You	must	keep	your	 readers	 rooted	 in	 the
sequence	of	the	novel.



Transition	Cues

Transitions	are	effected	by	using	a	variety	of	what	I	call	cues.	They	can	be	subtle
or	as	obvious	as	an	elephant	in	the	corner	of	the	room.

Trade	Talk

Transition	 cues	 are	 phrases	 or	 changes	 in	 your	 narrative	 that	 set	 up	 or
prepare	the	readers	for	a	transition.

Sometimes,	depending	on	the	mood	or	the	tone	you’ve	established,	you’re	going
to	 want	 a	 subtle	 change/cue.	 Other	 scenes	 may	 demand	 something	 more
dramatic,	suspenseful,	or	shocking.	This	will	depend	on	the	nature	of	your	story
and	the	effect	you	need	at	the	time.	I’ll	leave	that	choice	up	to	you.



Time	Cues

Time	cues	can	be	inconspicuous	or	not,	depending	on	how	you	introduce	them.
If	your	novel	operates	within	a	tight	time	frame,	such	as	a	single	day,	or	a	week,
you	can	use	a	“ticking	clock,”	chapter	headers,	or	in-text	subheadings	to	indicate
passing	hours.	You	can	also	use	changes	in	the	weather	to	mark	the	passage	of
time;	 for	 novels	 that	 span	 longer	 stretches	 of	 time,	 you	 can	 use	 changing
seasons.



Communication	Cues

You	can	move	 from	scene	 to	 scene	or	 chapter	 to	 chapter	by	 introducing	 some
form	of	communication,	such	as	a	phone	call	or	a	 radio	 transmission,	 that	will
move	 or	 direct	 the	 action	 or	 focus	 to	 another	 location,	 character,	 or	 story
complication.	 Receiving	 a	 letter	 or	 a	 telegram	 are	 older	 forms	 of	 this	 kind	 of
transition	 cue.	 Other	 effective	 ones	 include	 having	 a	 nightmare,	 a	 vision,
receiving	a	prophecy,	a	strange	package,	etc.	You	should	have	the	general	idea
here:	 Any	 kind	 of	 contact—that	 is,	 when	 a	 viewpoint	 character	 is	 touched	 or
reached	by	an	outside	force	or	person	you	can	arrange	for	a	character	or	a	scene
—can	thereby	be	used	to	move	or	change	it	to	the	next	scene.



Motion	Cues

Motion	cues	are	a	more	obvious	way	of	keeping	your	story	moving	from	scene
to	scene.	And	you	have	a	variety	of	devices	to	make	it	happen.	I’m	talking	about
cars,	 trains,	 buses,	 planes,	 bulldozers	…	 you	 name	 it.	 Putting	 your	 characters
into	 physical	motion,	 from	walking	 or	 climbing	 all	 the	way	 up	 to	warp-speed
starships,	will	provide	you	with	almost	automatic	 transitions,	and	 the	cues	you
use	to	employ	them	are	also	readily	available.	(He	keyed	the	ignition;	he	ejected
from	the	plane;	jumped	off	the	ship;	got	on	the	bus;	and	so	on.)	Your	reader	is	so
familiar	with	these	kinds	of	story	elements	he	will	accept	them	without	question,
and	your	transitions	from	scene	to	scene	will	go	on	unnoticed.	This	is	your	goal.



Mood	Cues

Mood	cues	are	more	subtle	and	require	more	careful	manipulation,	but	they	are
equally	effective.	The	use	of	mood	cues	 to	make	a	 transition	effective	 is	more
often	found	in	first-person	narratives,	 told	 through	a	single	character’s	point	of
view.	The	reader	depends	upon	everything	the	main	character	sees,	feels,	thinks,
and	ultimately	decides.

If	your	main	character	feels	 threatened,	excited,	 tired,	etc.,	 then	the	decision	to
react	to	those	sensations	will	create	a	change	in	the	narrative	and	a	transition.

Trade	Talk

Mood	cues	can	take	the	form	of	a	sudden	idea,	a	revelation	or	epiphany,	an
outburst,	 an	 attack,	 a	 retreat,	 an	 exit,	 or	 any	 other	 emotional	 or	 rational
decision	 from	within	your	 character.	They’re	 all	 valid	 transition	 cues	 that
will	move	your	reader	to	the	next	scene.



Word	Cues

Believe	 it	 or	 not,	 you	 don’t	 always	 need	 all	 the	 setting	 up	 and	 rationale	 I’ve
listed	previously.	Sometimes	your	reader	is	simply	ready	for	a	shift,	a	relocation,
a	transition,	and	the	only	thing	you	need	to	do	is	add	a	little	buzzphrase.

One	 of	 the	 oldest	 examples	 is:	 “Meanwhile,	 back	 at	 the	 ranch	…”	 You	 may
laugh,	but	it’s	perfectly	valid	once	in	a	while,	and	with	experience,	you’ll	get	a
feel	 for	when	 you	 can	 get	 away	with	 dropping	 in	 an	 obvious	 phrase	meant	 to
make	a	quick	move	to	a	new	scene.	It’s	usually	okay	to	use	when	your	narrative
reaches	 a	 mini-resolution	 or	 climax,	 and	 you	 and	 your	 readers	 are	 expecting
something	new	to	keep	the	story	going.

Words	of	Wisdom

I	love	being	a	writer.	What	I	can’t	stand	is	the	paperwork.

—Peter	De	Vries

Tom’s	Tips



Once	we	look	at	them	so	closely,	transitions	seem	ridiculously	obvious	…
and	 they	 are.	 They’ll	 only	 present	 a	 problem	 for	 you	 when	 you	 don’t
include	them	in	your	narrative.	On	that	note,	the	last	thing	I	can	say	about
transitions	is:	Be	certain	your	novel	has	them.



Point	of	View	(POV)

Throughout	 the	 preceding	 chapters,	 I’ve	 been	 making	 direct	 and	 oblique
references	to	this	element,	which	basically	answers	the	question:	Who’s	going	to
be	 telling	your	 story?	 It	 sounds	 like	an	easy	and	obvious	choice,	but	 it’s	more
complex	than	you	might	think.	Many	writers	believe	that	deciding	on	the	point
of	view	affects	everything	that	happens	in	your	novel—I	tend	to	agree.

You	have	 three	essential	narrative	viewpoints:	 first-,	second-,	and	third-person.
You’ve	 probably	 heard	 these	 in	 your	 high	 school	 English	 classes,	 but	 they’re
going	 to	 take	on	 extra	meaning	now.	Two	of	 them,	 as	you’ll	 see,	 are	used	 far
more	often	than	the	third	one.



First-Person

A	 first-person	 narration	 is	 when	 your	 character	 tells	 his	 own	 story.	 It’s
particularly	 popular	 in	 certain	 kinds	 of	 novels.	 Readers	 tend	 to	 like	 it	 when
detectives	and	private	investigators	relate	their	experiences	personally;	the	same
goes	 for	 coming-of-age	 novels,	 historical	 romances,	 and	 heroic	 fantasies.	 But
that	may	sound	too	restrictive—although	those	are	some	of	the	more	widespread
examples,	any	novel	can	be	successfully	written	in	first	person.

Readers	 in	 general	 are	 very	 comfortable	with	 first-person	 narration	 because	 it
allows	 instant	 identification	with	 the	main	 character.	Many	writers	 claim	 first-
person	is	the	easiest	point	of	view	to	master	because	it’s	the	natural	voice	of	all
storytelling	 (“Hey,	 let	me	 tell	 you	what	 happened	 to	me	 today	…”),	 and	 also
because	you	can	be	confident	you’ll	“come	clean”	with	your	readers	by	telling
them	everything	you	know	about	the	story.	If	your	main	character	doesn’t	know
something	 that	 turns	 out	 to	 be	 crucial	 or	 important,	 then	 it’s	 okay	 with	 your
readers	 when	 he	 finds	 out	 later	 since	 he	 wasn’t	 withholding	 information	 on
purpose.	See?

As	easy	as	first-person	narration	may	seem,	you	must	be	aware	of	the	following
issues	that	can	cause	problems	in	telling	your	story:

•	Because	your	narrator	 is	 telling	the	story,	 the	reader	can	safely
assume	your	main	character	survives	whatever	obstacles	and	conflicts
your	plot	has	in	store	for	him.	Therefore,	you	lose	the	element	of	doubt	or
possible	 suspense	 that	 something	 awful	 (like	 dying)	 could	 befall	 your
narrator.	Yes,	 there	are	exceptions	 to	every	rule.	We’ve	all	 read	stories	 in
which	 the	main	character	 is	 the	ghost	or	 the	dead	guy,	 and	we’re	 told	on
page	one	 this	 is	 the	case.	 If	you	 try	 to	be	overly	clever	by	not	 telling	 the
audience	 the	 narrator’s	 dead,	 you	 run	 the	 risk	 of	 really	 angering	 your
readers.	(That’s	on	the	order	of	getting	to	the	last	page	and	finding	out	“it
was	all	a	dream,”	which	as	we	all	know	is	a	real	stinkbomb	of	an	ending.)

•	Your	reader	can	only	know	what	your	narrator	knows.	 In	other
words,	 your	 narrator	 can	 only	 experience	 what	 happens	 right	 in	 front	 of
him.	Anything	else	has	to	be	relayed	by	another	character,	who	has	to	run
on	 stage	 saying	 the	 equivalent	 of	 “hey,	 you	 shoulda	 seen	what	 happened
over	there	….”	Or	you	need	a	device	like	TV,	radio,	or	something	else.	This



is	a	limiting	factor	only	in	terms	of	scope,	or	what’s	going	on	in	your	story
simultaneously	 on	 “other	 stages”—that	 is,	 other	 locations	 in	 your	 story.
Once	you’re	aware	of	this	limitation,	you	can	work	within	it.	Good	writers
do	it	all	the	time.

•	Describing	 your	main	 character	 is	more	 challenging.	What	 you
don’t	want	is	a	situation	where	your	narrator	has	to	describe	himself	(“I’m	a
big	strong	guy	at	six-four,	and	I	have	to	get	my	suits	custom-made	because
my	shoulders	are	so	wide,	you	know	…”)	See	how	silly	that	reads?	You’ll
want	to	include	action	and	dialogue	(mostly	from	other	characters)	to	reveal
him.



Second-Person

Second-person	 point	 of	 view	 is	 the	 one	 that	we	won’t	 need	 to	 cover	 in	much
depth.	 Narrating	 your	 novel	 using	 the	 word	 “you”	 (as	 opposed	 to	 “I”	 or
“he/she”)	 is	 rarely,	 if	 ever,	 used	 at	 the	 novel	 level,	 unless	 the	 book	 is	 clearly
“experimental”	or	“literary”	(which,	as	you	should	know	by	now,	are	just	other
words	for	pretentious	and	ostentatious).

Many	 writers	 believe	 readers	 may	 not	 feel	 comfortable	 being	 referenced	 as
already	having	personally	done	something	their	subconscious	knows	they	didn’t
experience	…	and	that’s	what	second-person	narration	presumes—it	says	plainly
you	are	doing	things.	So	for	our	purposes,	let’s	just	forget	about	it,	okay?



Third-Person

Third-person	point	of	view	is	the	most	prevalent	in	the	modern	novel.	Although
it	 is	not	as	easy	 to	master	as	 the	first-person	point	of	view,	 it	gives	writers	 the
most	latitude	in	their	storytelling.	The	reason	it	is	popular	is	obvious—the	three
innate	first-person	problems	are	gone.	What	makes	things	the	most	intriguing	is
that	all	bets	are	off	on	who	survives	the	final	page.	Even	main	characters	can	be
killed	off	at	any	time.

Now,	 as	 you	might	 have	 figured,	 with	 a	 tool	 so	 powerful	 and	 popular	 as	 the
third-person	point	of	view,	there	are	a	number	of	ways	you	can	execute	it.	Let’s
take	that	now-familiar	closer	look:

•	Omniscient	point	of	view	 is	basically	 telling	 the	story	as	 if	you’re
the	ruler	of	the	universe.	You	know	everything	that’s	going	on	everywhere
—at	 all	 the	 exotic	 locations	 and	 inside	 every	 character’s	 head.	Using	 this
point	 of	 view,	 you	 can	 also	make	 comments	 on	 the	 action	 or	 even	make
bold,	 unexpected	 warnings	 to	 the	 reader.	 But	 it	 can	 be	 tricky	 because
there’s	 the	 temptation	 to	 tell	your	audience	 too	much	of	what’s	going	on,
and	 that	 undercuts	 some	 of	 the	 finest	 elements	 of	 storytelling,	 such	 as
suspense	and	irony.	Another	thing	to	avoid	is	being	inconsistent	in	your	use
of	 the	 omniscient	 point	 of	 view—you	 can’t	 slip	 in	 and	 out	 of	 it	 at	 your
leisure.	Readers	will	pick	up	on	it	and	they	won’t	like	it.

•	 Cinematic	 point	 of	 view	 is	 the	 obverse	 side	 of	 the	 coin	 from
omniscient.	As	you	might	gather	from	its	name,	you	write	everything	as	if
you	were	 the	 lens	 of	 a	movie	 camera,	 and	 you	 only	 tell	 the	 reader	what
happens	directly	in	front	of	you.	You	don’t	include	the	internal	thoughts	or
experiences	 of	 any	 of	 the	 characters,	 not	 even	 your	 main	 character	 or
protagonist.	 This	 is	 obviously	 restrictive	 and	 serves	 little	 purpose	 in	 the
novel-length	 story,	 which	 thrives	 on	 scope,	 range,	 and	 depth.	 Cinematic
point	of	view	 is	 like	 the	second-person—both	are	best	used	sparingly	and
only	work	well	in	short	stories.	My	advice?	Don’t	use	it.

•	Over-the-shoulder	point	of	view	is	one	of	the	most	popular	choices
you’ll	 see	 in	 modern	 novels.	 As	 the	 title	 suggests,	 the	 reader	 rides	 right
alongside	 the	 head	 of	 the	 main	 character—seeing	 what	 that	 person	 sees,
feels,	 experiences,	 and	 getting	 to	 know	what’s	 going	 on	 internally	within
your	 character’s	 mind.	 The	 reader	 gets	 to	 share	 knowledge,	 experience,



expectations,	 the	 full	 range	 of	 emotions,	 suppositions,	 plans,	 analysis	…
everything	that	could	be	going	on	inside	the	character’s	head.	This	point	of
view	 is	 very	well	 suited	 to	 the	modern	 novel,	 and	 is	 especially	 effective
when	 the	 focus	 of	 your	 story	 features	 one	major	 character,	 around	whom
everything	 else	 orbits.	 The	 key	 word	 here	 is	 focus,	 because	 over-the-
shoulder	 point	 of	 view	 certainly	 does	 that.	 The	 reader’s	 attention	 is
narrowed	 down	 to	 one	 primary	 character,	 resulting	 in	 a	 narrative	 that	 is
tight,	engaging,	and	immediate.

•	Multiple	point	of	view	is	my	personal	favorite,	but	that’s	not	to	say
that	 it	 should	 be	 yours,	 too.	 This	 point	 of	 view	 is	 exactly	 like	 over-the-
shoulder,	but	it’s	not	for	only	one	character.	It’s	for	as	many	as	you	want	or
need.	With	multiple	point	of	view,	you	can	get	 into	 the	heads	of	as	many
characters	as	needed	to	tell	your	entire	story.	It	tends	to	work	best	in	novels
that	 have	 a	 large	 scope	 or	 stage	 …	 like	 a	 family	 saga	 spanning	 many
locations	and	generations,	a	global	thriller	that	uses	the	entire	planet	as	its
stage,	 or	 any	 novel	 with	 a	 large	 cast	 of	 characters	 operating	 in	 separate
locations.

However,	freewheeling	freedom	and	expanded	narrative	power	come	with	a
price.	It’s	harder	to	write	in	this	mode,	and	here’s	why:	Each	character	has
to	 be	 sufficiently	 differentiated	 so	 that,	 when	 it	 changes	 from	 person	 to
person,	 the	 point	 of	 view	 is	 obviously	 being	 channeled	 through	 a	 unique
perspective.	For	example,	if	one	character	is	a	50-year-old	college	professor
and	 the	 other	 is	 a	 career	 Marine	 officer,	 each	 will	 have	 a	 completely
different	way	of	thinking,	speaking,	and	perceiving	the	world,	each	colored
by	a	lifetime	of	different	education	and	experience.

In	order	 to	use	multiple	point	 of	view	effectively,	 you	have	 to	be	 skillful
enough	to	control	all	the	aspects	of	characters	and	make	each	point	of	view
stand	 on	 its	 own.	The	 ultimate	 compliment	will	 come	when	 your	 readers
won’t	need	 to	be	 told	which	person	 is	currently	“onstage”	because	 they’ll
be	able	 to	pick	up	on	 it	by	 the	character’s	style,	 language,	and	demeanor.
This	is	a	great	point	of	view	to	employ,	if	you’re	up	for	the	challenge.	And
if	you’ve	hung	around	this	long,	I	think	you	are.

A	Likely	Story



An	aging	dictator	in	a	third-world	country	decides	to	take	the	vice	president
of	 the	United	 States	 hostage	 during	 a	 summit	 conference.	Your	 hero	 is	 a
Marine	 lieutenant	 who	 is	 a	 stowaway	 on	 the	 dictator’s	 plane	 with	 the
hostage	 VP.	 He	must	 figure	 out	 a	 way	 to	 rescue	 the	 VP	 and	 escape	 the
hostile	country.	This	is	a	great	framework	on	which	to	hang	a	multiple	point
of	view.	Are	you	up	for	it?



Pacing

When	writers	and	editors	talk	about	the	pace	of	a	novel,	they’re	concerned	with
the	flow	of	information	and	how	it	reaches	the	reader.	The	concept	of	pacing	is
what	you	use	to	maintain	control	of	your	narrative.	Good	storytelling	is	a	series
of	natural	ebbs	and	flows	in	the	plot,	with	a	single	purpose	of	moving	the	story
forward.

You	can	think	of	pacing	as	a	kind	of	unconscious	speedometer	that	you	consult
periodically	to	see	how	things	are	moving	along.	If	you	feel	you’re	getting	too
bogged	down	in	details	and	the	dispensing	of	necessary	information,	you’ll	need
to	 hit	 the	 accelerator	with	 a	 scene	 designed	 to	 pull	 the	 reader	 along	 at	 a	 crisp
pace.	Conversely,	if	you	have	too	many	scenes	in	a	row,	all	running	at	top	speed,
you’ll	 need	 to	 insert	 something	 to	 slow	 things	 down	 like	 a	 very	 controlled
conversation	or	leisurely	observational	narrative.

Good	pacing	in	your	novel	accomplishes	the	following:

•	Keeps	the	readers	guessing.	You	always	want	to	“be	ahead”	of	your
audience,	and	pacing	allows	you	to	keep	your	readers	off-balance,	unsure	of
what	to	expect	next,	while	still	keeping	the	narrative	moving	forward	(one
of	your	prime	directives).

•	 Allows	 all	 information	 to	 be	 processed.	 Some	 bits	 of	 the
information	your	readers	need	to	know	require	more	attention,	analysis,	and
reflection	than	others.	Good	pacing	gives	the	audience	a	“breather”	once	in
a	while,	where	important	details	can	be	plugged	in	without	fear	they	may	be
missed	in	a	flurry	of	action.

•	Helps	establish	mood	and	atmosphere.	The	pace	you	choose	for	a
particular	 scene	 contributes	 to	 its	 overall	 “feel.”	 Different	 speeds	 of
delivery,	word	choice,	and	content	help	you	control	your	pacing.

•	 Ensures	 rhythm	 and	 balance.	 These	 are	 actually	 your	 primary
components	of	pacing.	You	can	think	of	rhythm	in	a	similar	fashion	to	its
musical	counterpart,	or	even	the	way	your	English	teachers	tried	to	get	you
to	 feel	 “meter”	 in	 lines	 of	 poetry.	 Rhythm	 in	 sentences	 is	 more	 of	 an
intuitive	 characteristic—you	 simply	 start	 to	 notice	 when	 some	 sentences
seem	to	“flow”	a	lot	better	than	others.	There’s	nothing	specific	you	need	to



watch	 for—it’s	 just	a	“sense”	you	gradually	develop	 the	 longer	you	write
and	the	more	you	experiment	with	words	(which	is	what	writing	really	is).
Balance	 is	 a	 little	 more	 tricky	 because	 it’s	 not	 simply	 a	 question	 of
alternating	action	and	 talking	endlessly	back	and	forth.	Good	balance	 in	a
narrative	 is	 unpredictable	 and	 should	perhaps	be	 called	 “off-balance”;	 the
idea	is	to	shake	up	your	pacing	so	it’s	always	fresh.

The	Plot	Thickens!

Two	men,	 Professor	Arronax	 and	Ned	 Land,	 survive	 the	 sinking	 of	 their
steamship	and	are	 rescued	by	 the	vessel	 that	 attacked	 them—a	submarine
called	 the	 Nautilus.	 It	 is	 controlled	 by	 a	 mad	 genius	 who	 calls	 himself
Captain	 Nemo.	 Arronax	 and	 Land	 are	 held	 captive	 as	 Nemo	 takes	 them
through	a	nonstop	series	of	adventures	under	the	sea	…	until	their	dramatic
escape.	 Reminiscent	 of	 the	 great	myths	 of	 ancient	Greece,	 the	 novel	 is	 a
fascinating	journey	of	wonder	and	speculation.	The	pacing	is	well	balanced
between	Nemo’s	passages	of	scientific	revelation	and	suspenseful	undersea
action.

—20,000	Leagues	Under	the	Sea	by	Jules	Verne



Techniques

So	how	do	you	accomplish	this	control	over	the	pace	of	your	novel?	You	need	to
have	the	idea	of	tempo	in	the	back	of	your	head	all	the	time.	The	more	you	make
yourself	aware	of	it,	the	easier	and	more	natural	it	becomes.

When	you	need	an	up-tempo	scene,	which	usually	will	be	descriptive	action	or
dialogue	that	is	confrontational	(such	as	an	argument),	choose	sentences	that	are
generally	 shorter,	 punchier,	 and	 sometimes	 even	 clipped	 or	 abbreviated.	 Use
punctuation	such	as	hard	periods	and	maybe	a	few	em	dashes.	Short	paragraphs
also	 accelerate	 things	 unconsciously.	 Types	 of	 scenes	 that	 are	 made	 for	 up-
tempo	are	fights,	chases,	rescues,	abductions,	and	stuff	like	that.

When	 you	 need	 to	 slow	 things	 down,	 you	 can	 lengthen	 your	 sentences	 and
choose	words	 that	 are	 soft	 and	 languid	 and	 suggest	 calmness.	Punctuation	 can
help	 if	you	apply	ellipses,	and	use	 long	paragraphs.	Scenes	 that	benefit	 from	a
slower	 pace	 are	 romantic	 scenes,	 exposition,	 nonconfrontational	 dialogue,
setting	scenes,	and	post-climax	explanations.

The	 final	 important	 thing	 to	 remember	 about	 pacing	 is	 that	 it	 applies	 to	 the
whole	 novel,	 from	 its	 largest	 segments	 like	 parts	 or	 chapters,	 to	 each	 scene
within	 each	 chapter.	 It’s	 not	 a	 good	 idea	 to	 have	 too	many	 chapters	 in	 a	 row
where	the	action	is	nonstop,	just	as	it’d	be	a	mistake	to	string	together	three	or
four	chapters	of	dense	exposition	(like	our	brother	writers	in	South	America	love
to	do).

Pacing,	like	all	the	other	elements	of	writing,	is	simply	one	piece	of	the	puzzle,
and	 each	 piece	 is	 equally	 important	 and	 dependent	 upon	 the	 other	 pieces.
Everything	adds	or	detracts	from	everything	else.	If	one	element	is	missing	or	is
deficient,	it	will	affect	the	remaining	elements.

These	many	pages	spent	on	 the	separate	writing	elements	should	do	one	 thing,
above	 all	 else:	 make	 you	 aware	 of	 them.	 Learning	 and	 mastering	 them	 are
natural	processes	you’ll	make	happen.	But	you	can’t	make	them	happen	if	you
don’t	know	what	they	are	and	why	you	need	them.



Clueing	you	in	was	my	job;	yours	is	yet	to	come.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	Good	transitions	keep	your	story	moving	from	scene	to	scene	without
feeling	 choppy	or	 clumsy.	 If	 your	 novel	 has	 nice	 transitions,	 nobody	will
even	notice	them.

•	Choosing	point	of	view	 is	one	of	 the	most	 important	decisions	you
make	when	you	begin	telling	your	story.	The	primary	thing	to	keep	in	mind
regarding	point	of	view	is	to	stay	consistent—don’t	wander	from	one	type
to	another.

•	 If	 your	 novel	 has	 good	 pacing,	 it	 has	 variety,	 unpredictability,	 and
momentum,	all	of	which	drive	it	forward	toward	a	satisfying	resolution.

•	Mastering	transition,	point	of	view,	and	pacing	requires	an	awareness
of	 their	 functions	 and	 careful	 attention	 to	what’s	 needed	 to	 keep	 them	 in
effect.	When	they’re	done	well,	no	one	will	ever	notice	them.



Part	3

The	Process	of	Writing	a	Novel

You	should	now	have	a	firm	understanding	of	all	the	elements	that	comprise	the
body	of	a	novel.	Now	it’s	time	to	have	a	close	look	at	the	processes	you’ll	need
to	master	so	you	can	employ	all	the	elements	to	your	best	ability.	If	you	look	at
the	elements	as	being	 the	big	 things,	 then	 the	processes	are	more	 like	 the	 little
things.	But	as	you’ll	soon	see,	it’s	usually	the	little	details	that	eventually	make
the	difference	between	the	mediocre	and	the	sublime.



Chapter	11

Research—Getting	It	Right

In	This	Chapter

•	What	you	know	and	what	you	can	find	out

•	The	best	place	to	find	what	you	need

•	Absolute	necessities

•	Pitfalls	and	bad	habits

Whenever	 I	 talk	 to	 students,	 young	writers,	 or	beginning	novelists	of	 any	age,
the	topic	of	research	eventually	comes	up.	And	before	we	even	get	into	how	to
do	it,	or	the	kinds	of	research	to	do,	or	the	sources,	we	usually	talk	about	that	old
saw:	write	what	you	know.

This	tends	to	bother	young	writers	who	don’t	think	they’ve	lived	long	enough	to
know	much;	and	it	also	goes	for	older	writers	who’ve	spent	most	of	 their	 lives
within	 the	confines	of	 their	occupation	and	don’t	 feel	 they	have	much	worldly
experience.	You’d	 be	 surprised	 how	many	women	 I’ve	met	who	 decide	 to	 be
writers	(after	their	kids	are	all	out	of	the	house	and	on	their	own)	…	and	then	get
depressed	 because	 they	 think	 the	 only	 novels	 they	 could	 ever	write	would	 be
about	taking	care	of	a	family	in	a	familiar	American	home	and	neighborhood.



Experience	Versus	Research

What	I’m	getting	at	here	is	a	kind	of	quiet	controversy.	Do	you	write	what	you
know?	Or	do	you	research	what	you	don’t	know?

You	do	both.

And	you	do	both	as	much	as	you	need	to	tell	a	good	story.	I	think	it’s	true	a	good
writer	 can	 write	 just	 about	 anything	 and	 make	 it	 interesting.	 Part	 of	 making
something	good	is	making	it	believable.

(And	 the	 opposite	 is	 also	 very	 true.	 A	 truly	 bad	 writer	 can	 take	 the	 most
intriguing,	 fascinating	material	 and	make	 it	 as	 dull	 as	 the	 paint	 on	 a	 junkyard
pickup.)

And	that’s	what	research	is	all	about.	What	I	want	you	to	learn	from	this	chapter
is	this:

•	 Have	 an	 appreciation	 for	 what	 effective	 research	 can	 do	 for	 your
novel.	If	you	have	your	facts	straight,	you’ll	be	adding	texture	and	detail	to
your	 settings	 and	 characters—Poe	 called	 it	 verisimilitude,	 which	 is	 the
creation	 of	 a	 fictional	 world	 that	 feels	 “real.”	 If	 you	 can	 do	 this,	 your
readers	will	believe	you	and	hang	with	you	through	just	about	anything.

•	Be	able	to	recognize	research	limits.	Sometimes	you’ll	start	piling	up
too	much	 data	 on	 a	 subject,	 and	 you’ll	 need	 to	 know	when	 to	 call	 it	 off.
Other	occasions	

Words	of	Wisdom



If	you	steal	 from	one	author,	 it’s	plagiarism;	 if	you	steal	 from	many,
it’s	research.

—Wilson	Mizner

may	 net	 you	 too	 little	 information,	 and	 you	 can	 get	 caught	 up	 in	 an
obsessive	search	for	a	detail	or	a	fact	that’s	simply	not	available.	Don’t	let
research	become	a	time	waster.

•	 Learn	 some	 good,	 quick,	 accessible	 sources.	 You	 can	 do	 your
research	with	less	effort	and	more	enjoyment	when	you	have	a	good	grasp
on	all	the	outlets	available	to	you.



Sources

These	days,	with	so	many	places	where	you	can	search	and	retrieve	information,
it’s	going	to	be	hard	to	narrow	down	the	most	obvious	and	productive	ones.	So
please	realize	I’m	not	going	to	be	anywhere	near	as	extensive	or	 thorough	as	I
could	 be.	 There	 are	 entire	 books	 devoted	 to	 the	 subject	 …	 so	 if	 you’re	 that
jazzed	 about	 research,	 get	 an	 entire	 tome	on	 the	 subject	 or	 pursue	 a	 degree	 in
Library	Science.

Now,	let’s	take	a	closer	look.



Unusual	Occupations

This	 one	 is	 very	 important,	 especially	 if	 you	 have	 experience	 in	 a	 unique
occupation—such	as	an	astronaut.	or	one	of	the	ten	guys	around	the	world	who
knows	how	to	extinguish	an	oil	well	 fire,	or	a	biological	nanotech	engineer,	or
even	something	as	mundane	as	a	brain	surgeon.	You	get	the	idea.	I’m	sure	there
are	plenty	of	other	 jobs	even	more	unusual—so	much	so,	 I	can’t	even	 think	of
them	at	the	moment.	But	why	am	I	telling	you?	You’ll	know	whether	or	not	your
occupation	 is	 all	 that	 unique.	 I’m	 just	 here	 to	 tell	 you:	Don’t	 overlook	 it	 as	 a
source.

In	case	you	have	such	specialized	knowledge,	you	need	to	research	yourself.	Not
literally,	just	take	a	hard	look	at	yourself.	Use	your	own	expertise	when	you	need
a	character	like	no	other.	And	the	nice	part	is	you	don’t	need	to	be	effusive	and
over	the	top	in	your	details.	If	the	occupation	is	esoteric	enough,	even	a	few	odd
facts	will	do	the	trick,	and	your	audience	will	believe	you.



Personal	Experience

Personal	experience	is	similar	to	the	occupation	source,	but	applies	more	to	one-
time	 experiences	 that	 aren’t	 duplicated	 very	 often.	 If	 you’ve	 wreck-dived	 the
Bismarck	or	climbed	K2,	there’s	probably	a	story	in	it.	If	you	survived	a	tornado
that	passed	through	your	living	room,	you	can	most	likely	use	it	somewhere	in
your	writing.	 Plane	 crashes,	 shipwrecks,	 car-jackings,	 and	 all	 the	 rest	 of	 those
harrowing	 I-faced-down-death	 experiences	 are	 invaluable	 storehouses	 of
research	material	not	available	to	the	average	writer.

Now,	I’m	not	saying	you	have	to	limit	your	experiences	to	just	near-death	stuff
…	but	 that	 kind	 of	 thing	 is	 just	 so	 naturally	 intriguing,	 I	 used	 it	 as	 the	 prime
example.	You	could	also	have	been	the	person	who	polished	the	mirrors	for	the
Hubble	 Telescope	 or	 discovered	 the	 potential	 force	 of	 a	 mega-tsunami	 in	 the
Canary	Islands.



Interviews

This	 is	 easily	 one	 of	 the	 best	 ways	 to	 do	 research.	 It	 not	 only	 gets	 you	 the
information	 you	 were	 looking	 for,	 but	 you	 often	 discover	 so	much	 additional
information	 you	 could	 never	 have	 anticipated.	 When	 you	 conduct	 on-site
interviews	with	 your	 source-expert,	 you	 get	 a	 great	 chance	 to	 scope	 out	 your
subject’s	 working	 environment,	 see	 things	 up	 close,	 and	maybe	 ask	 questions
about	equipment,	procedures,	or	other	details	you	may	have	otherwise	missed.

The	first	time	I	employed	the	interview	in	my	research	was	when	I	was	writing	a
novel	 called	Night	Train,	which	 used	 the	New	York	City	 subway	 system	 as	 a
major	 part	 of	 its	 setting.	 I	 set	 up	 meetings	 with	 a	 PR	 guy	 from	 the	 Transit
Authority	and	went	on	tours	of	 the	entire	subway	infrastructure.	I	saw	the	way
things	worked	 and	where	 and	 how	 they	were	 controlled	 and	 organized.	 I	met
people	who	worked	the	same	jobs	some	of	my	characters	would	be	working.	No
question,	the	information	I	pulled	from	all	the	interviews	and	on-site	tours	made
my	 book	 all	 the	 more	 credible	 and	 successful.	 (Even	 though	 it	 was	 just	 a
paperback	original,	it	stayed	in	print	for	more	than	5	years,	which	is	great	for	the
average	title.)



Travel

You	 would	 be	 surprised	 by	 how	 many	 people,	 when	 they	 take	 a	 scheduled
vacation,	do	 the	same	 thing	every	year.	 If	 it’s	July,	 that	means	 two	weeks	at	a
beach	resort,	or	golf	 in	 the	Berkshires,	or	skiing	in	Colorado.	Year	 in	and	year
out,	they	return	to	the	same	place,	never	even	thinking	of	going	anywhere	else.

I	don’t	know	about	you,	but	 that	strikes	me	as	nutty.	Life’s	 too	short	and	even
this	little	planetoid	is	too	big	to	not	try	to	see	as	much	of	it	as	possible.	Not	only
are	 other	 cultures	 and	 locales	 inherently	 interesting	 just	 because	 they’re
different,	but	all	the	stuff	you	see	is	great	grist	for	your	writing	mill.	I’ve	been	all
over	the	USA	…	every	state	and	most	of	the	bigger	cities;	at	least	half	of	South
America;	plus	England,	Scotland,	Ireland,	France,	Italy	(including	Sicily),	and	I
don’t	feel	like	I’ve	traveled	much	at	all.

Still,	I’ve	used	most	of	the	locales	I’ve	visited	in	at	least	a	short	story	or	two,	and
plenty	 of	 novels.	You	 can’t	 help	 it.	 Throwing	 in	 that	 kind	 of	 detail	 and	 little-
known	facts	about	places	you’ve	been	to	is	irresistible,	and	your	readers	love	it
—especially	if	they’ve	been	there,	too	(because	they’ll	know	you’re	giving	them
the	straight	scoop).

Lastly,	for	the	times	when	you	can’t	get	up	and	go	there,	you	should	have	a	good
backup,	 which	 for	 me	 always	 was,	 and	 still	 is,	 that	 garish	 yellow	 monthly
periodical	 capable	 of	 transporting	 you	 just	 about	 anywhere	 on	 the	 planet—the
National	Geographic	Society	magazine.	In	my	pre-Internet	days,	it	served	as	one
of	my	primary	 sources	of	data	on	global	 settings	as	 remote	as	Tunguska	or	 as
densely	 populated	 as	 Hong	 Kong.	 There	 are	 two	 big	 pluses	 for	 National
Geographic:	It	has	great,	in-depth	articles	full	of	texture,	cultural	referents,	and
style;	 and	 it	has	absolutely	 incredible	photography,	which	gives	a	heads-up	on
your	descriptive	passages.	The	publishers	also	provide	great	indices,	which	can
help	you	find	an	article	on	whatever	you	need.



Internet

In	the	last	10	years,	if	I	had	to	point	to	the	one	thing	in	our	popular	culture	that
has	 literally	changed	 everything,	 hands	down,	 it	 has	 to	 be	 the	 Internet.	 I	 can’t
think	of	anything	 in	my	 lifetime	 that	has	produced	so	many	radical	changes	 in
the	way	we	do	business,	communicate,	amuse	ourselves,	or	find	information.

Not	even	television,	which	was	a	pretty	big	 innovation	in	our	 lives.	I	 think	the
biggest	 difference	 between	 the	 two	 is	 a	 subtle	 but	 important	 one.	 TV	 is
essentially	a	passive	medium—you	don’t	have	 to	really	do	anything	other	 than
just	sit	there	and	keep	your	eyes	open.	The	Internet	is	more	active	in	the	sense	of
you	 having	 to	 bring	 something	 to	 the	 table—you	 need	 to	 read	 what’s	 on	 the
screen,	ask	questions,	conduct	searches,	send	notes,	etc.

For	writers,	 the	 Internet	 has	 opened	up	 the	 entire	world	of	 information	 almost
instantaneously	available.	I	have	no	clue	how	something	called	a	search	engine
works,	but	it	is	truly	one	of	the	most	mind-bogglingly	ingenious	things	I’ve	ever
seen.	In	terms	of	researching	a	topic,	it’s	like	having	a	genie	sitting	in	the	corner,
just	waiting	for	you	to	ask	it	something.

Tom’s	Tips

A	good	way	 to	 avoid	getting	bogged	down	 is	 to	 remember	 a	 little	 trick	 I
figured	 out	 soon	 after	 getting	 my	 first	 full-featured	 word-processing
software	 (with	 good	 “find”	 or	 “search”	 power).	 While	 writing	 your
narrative,	 any	 time	 you	 get	 to	 a	 spot	 where	 you	 know	 you	 need	 more



information	to	make	the	scene	credible,	 just	 insert	an	extra	line	marked	in
the	uppercase	words	MORE	INFO.

Then,	keep	writing!	The	 idea	 is	 not	 to	 stop	 in	 the	middle	of	 a	 productive
writing	 session	because	you	don’t	 know	 the	name	of	 the	 street	where	 the
FBI	 Building	 is	 located.	 Mark	 each	 spot	 in	 the	 chapter	 that	 needs	 more
research,	 then	 at	 the	 end	 of	 your	writing	 session,	 do	all	 the	 research	 you
need	 to	wrap	up	 that	 chapter,	 search	 the	MORE	 INFOs	and	 replace	 them
with	the	real	data.

I’m	not	going	to	go	off	on	a	long	tangent	regarding	the	variety	of	search	engines
and	websites	on	 the	 Internet	because	 (a)	 there	 are	whole	books	devoted	 to	 the
subject,	 (b)	 there	 are	 too	 many	 books	 about	 the	 Internet,	 and	 (c)	 they	 keep
adding	more	every	day.	Just	know	that	some	are	better	than	others	and	none	of
them	will	give	you	everything	you	need.	It’s	not	magic;	don’t	forget	that.

The	only	problem	with	the	Internet	is	this:	It’s	not	up	to	date	yet,	and	may	never
be.	All	the	stuff	you	can	still	find	in	great	detail	and	thoroughness	in	a	library	is
not	yet	digitized	and	available	through	a	Google	search.	So	if	you’re	looking	for
really	specialized	information,	or	in-depth	detail,	the	Net	may	not	take	you	there.
I’m	sure	this	will	eventually	change,	but	the	task	of	inputting	all	the	knowledge
of	 all	 the	 world’s	 libraries	 seems	 pretty	 daunting	 to	 me,	 and	 unless	 I	 was
sleeping,	isn’t	close	to	being	done	yet.

This	means	we	still	need	our	own	magazines,	books,	and	libraries.



Libraries

When	 I	 was	 in	 college,	 the	 only	 computers	 available	 were	 these	 tape-driven
things	which	ate	endless	 stacks	of	punch-cards	and	had	 to	be	kept	at	 the	same
temperature	as	a	head	of	fresh	lettuce.	They	didn’t	do	much,	and	the	prospect	for
any	of	them	taking	over	the	world	was	downright	laughable.

This	 meant	 I	 learned	 how	 to	 use	 the	 General	 Reference	 Room	 of	 my	 huge
university’s	 library.	 And	 even	 in	 these	 Yahoo-guided	 days,	 you	 should	 learn
how	to	conduct	basic	library	research	the	old-fashioned	way	as	well.	The	reason:
You	never	know	when	you	might	need	it.

Know	how	to	use	 the	Index	 to	Periodicals,	book	review	indices,	and	countless
archives	 of	 monographs,	 articles,	 and	 studies	 in	 every	 specialty	 discipline
imaginable.	Most	universities	also	have	extensive	collections	of	newspapers	on
microfilm	 or	 microfiche,	 which	 date	 back	 at	 least	 100	 years	…	 usually	 a	 lot
farther.	That’s	where	you	get	the	real	authentic	touches	in	the	ads	and	the	style
of	the	articles	and	the	politics	of	the	era.

Trade	Talk

The	 Index	 to	Periodicals	 is	a	huge,	 running	set	of	 thick	books	which	 lists
every	 legitimate	magazine	 published	 on	 a	 schedule	 (periodically,	 get	 it?).
The	 listing	 indicates	 (as	 much	 as	 possible)	 what	 articles,	 topics,	 etc.
appeared	in	the	issue.	Indices	for	various	sources	of	book	reviews	can	help
you	 find	 all	 the	 places	 where	 a	 book	 by	 a	 particular	 author,	 or	 about	 a
particular	 subject,	 may	 be	 located.	 “Monograph”	 is	 academese	 for	 a
scholarly	article	usually	written	in	the	driest,	stuffiest,	and	somnambulistic
style	 imaginable.	 “Microfilm”	 was	 the	 only	 way	 to	 preserve	 crumbling
documents	(such	as	newspapers)	before	the	advent	of	digital	scanning	and



storage.	 It	 is	 a	 reel	 of	 photograph	 (positive)	 film	 that	 you	 thread	 into	 a
“reader,”	 which	 is	 really	 a	 simple	 projector	 that	 allows	 you	 to	 see	 the
images	on	a	shadow-box	screen.	Primitive,	but	it	works.

I	spent	almost	a	month	reading	old	New	York	and	New	Haven	papers	from	the
1880s.	I	was	researching	a	possible	book	(tentatively	titled	The	Bone	Warriors)
about	 Othniel	 Marsh	 and	 Edward	 Drinker	 Cope,	 the	 two	 most	 famous
paleontologists	 in	 history.	 I	was	 going	 to	 do	 a	 big	 historical	 novel	 about	 their
generation-long	rivalry,	but	turned	out	to	be	about	six	months	behind	the	curve.
Just	 as	my	agent	was	getting	 ready	 to	 take	out	my	proposal,	 he	heard	 about	 a
book	 just	 turned	 in	 at	 Crown	 Books	 called	 The	 Gilded	 Dinosaur,	 which	 was
essentially	the	same	book	I	had	been	planning	to	write.

Hey,	 it	wasn’t	 the	 first	 time	 it	 happened,	 and	 it	won’t	 be	 the	 last.	Great	 ideas
tend	 to	be	contagious.	And	 in	case	you	 think	 the	 research	was	wasted	…	Nah,
I’m	smarter	because	I	did	it,	and	that’s	always	a	good	thing.

A	Likely	Story

How	 about	 this	 for	 a	 premise:	A	 young	 computer	wizard	who	works	 for
NSA	as	a	cryptanalyst	 (breaking	codes)	 is	hired	by	an	odd	sect	of	monks
living	 in	upstate	New	York.	They	have	discovered	an	ancient	manuscript,
which	 they	believe	may	contain	secrets	of	 the	earth’s	earliest	history,	and
they	ask	our	protagonist	to	use	his	skills	to	provide	a	key	to	translating	this
unknown	language.	He	accepts,	but	discovers	that	if	he	gives	the	key	to	his
employers,	 they	 may	 unleash	 a	 terrible	 race	 of	 ancient	 beings	 upon	 the
earth,	which	signals	the	end	of	our	civilization	…	as	the	old	ones	re-inherit
their	world.



Things	You	Have	to	Get	Right

The	 reason	we	 do	 research	 in	 the	 first	 place	 is	 to	make	 sure	we	 get	 our	 facts
down	 cold.	 The	 worst	 thing	 that	 can	 happen	 in	 your	 novel	 is	 to	 get	 caught
dispensing	information	that’s	out	of	date,	plain-headed	wrong,	or	worst	of	all—
something	you	lied	about.	Your	readers	who	catch	you	may	never	forgive	you.

And	 there	 are	 certain	 categories	 of	 facts	 and	 information	more	 important	 than
others.	Some	 in	which	 there	are	 lots	of	amateur	experts	who	might	be	 reading
your	books	 and	 just	waiting	 in	 the	hope	of	 catching	you.	Let’s	 at	 least	 have	 a
look	at	some	of	the	ones	with	the	highest	priorities.



History	and	Culture

We	touched	on	this	when	we	were	talking	about	genre	fiction,	such	as	Regency
mysteries,	and	historical	novels	in	general.	We’re	talking	about	a	lot	more	than
just	 dates	 and	 battles	 here.	 You	 need	 to	 know	 about	 the	 style	 of	 clothes,	 the
popular	books	and	plays,	the	politics,	the	favorite	foods,	the	technology	or	lack
of	it,	and	even	things	like	the	music	and	the	art	of	the	periods.	You	may	not	use
all	of	it,	but	you	should	know	it.	If	you’re	going	to	make	your	characters	move
about	in	a	historical	era,	you’d	better	know	that	era	as	well	as	the	characters.

There	are	tons	of	ways	to	check	your	historical	facts	and	you	should	not	be	too
lazy	to	confirm	what	you	think	is	right.	That	means	don’t	just	rely	on	something
you	half-remember	while	 surfing	 through	 the	History	 and	Discovery	Channels
on	the	way	to	HBO.	That	is	not	research.



Weaponry

Weaponry	may	sound	like	an	odd	topic	at	first,	but	believe	me,	misrepresenting
it	 is	one	of	 the	easiest	ways	 to	get	caught.	There	are	hundreds	of	 thousands	of
serious	gun	enthusiasts	and	thousands	of	weapons	“collectors”	who	can	tell	you
the	difference	between	an	ax	and	halberd,	a	dagger	and	a	stiletto,	etc.	This	means
you’d	better	know	at	least	as	much	and	probably	more	than	collectors.

For	modern	weapons,	you	can	get	 some	pretty	weird	magazines	 that	will	keep
you	up	to	date	on	names,	models,	ammo,	range,	accuracy,	portability,	and	all	the
other	details	you	need	to	know	about	guns	and	some	really	ugly	knives.	I	can’t
remember	 any	of	 the	 specific	names,	but	you	can	 find	whole	 racks	of	 them	at
any	large	newsstand	or	magazine	section	of	a	book	and	music	“superstore.”	For
historical	stuff,	you’d	be	amazed	how	well	catalogued	most	of	 the	devices	are,
and	how	you	can	 find	 illustrated	books	 that	 cover	 everything	we’ve	 ever	used
with	which	to	kill	each	other.

Getting	 it	 right	 will	 enrich	 you.	 For	 instance,	 you’ll	 even	 be	 fascinated	 to
discover	 that	 things	 like	 suits	 of	 armor	 we	 usually	 associated	 with	 medieval
knights	(because	of	dumb	movies—so	don’t	 trust	what	you	see	on	the	screen!)
did	not	really	get	much	use	until	the	late	Renaissance.	The	stuff	they	wore	in	the
Middle	Ages	was	far	more	primitive.



Police	Procedure	and	Forensics

If	 you’re	 writing	 anything	 contemporary	 in	 the	 fields	 of	 mystery,	 suspense,
horror,	 thrillers,	 espionage,	 and	 even	 some	 romance	 hybrids,	 you	will	 need	 to
know	 how	 the	 cops	 and	 the	 coroners	 and	 the	 special	 ops	 guys	 do	 their	 thing.
Don’t	get	lost	in	the	details.	Be	aware	of	certain	mortal	sins	in	these	professions
—things	 that	 are	 always	 done	 and	 things	 that	 are	 never	 done.	 Get	 caught
violating	these	basics,	and	your	novel’s	in	the	tank.

You	can	get	up	to	speed	with	 interviews	and	a	couple	of	guidebooks	to	crime-
solving	 techniques	 and	 CSI/forensic	 stuff.	 Hey,	 I’m	 sure	 there	 are	 some
Complete	Idiot’s	Guides	on	those	subjects	that	are	great!	(And	no,	I	didn’t	write
them	.…)



Geography

Geography	can	be	as	large	in	scope	as	the	coastline	of	an	entire	continent	or	as
small	as	the	nearest	drugstore	to	the	Banco	Brasilia	branch	in	downtown	Lima.
Geography	 is	 a	 lot	more	 than	 knowing	 your	 state	 capitals	 and	 the	 boundaries
between	 the	 states	 or	 countries.	 You	 need	 to	 know	 climates	 and	 topography,
lakes	and	rivers,	mountain	ranges,	state	parks,	national	preserves,	and	of	course
the	highways,	the	landmarks,	and	things	like	that.

For	 instance,	 if	 you	 have	 your	 characters	 driving	 anywhere	 in	 the	 northern
midsection	 of	 the	 country	 and	 you	 don’t	 mention	 the	 endless	 signs	 for	 Wall
Drug,	people	who’ve	made	that	drive	are	going	to	get	suspicious.	Same	goes	for
the	South	of	the	Border	signs	on	I-95	along	the	East	Coast.

What	 you	 know	 or	 don’t	 know	 about	 the	 geography	 of	 the	 settings	 of	 your
novels	 can	very	much	 influence	what’s	going	on	 in	your	 story.	 If	 you	haven’t
researched	it	any	more	than	a	cursory	glance	at	your	Rand-McNally	Road	Atlas,
you	might	be	in	for	a	surprise	…	and	not	a	nice	one.



Professions

Certain	professions,	especially	glamorous	or	nonordinary	ones	we	like	to	reserve
for	 our	 protagonists	 (such	 as	 fighter	 pilots,	 surgeons,	 actors,	 corporate	 CEOs,
senators,	etc.),	need	to	have	more	research	than	others.	The	temptation	is	to	rely
on	what	we’ve	learned	through	television	and	friends,	it’s	usually	superficial	at
best,	dead	wrong	at	worst.

The	 things	 that	 separate	well-researched	 professions	 from	ones	 done	with	 less
care	and	attention	are	 the	details	you	won’t	 see	on	TV	or	even	 in	a	puff	piece
from	People	magazine.	I’m	talking	about	little	observations	or	remembrances	of
people	or	incidents,	or	maybe	even	an	anecdote	that	somehow	captures	or	sums
up	some	special	aspect	of	the	character’s	job.

Don’t	forget—many	of	us	are	defined	by	our	jobs.	What	we	do	 is	who	we	are.
Now,	I’m	not	saying	that’s	necessarily	a	good	thing,	but	it’s	a	fact,	and	you	need
to	keep	it	in	mind	when	you	create	characters	and	give	them	professions—make
sure	 you’ve	 researched	 their	 job	 well	 enough	 to	 breathe	 some	 life	 and
believability	into	it.

The	Plot	Thickens!

Although	the	novel	has	a	narrative	plot,	most	of	the	important	action	takes
place	 in	 the	 mind	 of	Moses	 Herzog,	 its	 protagonist.	 He’s	 a	 middle-aged
college	professor	living	temporarily	in	his	country	home	in	the	Berkshires.
Moses	has	made	a	habit	of	doing	 research	 for	a	 sequel	 to	a	well-received
scholarly	book,	which	he	never	intends	to	finish;	and	writing	letters,	which
he	never	sends,	to	family,	friends,	acquaintances,	scholars,	writers,	and	the
dead.	These	letters	make	up	much	of	the	novel.

—Herzog	by	Saul	Bellow



A	Few	Warnings

Doing	 research	 isn’t	 a	 very	 dangerous	 or	 reckless	 pursuit,	 so	 putting	 out	 the
caution	 flag	might	 seem	 a	 bit	 supercilious.	 But	 not	 really.	 Research	 is	 one	 of
those	parts	of	the	writing	job	which	can	become	more	of	a	curse	and	a	problem
than	you	could	ever	realize.

We’re	 going	 to	wrap	 up	 this	 chapter	with	 several	 points	 to	 keep	 in	mind	 that
should	help	you	keep	things	in	perspective.



How	Much	Is	Enough?

This	is	a	question	I	hear	over	and	over	when	I	teach	a	class	or	a	workshop.	How
do	you	know	when	you’ve	done	enough,	when	you	have	more	than	you’ll	ever
need?

My	 standard	 answer	 is	 a	 hoary	 old	 sports	 axiom,	 which	 I	 turn	 into	 a	 fairly
standard	simile—research	 is	 like	pitching	 in	baseball—you	can	never	have	 too
much	of	it.	The	trick	is	learning	what	to	keep	in	and	what	to	 leave	out	of	your
story.

The	 best	 tactic	 is	 to	 pile	 up	 more	 than	 you	 planned	 to	 use.	 What	 generally
happens	after	that	is	kind	of	weird:	All	the	facts	and	texture	and	anecdotes	you
can’t	 possibly	 cram	 into	 your	 story	 kind	 of	 seep	 down	 into	 your	 mind	 and
unconsciously	 saturate	 your	 settings	 and	 characters.	 The	 end	 result	 creates	 an
unspoken	familiarity	with	your	material.

And	that’s	the	important	part.

I’m	not	sure	how	it	works,	but	that	familiarity	translates	into	a	certain,	palpable
confidence	in	your	writing.	Readers	can	sense	it,	and	they	trust	you	because	you
really	 do	 sound	 like	 you	 know	 what	 you’re	 talking	 about.	 With	 the	 material
you’ve	researched,	it’s	not	always	the	way	you	parrot	it	back	to	the	reader	that’s
going	to	be	convincing.	A	lot	of	times,	it’s	going	to	be	more	general	and	subtle.

This	is	a	process	which	is	harder	to	explain	than	to	experience	firsthand.	Diligent
research	will	pay	off	in	many	ways.	Writing	with	confidence	is	one	of	them.



Do	You	Want	a	Research	Assistant?

Some	 writers	 have	 a	 whole	 staff	 to	 do	 all	 their	 research,	 fact-checking,	 and
proofing.	Must	be	nice.	I	wouldn’t	know	anything	about	it.

I	 get	 asked	 about	 this	 one,	 too,	 and	my	 answer	 is	 simple.	 It’s	 expensive	 and
counterproductive.	Aside	from	the	cost,	why	would	a	writer	want	to	avoid	doing
the	work,	 which	 helps	 immerse	 him	more	 deeply	 into	 the	 entire	world	 of	 the
story?

I’ve	always	felt	my	research	is	a	great	warm-up	to	the	material	I’m	going	to	be
“making	up.”	If	I’d	let	somebody	else	do	all	that	preliminary	stuff	and	I	came	to
the	 story	 without	 steeping	 myself	 in	 the	 details,	 I	 can’t	 imagine	 how	 I	 could
write	a	good	story	or	build	anything	convincing.

And	yet,	I’ve	talked	to	writers	who’ve	done	it	this	way	their	whole	careers,	and
it	 seems	 to	 work	 for	 them.	 How,	 I	 have	 no	 idea.	 The	 thought	 of	 somebody
retrofitting	my	facts	to	my	novel	after	I’d	written	it	sounds	very	dumb	to	me.

Words	of	Wisdom

Research	is	four	things:	brains	with	which	to	think,	eyes	with	which	to	see,
machines	 with	 which	 to	 measure	 and,	 fourth,	 time	 …	 sometimes	 also
referred	to	as	money.

—Albert	Szent-Gyorgyi



A	Nice	Place	to	Hide

This	is	a	strange	one.	It’s	never	happened	to	me,	but	I’ve	heard	other	writers	talk
about	it	quite	a	bit,	so	it	must	be	real,	and	bears	mentioning.

It’s	 actually	 related	 to	 “writer’s	 block”	 (which	 is	 one	 of	 those	 phenomena	 I
really	don’t	believe	exists),	and	is	nothing	more	than	a	convenient	and	logical-
sounding	excuse	for	not	writing.

Theoretically,	 it’s	 a	 situation	 in	 which	 you	 become	 so	 wrapped	 up	 in	 your
research	you	never	really	get	around	to	writing	your	original	project.	People	tell
me	 they’ve	 let	 the	 research	 become	 the	major	 project,	 and	 almost	 forgot	why
they	 needed	 all	 the	 information	 in	 the	 first	 place.	 They	 start	 to	 hide	 in	 their
research.

They	do	this	to	avoid	writing.

Or	 so	 they	 tell	 me.	 Seems	 to	 me	 you’d	 have	 to	 convince	 yourself	 that	 your
readers	are	more	interested	in	the	details	than	the	larger	strokes	of	plot	and	the
emotions	and	motivations	of	your	characters.	I	think	this	“explanation”	is	just	a
fairly	 inventive,	 pseudo-intellectual	 excuse	 for	 not	 getting	 your	 pages	written.
For	 some	writers,	 the	act	of	writing	 is	a	 torturous	ordeal,	 so	 this	kind	of	 thing
probably	appeals	to	them.	They	hate	writing;	love	having	written.

My	advice:	don’t	be	like	them.

Let	yourself	enjoy	every	aspect	of	the	writing	game.	While	you’re	sitting	there,
simply	realize	you’re	giving	yourself	and	your	readers	a	chance	to	see	something
no	one	ever	does—your	inner	thoughts.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	 Research	 balances	 your	 experience.	 It	 fills	 in	 the	 cracks	 of	 your
personal	 knowledge	 bank.	 Never	 shy	 away	 from	 it.	 Look	 on	 it	 as	 an
enriching	adventure.



•	Sources	of	research	come	from	within	you,	as	well	as	all	the	people
you	can	contact.	The	 Internet	has	made	research	both	easier	and	harder—
because	people	 tend	 to	rely	on	 it	 too	much	and	expect	more	answers	 than
are	currently	available.	Old-fashioned	library	time	is	still	time	well	spent.

•	 Remember:	 there	 are	 plenty	 of	 experts	 out	 there,	 and	 they’re	 just
waiting	to	catch	you	in	a	big	mistake.	So	get	your	facts	straight—especially
in	some	of	the	most	obvious	categories	of	geography,	occupations,	history,
weapons,	and	procedures.

•	 Don’t	 let	 your	 research	 control	 your	 writing.	 Don’t	 worry	 about
having	 not	 enough	 or	 too	 much.	 Trust	 your	 instincts,	 and	 keep	 writing.
Don’t	use	research	as	a	silly	reason	why	you	can’t	be	writing.



Chapter	12

Format,	Presentation,	Grammar,	and	Syntax

In	This	Chapter

•	Industry	standards

•	The	extra	touches

•	Making	good	decisions

•	Understanding	structure

The	process	continues	with	four	more	topics,	which	will	contribute	mightily	 to
the	 success	or	 failure	 of	 your	 novel—depending	 on	 how	well	 you	 understand
them.	Because	of	that,	I’m	forced	to	include	the	following	…

Warning:	 The	 material	 contained	 within	 this	 chapter,	 if	 not	 thoroughly
mastered,	 can	 be	 the	 cause	 of	 the	 following	 serious	 problems:	 sloppy
presentation,	unintelligible	text,	improper	construction,	and	rejection	slips.



It’s	Better	to	Look	Good	Than	to	Feel	Good

As	you	may	recall,	I	used	to	read	slush	piles	for	a	couple	of	magazines,	and	my
wife,	Elizabeth,	and	I	edit	an	anthology	series	of	 imaginative	fiction.	 I’ve	seen
countless	manuscripts	submitted	over	the	years,	and	some	of	them	look	good	…
and	some	of	them	don’t.

It’s	 a	 question	 of	 formatting	 your	 manuscript,	 and	 it	 might	 be	 the	 difference
between	your	story	or	book	getting	read	or	sent	back	with	just	a	glance.	You	see,
if	a	manuscript	is	formatted	improperly,	it	screams	the	words	hopeless	amateur!
at	the	editor,	who	probably	sends	it	back	with	little	or	no	attention.

Don’t	 forget,	 first	 impressions	 are	 everything	 in	 this	 business.	 The	 way	 your
submission	 looks	 is	 the	first	 thing	the	editor	sees—way	before	he	or	she	might
start	 reading	 it.	 If	 your	 manuscript	 looks	 like	 it’s	 been	 prepared	 by	 a
professional,	you’ve	cleared	your	first	big	hurdle.



An	Industry	Standard

It’s	 best	 to	 think	 of	 formatting	 your	manuscript	 as	 a	 standard	 way	 things	 are
done	throughout	publishing.	It’s	a	series	of	little	conventions	that	were	adopted
long	ago	and	have	just	kind	of	concretized	into	the	accepted	and	expected	way	to
do	it	right.

Here	are	the	basics	(and	I	do	mean	basic):

•	Use	 regular	white	 bond	 paper	 that	measures	 8.5	 ×	 11	 inches.	 This
might	 sound	 silly,	 but	 there	 are	 other	 sizes	 available	 such	 as	 “legal”	 and
something	the	Brits	use	called	“A4.”	Don’t	use	anything	other	than	standard
size	 paper.	 Editors	 have	 shelves	 and	 niches	 designed	 to	 hold	 that	 size
stacks;	you	don’t	want	to	be	the	odd	stack.

•	 Use	 black	 ink.	 It’s	 very	 true	 that	 colored	 inks	 will	 make	 your
manuscript	stand	out,	but	it	will	also	make	your	submission	very	annoying.
Also,	 only	 use	 the	 front	 of	 each	 page;	 nothing	 on	 the	 back	 side	 of	 each
page.

•	Double-space	your	manuscript.	There	are	a	couple	of	reasons	for	this
—it’s	 easier	 to	 read,	 and	 if,	 by	 chance,	 your	 novel	 is	 bought,	 the	 spaces
between	 the	 lines	 make	 it	 easier	 to	 pencil	 in	 corrections,	 emendations,
suggestions,	or	copyeditor	queries.

•	Use	margins	that	give	the	page	an	open,	airy	look.	One	inch	all	 the
way	around	should	be	fine.	And	you	don’t	need	 to	worry	about	 justifying
the	type	(making	the	right	margin	of	type	all	line	up	as	neatly	as	the	left);	a
ragged	right	margin	is	acceptable,	and	easier	to	read.

•	On	 the	first	page,	 in	 the	upper	 left	corner,	 include	your	name,	your
agent	 (if	 you	have	one),	 the	 address	 (yours	 or	 your	 agent’s,	 again,	 if	 you
have	one),	phone	numbers,	and	e-mails.	In	the	upper	right	corner,	you	can
put	the	approximate	wordage	(if	it’s	short	fiction).

Also	on	the	first	page,	centered	and	midway	down,	enter	the	novel’s	title	in
ALL	CAPS	and	below	that,	your	name	(or	your	pen	name).

•	 You	 should	 be	 sure	 to	 put	 a	 header,	 which	 includes	 at	 least	 a
keyword	from	the	title	then	a	slash	to	separate	your	last	name,	followed	by



the	page	number.	The	header	plus	page	number	 is	very	 important	because
sometimes	 manuscripts	 come	 apart	 and	 pages	 get	 scattered.	 If	 your
reader/editor	can’t	figure	out	in	what	order	the	pages	should	be	rearranged,
guess	who	might	be	rejected?

It	goes	without	saying	(which	means	I	have	to	say	it	anyway)	that	everything	in
the	previous	list	is	for	typed	or	machine-printed	manuscripts—that	is,	NO	hand-
printed	or	handwritten	manuscripts	ever.	If	you’re	using	a	typewriter,	it’s	better
to	have	one	that	employs	pica-sized	letters	because	they’re	bigger	and	easier	to
read	than	elite.	If	you’re	writing	on	a	computer,	your	font	size	should	be	at	least
12	points,	and	can	be	as	large	as	14	…	you	want	to	be	getting	between	23	and	27
lines	 per	 page.	 This	 is	 to	 approximate	 the	 size	 and	word	 density	 of	 the	 typed
manuscript	page,	which	has	become	one	of	those	industry	standards.

I	 left	 the	question	of	 fonts	 till	 last	 because	 it’s	 somewhat	 a	matter	 of	 personal
preference.	The	standard	font	is	still	“Courier”	because	it’s	so	easy	to	read,	and
all	 the	 letters	 tend	 to	 be	 the	 same	 width,	 which	 helps	 editors	 and	 typesetters
estimate	the	length	of	finished	books.	That	being	said,	lots	of	writers,	and	even
some	editors,	are	tired	of	seeing	Courier,	and	are	open	to	seeing	manuscripts	in
other	readable	fonts	such	as	Bookman,	Times,	Baskerville,	Gatineau,	and	other
serif	(letters	with	little	edges	and	“feet”	like	…	well,	Courier).	Just	be	sure	you
use	a	point	size	(12	to	14)	that	allows	it	to	be	read	as	easily	as	the	old	typewriter
font—pica	courier.

Trade	Talk

Although	they	refer	to	typewriters,	which	few	of	us	still	use,	the	terms	elite
and	pica	persist.	They	are	actually	units	of	measurement.	Elite	 is	 a	 fixed-
width	 type	 that	 provides	 12	 characters	 per	 linear	 inch.	 Pica	 is	 larger,



providing	 10	 characters	 per	 linear	 inch.	 Pica	 is	 easier	 to	 read.	 This	 is
different	from	font,	which	is	the	style	or	“look”	of	the	type.

The	Plot	Thickens!

A	man	who	wants	to	be	a	bestselling	writer	hires	a	“company”	to	help	him
achieve	his	goal.	He	hits	the	bestseller	list,	but	is	forced	to	pay	a	lot	more
than	he	bargained	for—because	the	company	is	a	ruthless	arm	of	organized
crime.

—Bestsellers	Guaranteed	by	Joe	R.	Lansdale

Now,	just	 to	make	sure	you’ve	got	 it	 right,	 I’ve	 included	something	to	make	it
crystal	clear.

Sample	cover	page:

Tom	Scrivo	
Garrison	Heath	Smathers,	agent	
The	Boutique	Agency	
000	Fifth	Ave	
NYC,	NY	10000	
1-212-555-5555	
GHS@theboutiqueagency.com	
Naked	Came	the	Spy	
by	
Tom	Scrivo



After	 the	cover	page,	you	begin	your	 text,	 formatted	as	 I	previously	 indicated.
Each	 page	 should	 also	 contain	 the	 book	 title,	 your	 last	 name,	 and	 the	 page
number.	This	information	is	called	the	“header.”

Sample	header:

Naked	/	Scrivo	page	#

Okay?	I	can’t	make	it	any	clearer	than	that.

Proper	formatting	of	your	manuscript	may	sound	simple	and	not	even	necessary
to	go	over	 in	 such	detail,	but	you’d	be	surprised	how	many	novel	manuscripts
come	in	on	yellow	paper	or	purple	ink	or	even	handwritten.	All	these	standards
might	 sound	 boring	 and	 uninteresting,	 but	 it’s	 important	 that	 your	 submission
stand	out	from	the	rest	for	the	right	reasons—not	the	wrong	ones.



Presentation

My	wife,	 in	addition	 to	being	a	very	beautiful	and	 intelligent	woman,	 is	also	a
gourmet	 cook.	 She	 takes	 great	 pleasure	 in	 not	 only	 planning	 and	 preparing
fantabulous	 epicurean	 extravaganzas,	 but	 also	 in	 creating	 just	 the	 right
presentation.

If	 you’ve	 ever	 seen	 a	 table	 set	 for	 a	 dinner	 party	with	 the	 silver	 flatware	 and
charger	plates	under	the	service,	you	know	how	appealing	that	can	be.	When	the
courses	are	also	presented	in	balanced,	colorful,	and	appetizing	ways,	it’s	almost
like	an	art	form	…

What’s	this	have	to	with	writing	your	novel?	Hey,	hang	with	me	a	second	more,
and	you’ll	see.

Presentation	 is	 closely	 related	 to	 formatting,	 and	 equally	 important.	 To
understand	 it,	 just	 think	 of	 it	 as	 the	 finishing	 touches	 to	 a	 properly	 formatted
manuscript.	 You	 only	 need	 be	 aware	 of	 a	 few	 things	 to	 ensure	 a	 classy
presentation.



Cover	Letter

This	is	what	sits	on	top	of	your	title	page.	This	is	the	true	first	impression.	Some
writers	 and	editors	will	 tell	 you	most	 covers	get	 tossed	unread	 into	 the	Round
File,	 but	 I	 don’t	 believe	 them.	 If	 your	 cover	 letter	 is	 short,	 polite,	 and
professional,	it	will	probably	get	read;	and	that	can’t	hurt.

Your	cover	letter	should	very	briefly	introduce	your	novel	(without	going	into	a
long-winded	 synopsis	 of	 the	 plot—editors	 hate	 that);	 then	 a	 few	 brief	 words
about	 yourself	 in	 terms	 of	 prior	 publishing	 credentials.	 If	 you	 don’t	 have	 any,
just	 move	 on	 to	 a	 simple	 last	 paragraph,	 in	 which	 you	 say	 thanks	 for	 the
opportunity	to	submit	your	manuscript.

That’s	 it.	 Your	 cover	 letter	 should	 be	 clear	 and	 succinct.	 Make	 your	 salient
points	 and	 close	 the	 letter.	 A	 cover	 letter	 thick	with	 paragraphs	 of	 text	 is	 the
mark	of	an	amateur.



Packaging

I	 always	 get	 a	 kick	 out	 of	 the	 scene	 you	 see	 in	 the	movies	when	 a	 character
happens	to	be	a	writer	and	he’s	finishing	his	novel	or	it’s	showing	up	on	an	agent
or	an	editor’s	desk.	In	almost	every	case,	the	stack	of	pages	looks	way	too	thin
(even	 the	 average	 length	 of	 a	 genre	 novel	 looks	 like	 the	 phone	 book	 of	most
medium-sized	cities),	and	the	manuscript	is	bound	in	some	fashion,	usually	with
those	big	brass	button-clips.

Friends,	manuscripts	are	never	submitted	like	that.

It’s	funny	that	movie	people	and	even	the	screenwriters	(who,	for	the	most	part,
are	 not	 novelists	 and	 have	 no	 clue	 what	 goes	 into	 writing	 a	 novel)	 have
apparently	decided	that	a	novel	manuscript	looks	pretty	much	like	a	screenplay
(which	is	around	110	pages	and	is	usually	bound	with	those	brass	things).

And	 with	 typical	 moviemaking	 arrogance,	 they	 assume	 that	 if,	 by	 chance,	 a
novel	manuscript	doesn’t	exactly	look	like	a	screenplay	…	well,	hey,	nobody’ll
notice.

Well,	I	notice,	and	so	does	everybody	else	in	publishing.

Now,	 I	know	we’re	 just	 talking	about	 a	movie	prop,	but	 it	 could	give	you	 the
wrong	idea.	And	that’s	why	I’m	here—to	give	you	the	right	idea,	which	is	this:
Don’t	 bind	 your	 pages;	 don’t	 hole-punch	 them	 and	 put	 them	 in	 a	 loose-leaf
booklet.	 Just	 pack	 the	 separate	 pages	 in	 a	 cardboard	 stationery	 box.	 I	 know	 it
doesn’t	sound	very	elegant	or	impressive,	but	believe	me,	that’s	what	the	editor
wants	and	expects.



Tom’s	Tips

If	you	live	in	a	small	town	that	still	has	a	mom	’n‘	pop	“stationery	store,”
you	can	ask	them	to	save	you	some	of	the	boxes	their	good	papers	come	in.
Even	 if	 you’re	writing	 two	books	 a	year,	 they	 should	be	 able	 to	 scare	up
enough	boxes	to	take	care	of	all	your	submission	needs	for	the	foreseeable
future.	If	you’re	stuck	with	a	big-chain	operation,	go	“make	nice”	with	the
clerk	 at	 the	 in-house	 “copy	 center,”	 and	 see	 if	 they	 can	 save	 you	 some
boxes.	Also,	whenever	 you	 get	 a	 package	 in	 the	mail,	 ask	 yourself	 if	 the
shipping	box	can	be	recycled	to	ship	your	manuscript.	But	the	slickest	trick
is	 to	go	 to	your	post	 office	 and	“appropriate”	 a	 few	of	 their	 priority	mail
boxes	…	the	ones	you	have	to	fold	into	shape.	The	trick?	Fold	it	inside	out
so	all	 that	 red-white-and-blue	 is	on	 the	 inside.	Presto	change-o!	You	have
nice	sturdy	packaging	for	whatever	manner	of	shipping	you	choose.



Bells	and	Whistles

With	the	advent	of	desktop	publishing,	writers	can	do	all	sorts	of	fancy	pre-press
stuff	that	had	previously	been	denied	them.	My	advice	for	the	most	part	is:	Don’t
do	 it.	 Whatever	 great	 ideas	 you	 have	 to	 make	 your	 manuscript	 look	 cool	 or
special	 are	 probably	 wrong-headed.	 Big	 fancy	 decorative	 title	 fonts,	 drop
shadows,	colors	(aarrrgh!),	and	other	neat	stuff	is	not	all	 that	neat	when	you’re
submitting	your	manuscript.

Better	 to	 leave	 all	 that	 to	 the	 typesetters	 after	 they	 purchase	 your	 book,	 not
before.



Back	to	Grammar	School

Funny	thing	about	the	issue	at	hand	…	if	you’re	not	a	writer	…	a	discussion	of
English	 usage	 and	 composition	 would	 rank	 right	 up	 there	 with	 the	 care	 and
storage	of	 replacement	 erasers	 for	your	pencils.	But	 if	 you	 really	are	 a	writer,
then	 you	most	 likely	 fell	 in	 love	 with	 the	 English	 language	 a	 long	 time	 ago;
learning	about	grammar	and	syntax	is	pretty	much	the	same	as	learning	how	to
write	well.

I	 don’t	 have	 the	 space	 to	 conduct	 an	 in-depth	 seminar	 on	 all	 the	 various
exigencies	of	grammar	that	would	possibly	knock	you	silly.	But	I	can	give	you	a
solid	 heads-up	 on	 the	most	 important	 things	 to	 remember,	 avoid,	 and	 double-
check	in	your	revisions.

Grammar	 and	 syntax	 are	 really	 all	 about	 writing	 clear,	 structurally	 sound
sentences	which	accurately	say	what	you	mean.	It’s	about	following	an	agreed-
upon	set	of	rules.	Just	like	when	we	play	a	game	or	enact	a	procedure,	we	try	to
follow	the	rules.	Put	this	way,	it	sounds	so	easy,	so	presumptuously	facile,	you
might	be	wondering	why	we’re	even	bothering	with	it.

Because,	 like	 everything	 else	 that	 goes	 into	 making	 your	 novel	 a	 reality,	 it’s
important.	If	you	can	write	clearly,	and	your	prose	is	not	cluttered	up	with	lots	of
awkward,	 ungrammatical	 phrases,	 editors	will	 notice	 your	 work.	 Really	 clear,
tight	writing	rises	above	the	pack	It’s	 the	single	aspect	of	your	manuscript	 that
can	determine	very	quickly	whether	or	not	the	right	people	read	it.

So	let’s	get	started.

Words	of	Wisdom



Every	writer	should	master	the	rules	of	grammar	before	he	attempts	to	bend
or	break	them.

—Robert	Graves



Grammar	Basics

If	we	wanted	 to,	we	 could	 spend	 the	 rest	 of	 the	pages	of	 this	worthy	 tome	on
grammar	and	 its	various	 levels	of	 complexity.	But	we	don’t	want	 to.	 I	believe
you’ll	be	writing	clearly	and	mostly	error-free	if	you	pay	attention	to	the	basics
to	follow.	I’m	going	to	list	and	examine	them	in	no	particular	order,	but	pretty
much	as	they	come	to	me.



Parts	of	Speech

To	keep	things	moving,	I’m	going	to	do	something	very	dangerous:	I’m	going	to
assume	you	already	know	what	the	parts	of	speech	are	(nouns,	pronouns,	verbs,
adverbs,	 adjectives,	 prepositions,	 conjunctions,	 and	 interjections).	 Okay,	 so	 I
listed	them,	just	in	case.	The	parts	of	speech	are	all	the	types	of	words	we	use	to
communicate.	Each	one	has	a	different	function;	and	if	you	want	to	be	a	writer,
you	need	to	be	able	to	identify	any	of	them	in	any	sentence	written	in	English	in
any	book	on	any	shelf.

If	you	can’t	do	 that,	 then	maybe	you	should	have	bought	 the	book	on	quilting
instead	of	writing.

But	 I	have	faith	 in	you.	Point	out	 the	noun	and	 the	preposition	 in	 the	previous
sentence.	 Okay,	 you	 said	 “faith”	 is	 the	 noun	 and	 “in”	 is	 the	 preposition—
underscoring	my	belief	you	bought	the	right	book.

You	know	adverbs	modify	verbs,	which	means	 they	 tell	you	more	 information
concerning	 the	 action;	 and	 adjectives	modify	 nouns,	 telling	 us	more	 about	 the
persons,	 places,	 and	 things.	 Pronouns	 are	 the	 personal	 nouns,	which	 designate
sex	and	number	of	characters.	And	the	conjunctions	are	used	to	join	or	connect
words,	 phrases,	 and	 clauses;	while	 prepositions	 are	 used	 to	 show	 relationships
between	nouns	in	the	same	sentence.

The	only	part	of	speech	I’m	not	sure	you	need	to	know	about	is	the	stepchild	of
the	family—the	interjection.	In	fact,	go	to	your	standard	grammar	book	(the	one
you	do	have,	don’t	you?),	and	check	on	it	yourself.	The	most	important	thing	to
know	 about	 the	 parts	 of	 speech	 is	 what	 they	 are	 and	 the	 job	 they	 do	 in	 your
sentences.



Agreement

Nothing	will	irritate	an	editor	more	than	reading	sentence	after	sentence	in	which
subjects	don’t	“agree”	with	their	verbs.	Usually	this	is	obvious	stuff.	Most	of	us
do	not	confuse	the	differences	between	“he	writes”	and	“they	write.”	Very	few
writers	would	ever	make	the	mistake	of	“he	write”	or	“they	writes.”

That’s	the	basic	agreement	between	nouns	(subjects)	and	verbs	(predicates).	But
don’t	 get	 too	 cocky;	 it	 can	 be	 a	 little	 trickier	 than	 that.	And	 sometimes,	 a	 lot
trickier.

When	you	 have	multiple	 subjects	 (such	 as	Bill	 and	 Joe	work	 on	 the	Pentagon
Project),	you	consider	it	as	plural	subject	(as	opposed	to	just	Bill	as	the	subject:
Bill	works	on	the	Pentagon	Project).

However,	multiple	 subjects,	when	qualified	by	each	 and	every,	or	neither/nor,
not	only/but	also,	and	other	similar	connected	qualifiers	(such	as	Each	weapon
and	every	bullet	was	used	in	the	battle),	requires	a	singular	verb	agreement.

There	 are	 other	 agreement	 exceptions	 and	 rules,	 which	 are	 too	 numerous	 to
mention	here.	The	best	I	can	do	is	mention	the	main	points	of	grammar,	and	you
must	do	your	homework	to	ensure	you	get	to	be	good	at	it.



Tense

One	of	the	worst	things	writers	can	do	is	lose	track	of	the	tense	they’re	writing
in.	If	you’re	writing	in	the	present	tense,	then	don’t	drift	into	the	past	tense.	This
can	happen	in	your	first	drafts,	but	watch	for	it	and	correct	it	in	your	revisions.



Punctuation

I	can	remember	being	at	a	big	barbecue	filled	with	people	of	all	types.	An	older
lady	I	was	talking	to	remarked,	when	she	learned	I	was	a	writer,	that	she	could
never	do	what	I	do	because	she’d	“never	been	able	to	figure	out	where	to	put	her
commas,	or	any	of	that	‘other	punctuality.’”

Indeed.

Learning	 how	 to	 properly	 punctuate	 your	 sentences	 is	 a	 part	 of	 grammar	 both
basic	 and	 essential	 to	 clear	writing.	A	misplaced	 or	 omitted	 comma	 can	 truly
change	the	meaning	of	a	sentence.

Try	 to	 think	 of	 commas	 as	 natural	 pauses,	 just	 like	 taking	 a	 breath	 when	 we
speak,	and	appearing	in	those	places	in	the	sentence	where	one	meaning	or	point
is	 completed,	 and	 another	 is	 beginning.	 Commas	 are	 separators	 of	 ideas	 or
concepts,	or	persons	and	places	and	just	about	anything	else;	there	is	no	mystery
to	using	them.	I	usually	tell	someone	who	asks	how	to	use	commas	to	read	the
sentence	aloud	paying	attention	 to	 the	meaning	 they	 intend	 to	convey,	and	put
the	commas	where	they	just	naturally	paused	while	speaking	the	sentence	aloud.

Semicolons	are	not	 like	commas.	Use	them	to	divide	up	complete	sentences	or
clauses	 that	 share	 common	 elements.	 I	 use	 the	 semicolons	 when	 appropriate
throughout	this	book;	if	you’ve	been	paying	attention,	you’ve	already	noticed.

Colons	are	used	to	designate	some	kind	of	list	or	catalogue	is	going	to	follow,	or
a	 specific	 point.	 Dashes	 can	 set	 off	 an	 item	 from	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 sentence—
usually	for	emphasis.	Ellipses	…	tend	to	slow	down	and	separate	thoughts	that
you	 want	 the	 reader	 to	 consider	 without	 haste	 or	 hurry.	 Because	 they	 often
appear	silly	and	excessive	(even	in	dialogue),	exclamation	marks	are	to	be	used
very	sparingly!

There	 are	 other	 points	 of	 punctuation,	 which	 are	 more	 or	 less	 personal
preferences	 regarding	 how	 often	 you	 use	 them.	 They’ll	 be	 part	 of	 your	 style
without	you	really	noticing	it.	The	way	you	employ	things	like	quotation	marks,



italics,	and	parentheses	(among	other	grammatical	devices)	is	important.	It’s	also
important	to	follow	general	rules	of	usage,	which	are	somewhat	intuitive	if	you
read	with	care	and	genuine	attention.	Names	of	books	and	 films	are	 italicized.
Titles	of	stories	and	articles	are	placed	in	quotation	marks.	Things	like	that.

Tom’s	Tips

Because	I	don’t	have	the	space	to	cover	all	the	rules	of	grammar	and	usage
in	this	chapter,	I’m	going	to	do	what	I’ve	rarely	done	in	this	book—refer	to
some	other	guy’s	book.	But	in	this	case,	I	have	no	choice.	One	of	the	best
books	for	writers	 is	The	Elements	of	Style	by	William	I.	Strunk	and	E.	B.
White.	It’s	been	in	print	for	a	long	time	and	it	is	a	true	classic.	While	not	a
very	 big	 book,	 it’s	 crammed	 with	 all	 the	 things	 you	 need	 to	 make	 your
writing	clear	and	clean.	Get	it	and	read	it.	And	reread	it.	Often.

Also	 get	 a	 basic	 grammar	 book	 to	 answer	 niggling	 questions.	 There	 are
many	of	them—all	of	pretty	much	equal	value.



Usage	Rules

Usage	covers	a	multitude	of	sins	and	questions—when	to	use	that	or	which;	lie
or	lay;	should	or	would;	was	or	the	subjunctive	were;	adapt	or	adept;	except	or
accept;	allusion	or	illusion;	assay	or	essay;	etc.

Your	knowledge	of	correct	usage	will	depend	heavily	upon	several	factors:	your
elementary	 education	 on	 basic	 grammar	 and	 composition,	 the	 extent	 of	 your
vocabulary,	and	how	well	you	remember	what	you’ve	read	and	seen	employed
by	other	writers.

There	 are	 also	 conventions	 to	be	 followed	 regarding	what	gets	 capitalized	 and
when,	how	you	express	numbers,	the	use	of	foreign	expressions	(ad	hoc,	raison
d’être,	quid	pro	quo,	etc.),	and	how	to	hyphenate	or	divide	long	words.

In	addition,	you	should	know	that	synonyms	are	words	with	the	same	meaning
(carriage	and	wagon);	homonyms	are	words	with	the	same	sound,	but	different
meanings	 (through	 and	 threw);	 and	 antonyms	 are	 words	 with	 exact	 opposite
meanings	(hot	and	cold).

As	I	said	before,	we	don’t	have	the	space	to	cover	these	topics	in	detail,	but	I	at
least	want	to	point	them	out	as	areas	of	expertise	you	will	need	to	acquire.



Spelling

Orthography	(need	your	dictionary	for	this	one?)	is	one	of	those	things	at	which
some	writers	are	naturally	good,	and	some	just	totally	suck.	I’m	not	sure	spelling
can	be	taught	or	even	encouraged.	It’s	a	brain	thing.	Spelling	involves	the	same
kind	of	biomechanism	 that	 allows	 (some)	people	 to	 retain	 long	series	of	digits
and	phone	numbers	and	others	to	forget	them	instantly.

There	 used	 to	 be	 some	 great	 little	 books	 that	 all	 typesetters	 kept	 in	 their	 hip
pocket	(the	guys	who	used	to	lock	up	real,	lead	type	in	wooden	cases),	and	they
were	 crammed	 full	 of	 all	 the	words	 that	 could	possibly	be	misspelled.	Manual
typesetting	is	disappearing	and	so	are	those	books,	but	you	don’t	need	them	as
much	either.

Word-processing	 programs	 and	 personal	 computers	 are	 usually	 equipped	with
spellcheckers	that	can	do	a	pretty	fair	job	of	keeping	your	manuscript	clean	and
accurate.	But	 those	programs	usually	don’t	catch	 the	“form”	 instead	of	“from”
and	 the	 OCR	 scanning	 error	 that	 reads	 “dean”	 instead	 of	 “clean.”	 Some
grammar-checkers	are	getting	good	enough	to	at	least	question	usage	that	looks
odd,	so	things	are	looking	up.

The	bottom	line	when	it	comes	to	spelling	is:	Don’t	trust	your	spellchecker.	You
still	 need	 to	 proof	 your	manuscript	 carefully	 and	 get	 someone	 else	 to	 provide
backup.	Inattention	to	spelling	tells	editors	you’re	sloppy,	and	that’s	not	going	to
help	you	sell	your	novel.

Words	of	Wisdom

Would	you	convey	my	compliments	to	the	purist	who	reads	your	proofs	and



tell	 him	 or	 her	 that	 I	 write	 in	 a	 sort	 of	 broken-down	 patois	 which	 is
something	 like	 the	 way	 a	 Swiss	 waiter	 talks,	 and	 that	 when	 I	 split	 an
infinitive,	God	damn	it,	I	split	it	so	it	will	stay	split,	and	when	I	interrupt	the
velvety	 smoothness	of	my	more	or	 less	 literate	 syntax	with	 a	 few	 sudden
words	of	bar-room	vernacular,	that	is	done	with	the	eyes	wide	open	and	the
mind	relaxed	but	attentive.

—Raymond	Chandler



Syntax

In	the	strictest	sense,	syntax	is	a	study	of	the	structure	of	sentences.	It’s	kind	of
like	 looking	at	 the	blueprint	of	 a	building	 to	 see	how	 it	was	put	 together.	The
best	 thing	 about	 understanding	 syntax	 is	 the	 ability	 it	 gives	 you	 to	 vary	 the
length,	shape,	and	cadence	of	your	sentences.

Writers	can	kind	of	narcotize	themselves	(and	their	readers)	by	falling	into	habits
of	expression.	An	example	of	this	could	be	an	endless	progression	of	declarative
sentences,	which	 the	 subject,	 predicate,	 and	 object	 unroll	 over	 and	 over.	 Like
this:

The	 soldier	 fired	 his	weapon	 into	 the	 night.	His	 ammo	 slammed	 into	 the
tank.	The	explosion	ripped	open	 the	sky.	The	shrapnel	 fell	onto	 the	earth.
The	…

See	what	I	mean?	It	becomes	deadening.	A	lively,	engaging	style	will	keep
a	reader	moving	through	your	text.	This	is	what	you	want.	You	don’t	want
to	lull	them	into	something	that	suggests	repetition	or	predictability.

Words	of	Wisdom

All	the	words	I	use	in	my	stories	can	be	found	in	the	dictionary—it’s	just	a
matter	of	arranging	them	into	the	right	sentences.

—Somerset	Maugham



You	can’t	avoid	using	declarative	sentences—they’re	the	backbone	of	narrative.
But	you	need	to	substantially	add	to	that	basic	structure.	You	do	it	by	varying	the
length	and,	more	importantly,	the	syntax	of	your	sentences.	This	is	accomplished
most	easily	if	you	have	an	elementary	grasp	of	dependent	clauses	and	phrases.

You	want	 to	assemble	a	small	arsenal	of	sentence-types,	which	you	can	 juggle
around	and	intersperse	among	your	more	direct,	declarative	sentences.

Use	 infinitive	phrases.	Consider	 starting	off	 a	 sentence	now	and	 then	with	 the
verb	form	beginning	with	“to.”	(To	become	a	better	mother,	Mary	would	need	to
become	a	better	listener.)

You	should	also	use	participles.	Setting	up	the	main	thought	in	a	sentence	with
an	action	clause	 is	a	great	disguise	for	a	declaration.	 (Careening	downhill	with
ever-increasing	speed,	the	uncoupled	boxcar	was	a	rolling	bomb.)

Another	good	variant	 is	opening	with	a	nice,	 image-laden	gerund	construction,
which	 we	 all	 know	 is	 a	 verb	 form	 being	 used	 as	 a	 noun.	 (Swimming	 in	 the
brackish	current	of	the	Rio	Amazon,	while	exciting,	is	also	dangerous.)

Finally,	there	are	prepositions.	And	of	course,	all	the	old,	reliable	standbys—the
phrases	 and	 clauses	 that	 begin	 with	 prepositions	 such	 as	 when,	 where,	 what,
how,	 if,	 etc.	 The	 nice	 part	 of	 this	 usage	 is	 a	 choice	 of	 employing	 it	 at	 the
beginning	or	the	end	of	the	sentence.

A	Likely	Story

There	 are	many	 zoologists	 and	 anthropologists	who	 are	 fascinated	 by	 the
concept	of	communicating	with	animals.	There	have	been	attempts	to	create
basic	 “languages”	 and	 simple	 rules	of	grammar	 for	 simians	 and	dolphins.
Write	a	story	in	which	your	protagonist	is	successful,	but	with	unexpected
consequences.

The	end	result	 is	creating	a	narrative	 flow	that’s	never	predictable,	never	sing-



song,	and	not	marching	to	some	rigid	cadence.	I	can’t	really	teach	you	how	to	do
it;	but	I	can	make	you	aware	of	the	need	to	do	it.	You’ll	get	better	at	it	the	more
you	 actually	 execute	 good	 syntax	 properly,	 and	with	 variety	 and	 imagination.
You	don’t	need	to	follow	all	the	rules,	but	you	need	to	at	least	know	what	they
are.

In	fact,	the	best	writers	don’t	follow	all	the	rules.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	The	mark	of	 an	 amateur	 is	 a	 poorly	 formatted	manuscript.	Making
your	novel	submission	measure	up	to	what	editors	expect	is	a	big	first	step
in	getting	their	attention.

•	 The	 subtle	 touches	 of	 packaging	 and	 presentation,	 when	 done
properly,	 are	 surefire	 ways	 to	 score	 points	 with	 first	 readers	 and	 editors.
The	idea	is	to	get	their	attention	for	the	right	reasons.

•	 Make	 up	 your	 mind	 to	 have	 a	 firm	 grasp	 of	 good	 grammar.	 Do
whatever	 it	 takes	 to	 learn	 it	and	employ	 it.	Get	The	Elements	of	Style	 (by
Strunk	and	White)	and	The	Elements	of	Grammar	(by	Margaret	Shertzer).

•	If	you	have	an	intuitive	feel	for	the	syntax	of	your	sentences,	you	can
make	your	prose	 sing,	you	can	make	 it	 sit	 up	and	do	 just	 about	 any	 trick
you	want.	 The	 structure	 of	 your	 sentences	 is	 like	 the	 “delivery”	 an	 actor
works	on—in	both	cases,	it’s	what	makes	words	come	to	life.



Chapter13

Style	and	Voice—Finding	Yours

In	This	Chapter

•	Style	is	who	you	are

•	Your	voice	can	change

•	Warning	signs

•	Interesting	developments

The	 last	 chapter	 stressed	 the	need	 to	understand	 the	 rules	of	writing	and	 to	be
able	to	follow	them	with	skill	and	confidence.	Having	said	all	that,	I	am	forced
to	 tell	 you	 something	 a	 little	 contradictory.	 In	 order	 to	 develop	 your	 own
individual	style,	you’ll	have	to	ignore	a	lot	of	the	rules.

Or	at	least	enough	of	them	to	make	your	prose	interesting	and	unique.

You	see,	up	until	now,	we’ve	been	talking	more	or	less	about	all	the	aspects	of
writing	that	apply	to	all	writers.	But	when	we	get	into	a	discussion	of	style	and
voice,	we’re	really	talking	more	specifically	about	you	and	your	writing.	We’re
talking	about	your	style,	the	way	you	express	yourself	with	enough	regularity	for
it	to	become	codified,	and,	therefore,	capable	of	fitting	a	particular	description.

I	don’t	want	it	to	sound	more	complicated	than	it	is.	But	style	is	personal	and	it
comes	from	a	lot	of	different	places.	We’ll	take	a	look	at	a	few	of	them—to	give
you	some	insight—but	not	for	the	explicit	purpose	of	“creating”	a	style	for	you.
Nurturing,	 or	growing,	 or	providing	 for	 your	 style	might	 all	 be	better	ways	of
looking	at	it.

The	longer	you	write,	the	more	comfortable	you	get	with	the	mere	act	of	sitting
there	 and	 doing	 it,	 and	 the	 more	 automatic	 it	 becomes.	 The	 more	 you	 do	 it,



month	 after	 month,	 year	 to	 year,	 you	 don’t	 have	 to	 stop	 so	 often	 to	 actually
ponder	and	decide	how	you	will	stage	a	particular	scene,	describe	a	character,	or
unfold	a	conversation.

Words	of	Wisdom

There	 is	 such	 an	 animal	 as	 a	 nonstylist,	 only	 they’re	not	writers—they’re
typists.

—Truman	Capote

A	magic	 thing	 begins	 to	 happen:	 You’ll	 just	 know	 the	 right	 way	 to	 write	 the
scene	or	 line	or	paragraph	because	 it’s	become	a	basic	part	of	you.	It	becomes
part	of	your	style.



Stylin’

Over	the	years,	people	have	occasionally	asked	me	to	describe	my	style,	and	I’ve
always	been	a	little	hesitant	to	try.	And	why’s	that?	I	don’t	know,	maybe	equal
parts	 wisdom	 and	 superstition.	 I	 think	 it’s	 tough	 for	 writers	 to	 recognize	 and
label	their	style	because	they’re	so	close	to	it	all	the	time.	It	becomes	so	personal
and	 habitual	 (in	 the	 best	 sense),	 it’s	 close	 to	 invisible.	 Readers	 who	 have	 no
psychological	 or	 emotional	 attachments	 to	 your	 personal	means	 of	 expression
are	probably	far	better	at	describing	how	you	write.



Influences

As	 far	 as	 my	 own	 self-assessment	 goes,	 I	 can	 now	 look	 back	 on	my	 earliest
stories	(yes,	I	still	have	them)	and	see	immediately	how	overwritten	they	were.
Heavily	 freighted	with	 extra	 adjectives	 and	 flowery	description,	my	 sentences,
while	grammatical,	were	overblown	and	kind	of	embarrassing.

In	 retrospect,	 I	know	exactly	 from	where	my	excesses	came.	Early	on,	when	 I
was	 twelve	 or	 so,	 I	was	 reading	 a	 lot	 of	 high	 adventure	 stories	 of	Edgar	Rice
Burroughs	(Tarzan	and	John	Carter	of	Mars)	as	well	as	H.	Rider	Haggard	(King
Solomon’s	Mines,	She,	Ayesha).	Both	of	these	guys	wrote	in	a	full-blown	“pulp”
style	with	plenty	of	cumbersome,	“purple”	prose.	I	guess	I	figured	this	 is	what
writing	was	supposed	to	be	like.	Then,	as	I	moved	on	in	my	reading,	into	Edgar
Allan	Poe	 and	H.	 P.	Lovecraft.	 I	 didn’t	 realize	 it	 at	 the	 time,	 but	 I	was	 being
literally	firebombed	by	their	florid,	Byzantine	styles.

I	 liked	 the	dense,	heavy,	and	atmospheric	writing	 (partly	because	 it	was	pretty
much	all	I	knew),	and	when	I	started	writing	my	own	stories	in	my	early	teens,	I
tried	to	emulate	the	writers	I	loved	to	read.	Some	time	afterward,	I	discovered	a
naturalist	 named	Loren	Eiseley	who	 is	 known	 for	 his	 ornate,	 poetic	 style,	 and
also	the	magical	short	stories	of	Ray	Bradbury.	Ray’s	style	is	deceptively	clean
and	 simple	 because	 he	 has	 perfect	 control	 of	 his	 images,	 his	 use	 of	metaphor.
But	 young	writers	 invariably	 assume	 all	 his	 great	 imagery	 and	 emotion	 come
from	adjective	and	adverb	overload—and	that’s	just	not	the	case.

Anyway,	my	style	needed	a	lot	of	work,	even	by	the	time	I	was	sending	out	story
after	story	to	all	the	fiction	magazines.	Gradually,	I	got	things	under	control	as	I
learned	the	difference	between	overwrought	prose	and	good,	clear	writing.

Words	of	Wisdom



Use	 plain,	 simple	 language,	 short	 words	 and	 brief	 sentences.	 That	 is	 the
way	 to	write	English—it	 is	 the	modern	way	and	 the	best	way.	Stick	 to	 it;
don’t	 let	 fluff	 and	 flowers	 and	 verbosity	 creep	 in.	 When	 you	 catch	 an
adjective,	kill	it.	No,	I	don’t	mean	utterly,	but	kill	most	of	them—then	the
rest	will	be	valuable.	A	wordy	habit,	once	fastened	upon	a	person,	is	as	hard
to	get	rid	of	as	any	other	vice.

—Mark	Twain



A	Matter	of	Trust

It	was	years	before	I	arrived	at	a	consistent,	distinctive	style	I	could	depend	on.	I
had	stopped	worrying	about	my	style,	stopped	thinking	consciously	of	how	each
sentence	 was	 going	 to	 come	 out.	What	 happens,	 I	 think,	 as	 you	 mature	 as	 a
writer,	is	this:	You	learn	to	trust	the	way	you	express	yourself.	Once	that	takes
place,	your	style	goes	on	autopilot	and	it’s	just	there,	doing	its	job.

Lots	 of	 new	 writers	 tend	 to	 worry	 about	 their	 style.	 It	 ends	 up	 being	 wasted
energy	because	your	style	will	evolve	on	its	own—no	matter	what	you	do.



Developing	Style

Some	 of	 you	 are	 not	 going	 to	 be	 satisfied	with	my	 assurances	 your	 style	will
evolve	 into	 a	 comfortable	 means	 of	 expression	 with	 no	 self-conscious	 strings
attached.	You’re	sitting	there	fretting	and	wondering	just	what	kind	of	style	you
have	or	have	the	potential	for,	and	you	want	to	know	how	to	help	it	along,	how
to	develop	it.

And	 you	 know	what?	 I’m	 going	 to	 keep	 you	 from	 bugging	me	 about	 it.	 I’m
going	 to	 throw	 out	 a	 few	 things	 for	 you	 to	 think	 about.	 Then,	 after	 you’ve
pondered	the	possibilities,	I’m	going	to	offer	you	a	few	techniques	and	pointers,
which	 may	 help	 you	 hone	 your	 style	 into	 the	 sharp,	 polished	 instrument	 you
desire.

First,	let’s	talk	about	what	shapes	your	style.



Personality

This	is	probably	the	most	overriding	factor.	To	get	 this	 topic	where	it	needs	to
go,	 you	 have	 to	 engage	 in	 a	 little	 self-analysis,	 some	 introspection.	 I’m	 not
talking	 any	 deep	 psychological	 profiling,	 just	 a	 little	 surface-scan	 to	 see	what
defines	you.

So	what	 basic	 type	 are	 you?	Do	 your	 friends	 and	 co-workers	 describe	 you	 as
“hyper,”	 frenetic,	 active,	 restless?	 Are	 you	 always	 anxious	 to	 be	 doing
something?	Preferably	new	and	different?	Are	you	always	looking	for	things	that
need	 fixing?	 Are	 you	 driven	 to	 complete	 everything	 you	 do?	 Are	 you	 detail-
oriented?

If	that	describes	you	to	any	extent,	then	those	traits	may	be	reflected	in	the	way
you	write.	Your	descriptions	and	dialogue	may	be	very	detailed.	You	may	want
to	be	sure	to	include	enough	to	get	the	whole	picture	just	right.

Or	maybe	people	describe	you	as	more	of	a	free	spirit.	Details	don’t	worry	you.
Maybe	 they	 even	 bore	 you?	 If	 you	 tend	 to	 a	 more	 relaxed	 manner	 of	 task
completion,	and	you	trust	others	to	understand	what	you	mean	with	a	minimum
of	 instruction,	 that	aspect	of	who	you	are	will	probably	show	up	 in	your	style.
You	may	like	symbolism	and	surreal	styles.	Or	at	least	try	your	hand	at	them.

Trade	Talk

Symbolism	in	writing	occurs	when	you	use	one	object	or	idea	to	represent
something	else	(like	the	snake	being	a	symbol	for	sexuality).	Surrealism	is	a
way	of	 looking	at	 the	world	 in	ways	 it	 never	was.	 It	 is	 a	 juxtaposition	of
recognizable	images	in	places	that	are	not	part	of	our	reality.	(Dali	melting



watches	 hanging	 from	 trees	 on	 an	 endless	 plain	 is	 a	 familiar	 surreal
painting.)

If	you	are	an	abstract	 thinker	or	adept	 in	math	and	 the	physical	 sciences,	your
prose	may	be	very	precise	and	measured.

Also,	look	at	the	way	you	do	other	things	in	your	life	and	you’ll	find	some	clues
about	what	your	true	style	might	be.	Have	you	ever	tried	your	hand	at	painting,
drawing,	music,	or	hobbies	like	needlepoint,	knitting,	or	other	crafts?

What	do	you	prefer—the	loose	look	of	charcoal,	chalks,	and	watercolors,	or	the
more	precise,	realistic	lines	of	pen-and-ink,	tempera,	and	oils?	In	music,	do	you
like	 the	preci	 sion	of	Bach	or	 the	 tempestuous	spirit	of	Beethoven?	Or	do	you
like	 classic	 rock,	 country,	 or	 hip-hop?	 Your	 answers	 could	 be	 very	 reliable
indicators	of	what	might	be	reflected	in	your	style.

Words	of	Wisdom

I	try	to	leave	out	the	parts	that	people	skip.

—Elmore	Leonard



Perceptivity

Another	 key	 to	 understanding	 your	 style	 is	 the	 way	 you	 perceive	 the	 world
around	you.	Do	you	see	it	a	safe,	comforting	place?	Or	is	it	more	foreboding	and
threatening?	Or	maybe	it’s	a	world	full	of	wonder	and	adventure?	The	variety	of
filters	you	use	to	interpret	your	environment	will	also	color	your	style.

The	 same	 can	 be	 said	 for	 people.	 Some	 of	 us	 can	 “read”	 people	 better	 than
others.	Some	of	us	trust	everybody,	while	others	trust	no	one.	That	brings	more
unexpected	components	to	your	style.

Remember,	I’m	not	saying	any	of	these	personality	traits	or	perceptions	are	any
better	or	worse	than	any	others.	I	just	wanted	to	point	out	a	few	things	that	may
be	shaping	the	way	you	write	other	than	the	usual	literary	influences.

Tom’s	Tips

It’s	okay	to	admire	a	favorite	writer’s	style,	but	you	should	do	your	best	not
to	imitate	it	slavishly.	What	happens	is	that	you	start	making	yourself	crazy
trying	to	recreate	what	somebody	else	is	already	doing.

A	better	strategy	is	to	take	a	little	time	to	analyze	what	it	is	in	your	model’s
style	 that	 you	 like	 so	 much.	 Figure	 out	 what	 the	 writer	 is	 doing	 and
incorporate	it	into	your	own	style.	That	way	you’re	doing	what	all	writers
do;	they	arrive	at	their	own	style	by	cherry-picking	from	all	the	writers	they
like.



And	it	doesn’t	happen	overnight.	It’s	a	gradual	process,	but	it	works.



Developing	Your	Style

Here	are	a	 few	brief	suggestions	and	 things	 to	play	around	with,	which	should
help	you	get	comfortable	with	 the	way	you	write.	Because	 that	 is	 the	secret	of
letting	 your	 style	 evolve	 and	 develop.	 You	 should	 try	 lots	 of	 techniques	 and
strategies;	be	patient,	and	see	what	happens.



Always	Build	Your	Vocabulary

Some	writers	I	know	like	language	so	much,	they	“read”	the	dictionary.	Others
collect	books	of	definitions	of	weird	words.	Others	just	make	sure	they	look	up
the	 words	 they’ve	 never	 learned	 before	 when	 encountering	 them	 for	 the	 first
time.



Pay	Attention	to	Syntax

Noticing	 the	 syntax	 you	 use	 goes	 along	with	what	we	 talked	 about	 in	 the	 last
chapter—that	 is,	what	 syntax	 is,	 and	why	 it	 is	 necessary.	Vary	 the	 length	 and
structure	of	your	sentences.	See	how	it	feels	and	what	it	does	for	your	style.



Figure	Out	What’s	Distinctive

This	 takes	 time	because	you	need	 to	amass	a	body	of	writing—journal	entries,
short	 stories,	 poems,	 novel	 chapters,	 whatever—so	 that	 you	 have	 enough
material	to	analyze.	Do	you	like	one-sentence	paragraphs	like	Hemingway	used?
Or	 are	 you	 given	 over	 to	 the	more	 heavily	 constructed	 and	 densely	 populated
passages	 of	 Faulkner?	 Do	 you	 like	 to	 use	 em	 dashes—like	 this?	What	 about
ellipses	…?	Or	are	you	like	John	Irving	using	italics	excessively?	Again,	there’s
no	right	or	wrong	answer	here.	There	are	just	different	modes	of	expression,	and
finding	out	what	works	for	you.



Use	Interesting	Verbs

Using	interesting	verbs	is	more	challenging	and	important	than	you	think.	Many
young	writers	have	a	dependency	on	the	verb	“to	be;”	and	it’s	so	automatic,	they
never	think	about	it.	They	describe	people,	places,	and	situations	in	terms	of	“is”
and	 “was”	 (e.g.,	 “The	 urban	 traffic	 was	 heavy	 and	 dangerous.”).	 A	 more
interesting	way	to	do	it	would	be	to	use	verbs	with	more	power	(e.g.,	“The	traffic
brawled	through	the	city	streets,	threatening	to	assault	him.”).

It’s	 impossible	 to	avoid	using	“is”	and	“was”	 (and	 the	 rest	of	 their	variations),
and	you	actually	need	them	in	many	cases.	But	when	you	don’t,	remind	yourself
to	not	be	lazy	and	use	verbs	that	have	power	and	description	on	their	own.



A	Lot	of	’Splainin’	to	Do	…

Another	 point	 of	 style	 is	 how	much	you	 trust	 your	 powers	 of	 narrative.	 Some
new	writers	worry	that	their	readers	are	not	“getting”	everything,	so	they	get	into
this	 mode	 where	 they	 explain	 everything	 too	 much.	 They	 overexplain	 and
overdescribe	something	in	a	scene,	and	this	tends	to	make	your	style	stuffy	and
inaccessible.



Check	Your	Similes	and	Metaphors

An	 interesting	 style	 can	 be	 full	 of	 imagery	 and	 sense	 impression	 without
overdoing	 it.	A	good	way	 to	do	 that	 is	mastering	 the	 techniques	of	 simile	 and
metaphor—and	 using	 them	with	 discretion.	A	 really	 good	 comparative	 phrase
can	resonate	with	the	reader	and	bring	home	a	powerful	set	of	images	that	will
be	memorable.	The	key	to	this	point	is	to	not	do	it	so	much	it	becomes	tired	and
familiar.



Check	Your	Clichés	at	the	Door

Eliminating	 clichés	 is	 something	 you	 do	 in	 the	 second	 draft.	 When	 you’re
writing	 in	 the	 heat	 of	 the	moment,	 it’s	more	 vital	 to	 just	get	 something	 down.
Later	on,	you	can	switch	on	your	cliché	radar	and	 look	for	blips.	Trite	phrases
signal	lazy	writing.	It’s	important	to	remove	them	from	your	final	drafts.

The	Plot	Thickens!

An	1850s	 lawyer	hires	a	young	man	to	be	his	“scrivener,”	which	is	 like	a
human	photocopy	machine.	The	young	man	works	at	his	gig	until	one	day,
when	the	lawyer	asks	him	to	copy	something,	the	guy	answers,	“I’d	prefer
not	to.”	From	that	point	on,	he	says	“I’d	prefer	not	to”	to	everything	asked
of	him,	until	he’s	finally	fired	and	bodily	removed	from	his	cubicle	(where
he’s	been	sleeping).	Later	on,	he’s	arrested,	and	dies	in	prison.	This	simple
plot	summary	does	nothing	to	enhance	or	portray	what	many	consider	one
of	 the	 greatest	 stories	 in	 American	 literature.	 In	 addition	 to	 its	 strikingly
postmodern	 excursions	 into	 existentialism	 and	 nihilism,	 the	 story	 is
remarkable	 for	 its	 style,	 which	 is	 so	 clear	 and	 clean,	 it	 could	 have	 been
written	yesterday,	rather	than	a	century	and	a	half	ago.

—“Bartleby	the	Scrivener”	by	Herman	Melville



Write	in	Your	Journal

As	 I’ve	 said	 previously,	 some	 writers	 are	 very	 fastidious	 and	 habitual	 about
making	journal	entries—daily	or	on	some	kind	of	schedule;	while	others	like	me
just	never	get	around	 to	doing	 it.	But	 if	you	 like	 to	keep	a	 journal,	 it’s	a	good
place	to	work	on	style	because	you	can	write	with	the	unspoken	assumption	no
one	is	going	to	be	reading	it	but	you.	So	you	can	be	as	free	or	as	anal-retentive	as
you	want.	You	can	experiment.



Hunt	Down	Your	Adverbs	and	Adjectives

Make	 a	 conscious	 effort	 to	 take	 note	 of	 how	 often	 you	 feel	 the	 need	 to	 drop
modifiers	 into	 your	 sentences.	 Again,	 I’m	 not	 saying	 adverbs	 and	 adjectives
don’t	have	a	place	in	your	prose—they	do.	But	I	want	to	foster	an	awareness	in
you	of	how	much	or	how	little	you’re	relying	on	these	parts	of	speech.	We	get
story	 submissions	 in	which	every	 last	 noun	 in	every	 sentence	has	 at	 least	 one,
sometimes	more	adjectives	in	front	of	it.	The	writers	of	these	manuscripts	clearly
don’t	realize	what	they’re	doing,	and	I	don’t	want	you	to	be	one	of	them.



Understand	Usage	and	Diction

Every	 so	 often,	 remind	 yourself	 to	 look	 at	 your	 sentences	 for	 things	 like	 the
outright	misuse	of	a	word,	or	using	a	word	that	is	close	to	what	you	really	mean,
but	not	as	precise	as	it	should	be.	Also,	be	careful	not	to	let	the	same	word	show
up	 in	 several	 sentences	 in	a	 row	…	and	definitely	never	 in	 the	same	 sentence.
For	example,	if	you’re	describing	a	car	chase,	you’d	better	have	an	ample	supply
of	words	to	carry	the	action	other	than	“car,”	“car,”	and	“car.”	I	may	have	used
this	example	before,	but	that’s	okay—it’s	a	good	one.	And	it	bears	repeating.



Warnings

It’s	 very	 common	 for	 writers	 to	 become	 obsessed	 about	 style,	 or	 more
specifically	 their	 style.	 I’ve	 been	 to	 more	 than	 a	 few	 symposia	 and	 seminars
(always	within	 the	halls	of	universities)	where	 some	guy	who	calls	himself	 an
“author,”	 rather	 than	 a	 writer	 (which	 is	 always	 a	 bad	 sign),	 makes	 this
proclamation	to	the	masses:	“If	I	can	carefully	craft	at	least	one	good	sentence	a
day,	I	feel	as	if	I’ve	done	a	good	day’s	work.”

One	good	sentence.

Yeah,	I’ve	heard	more	than	a	few	pompous	people	say	nonsense	like	that.	I	don’t
know	what	they’re	thinking	or	trying	to	put	over	on	their	audiences.	That	writing
is	 so	 hard,	 you	 should	 be	 lucky	 to	write	 even	 one	 intelligible	 sentence	 a	day?
That	style	is	so	important	and	so	hard	to	achieve	it	can	actually	take	that	long	to
write	a	sentence?

You	can	see	where	I’m	going	with	this.	You	can	become	so	self-conscious	about
what	your	style	actually	is	that	it	becomes	the	primary	reason	you	write.	You	sit
down	 every	 day	 to	 evolve	 your	 style	 instead	 of	 telling	 a	 good	 story.	 Friends,
down	 that	 path	 lay	 madness.	 And	 pomposity,	 pretentiousness,	 and	 laughable
turgidity.

Don’t	go	there.

And	while	I’m	at	it,	here’s	a	little	heads-up	when	you’re	reading	reviews	of	new
books—especially	 the	 “contemporary”	 or	 “literary”	 novels.	 If	 you	 notice	 the
reviewer	 throwing	 around	 phrases	 which	 extol	 the	 writer’s	 “bold,	 stylistic
explorations”	 or	 “exquisite	 narrative	 voice”	 or	 any	 other	 such	 flattery,	 which
conveniently	skirts	 the	pesky	issues	of	plot	and	storytelling,	 it’s	a	great	bet	 the
novel	is	close	to	unreadable.	Writers	and	critics	who	adhere	to	the	idea	that	good
writing	is	all	style	and	little	story	don’t	get	read	much.

My	advice	is	not	to	think	so	much	about	your	style.	Try	to	employ	some	of	the
exercises	 and	 techniques	 I	 talked	 about	 in	 this	 chapter,	 and	 things	 will



automatically	happen.	Just	be	patient,	keep	writing,	and	your	style	will	evolve	on
its	own.



Voice

Voice	is	sometimes	confused	with	style;	and	while	the	two	are	definitely	related,
they	enjoy	subtle	differences.	While	your	style—once	it	develops	and	stabilizes
—remains	fairly	constant,	your	voice	can	vary	from	book	to	book	or	character	to
character.	And	that’s	okay.	Sometimes	it’s	necessary.

Words	of	Wisdom

Every	fine	story	must	leave	in	the	mind	of	the	reader	a	quality	of	voice	that
is	exclusively	the	writer’s	own.

—Willa	Cather



Reaching	for	the	Tone	Control

Voice	is	exactly	this:	It	is	the	way	you	speak	on	paper.	It’s	all	about	the	tone	you
employ.	 Are	 you	 being	 irreverent?	 Chastising?	 Inspirational?	 Atmospheric?
Paranoid?

You	see	what	 I’m	getting	at	here?	Think	of	your	writing	voice	as	 the	one	you
would	 employ	 if	 you	 were	 telling	 the	 story	 aloud.	 If	 you	 were	 reading	 a
children’s	book,	you	wouldn’t	use	 the	same	voice	as	when	you	were	reading	a
ghost	 story.	The	books	 of	Mickey	Spillane	 convey	his	 tough-guy	voice;	while
the	deceptively	quiet	voices	of	the	narrators	in	the	stories	of	M.	R.	James	seem
to	make	things	more	unsettling	than	reassuring.



Nothing	Automatic

Also	unlike	 style	 (which	 becomes	more	 automatic	 and	 unconscious	 the	 longer
you	 write),	 your	 voice	 becomes	 increasingly	 more	 under	 your	 control.	 Your
narrative	 voice	 can	 be	 altered	 by	 your	 own	 decisions	 at	 any	 time.	 There’s	 no
autopilot	for	your	voice,	and	there	shouldn’t	be.

Just	 as	 you	 select	 the	 right	 voice	 for	 the	 kind	 of	 story	 you’re	 telling	 at	 the
moment,	 you	 also	want	 to	 apply	 the	 same	 decisions	 to	 the	 kind	 of	 characters
you’re	bringing	to	life.

If	 you’re	writing	 a	 story	 in	 the	 first	 person,	 the	 voice	 you	 create	 can	 be	 very
close	to	the	dialogue	of	your	protagonist—a	little	less	colloquial,	but	essentially
the	 same	 voice.	When	 you	 write	 in	 the	 third	 person,	 you	 can	 choose	 a	 voice
which	fits	the	third-person	narrator—whether	it’s	over	a	character’s	shoulder	or
an	omniscient	voice	of	authority,	it	will	be	dictated	by	your	story	and	characters.

The	other	major	consideration	for	the	best	use	of	voice	is	the	novel	of	multiple
viewpoints.	This	kind	of	narration	gives	you	a	chance	to	experiment	with	voice
and	your	 range	of	 control	 over	 it.	The	narrative	voice	of	 a	 child	or	 a	 teenager
should	be	different	than	that	of	a	cop	waiting	to	retire.	If	you	have	that	kind	of
range	in	your	characters,	you’ll	be	challenged	(in	a	fun,	interesting	way)	to	make
everybody	sound	as	realistic	and	believable	as	possible.



Comfort	Levels

The	most	important	thing	to	retain	from	this	chapter	about	style	is	to	not	worry
about	yours.	Every	writer	has	a	unique	style,	and	you’re	no	different.	Whether	or
not	yours	is	any	good,	or	distinctive,	or	compelling	is	not	for	us	to	decide	at	this
point.

Words	of	Wisdom

In	the	long	run,	however	you	talk	or	even	think	about	it,	 the	most	durable
thing	in	writing	is	style,	and	style	is	the	most	valuable	investment	a	writer
can	make	with	his	time.

—Raymond	Chandler

Learning	 to	get	 familiar	with	your	own	style	 takes	 time.	The	 longer	you	write,
the	easier	it	will	get.	It’s	like	that	old	saying	about	not	being	comfortable	in	your
own	skin—getting	used	to	the	way	you	express	yourself	is	a	gradual	process	that
involves	an	increasing	level	of	comfort	and	confidence.

Trust	yourself	and	your	abilities.	They’re	not	as	good	as	they’ll	be	tomorrow	or
next	year,	but	that’s	the	fun	part	about	writing.	The	coolest	part	is	that	you	just
keep	getting	better;	and	your	style	is	one	of	the	best	indicators	of	that	process.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know



•	Style	 is	 a	 reflection	of	who	you	 are	 and	how	you	 interact	with	 the
world.

•	 Achieving	 an	 effective	 narrative	 voice	 is	 a	 constantly	 changing
challenge,	which	presents	itself	with	every	new	character	and	story	premise.

•	Don’t	ever	let	style	trump	your	need	to	tell	a	good	story.	Good	novels
have	 substance	 because	 they	 entertain	 us	 with	memorable	 characters	 and
engaging	plots,	rarely	because	they	have	only	style.

•	Be	patient.	A	good	serviceable	style	requires	mostly	time	to	develop
and	mature.

•	Your	voice	can	vary	from	book	to	book,	depending	on	the	tone	and
the	sense	of	character	and	mood	you	want	to	convey.



Chapter	14

Time	Management	and	Discipline

In	This	Chapter

•	Time	equals	pages

•	Analyzing	your	time	and	you

•	Making	a	schedule	that	works

•	Making	the	best	of	the	worst

If	you	ask	writers	 to	name	the	most	 important	writing	skills	 to	master,	most	of
them	 will	 include	 discipline	 and	 time	 management	 way	 up	 there	 on	 the	 list.
Because	thinking	about	writing	is	nice,	but	actually	making	the	time	to	sit	down
and	do	 it	 is	a	 lot	more	crucial.	You	can	have	all	 the	skills	and	tricks	and	sheer
talent	of	any	of	us,	but	if	you	don’t	make	time	in	your	life	to	write,	your	novel	is
not	going	to	happen.

Whenever	 I	 talk	 about	writing	 at	 a	 school,	 a	 college,	 or	 even	 a	 convention	 of
readers	 and	 fans,	 I	 ask	 the	 audience	 if	 they	 think	 they	 could	 write	 just	 three
pages	a	day.	I	usually	get	a	lot	of	cautious	affirmatives,	and	even	some	indignant
“of-course-I-cans!”

I	smile,	and	I	 tell	 them	I’ve	 just	given	 them	the	Secret	of	 the	Universe.	 If	you
want	to	write	novels,	just	write	those	three	pages	a	day.	Figure	it	out:	3	pages	a
day	(and	let’s	take	off	weekends	for	whatever	else	needs	attention	in	your	life)
works	out	to	15	pages	a	week,	and	around	60	pages	a	months.	In	six	months,	you
will	have	a	360-page	manuscript.

Not	a	large	novel	…	but	not	a	small	one,	either.

When	 people	 hear	 this,	 they	 are	 amazed	 because	 they’ve	 probably	 never



bothered	 to	 do,	 as	 they	 say,	 “the	 math.”	 It	 inspires	 new	 writers	 and	 aspiring
novelists	because	 it	 reduces	 the	 task	of	creating	all	 those	pages	 into	something
that	at	least	seems	doable.

And	I	gotta	tell	ya:	Every	time	I	finish	a	book,	and	finally	print	out	all	the	pages
at	once,	and	take	a	look	at	that	huge	stack	of	pages,	bigger	than	the	phone	books
of	 most	 cities,	 I	 am	 still	 amazed	 that	 anybody	 can	 write	 that	 much	 about
anything.	And,	hey,	I	did	it!

But	then,	after	I	sit	there	for	a	few	minutes,	I	get	this	great	feeling	of	satisfaction
and	accomplishment—yeah,	I	think,	I	did	that,	and	it	feels	good.

You	can	get	that	feeling,	too,	and	believe	me,	there’s	nothing	like	it.

Words	of	Wisdom

When	I	start	a	book,	I	always	think	it’s	patently	absurd	that	I	can	write	one.
No	one,	certainly	not	me,	can	write	a	book	500	pages	 long.	But	 I	know	I
can	write	15	pages,	and	if	I	write	15	pages	every	day,	eventually	I	will	have
500	of	them.

—John	Saul

But	 there’s	 an	 important	 corollary	 to	 that	Secret	of	 the	Universe:	You	have	 to
write	those	three	pages	every	day.	Or,	you	have	to	write	enough	over	a	five-day
period	to	average	three	pages	a	day.	That	requires	something	all	real	writers	have
—discipline.	 It’s	 the	 ability	 to	 make	 yourself	 do	 the	 writing.	 It’s	 being	 so
dedicated	to	a	goal,	you	don’t	let	anything	get	in	your	way	of	achieving	it.



News	flash:	The	only	way	you’re	going	to	make	discipline	a	part	of	your	life	is
by	 learning	how	 to	manage	your	 time.	But	don’t	worry	about	 it;	 this	chapter’s
going	to	show	you	some	ways	to	do	it.	No	time	like	now,	so	let’s	get	started	…



Analyze	Your	Time	and	Your	Self

Before	 you	 can	 get	 serious	 about	 discipline,	 you	 have	 to	 take	 a	 good,	 hard,
honest	look	at	the	hours	in	your	day	and	your	week.	If	you’re	into	charts	and	that
kind	of	thing,	then	by	all	means,	make	one	that	gives	you	a	picture	of	your	life	in
terms	of	the	hours	and	days	and	who	wants	a	piece	of	you	and	when	…

If	 you’re	 like	 most	 of	 us,	 you	 have	 some	 kind	 of	 job,	 which	 is	 taking	 up	 a
considerable	chunk	of	your	time.	That	is	obviously	time	you	need	to	…	ah,	work
around,	as	they	say.

Answers	please:

Who	are	you	and	what	do	you	do?

These	are	questions	only	you	can	answer,	but	I	can	speculate	a	bit,	and	maybe
anticipate	 some	 of	 the	 scenarios,	 which	may	 apply	 to	 you	 and	 your	 situation.
Right	up	front,	I’m	going	to	tell	you	finding	time	to	write	is	not	just	possible;	it’s
easy.	My	experience,	 and	 from	what	 I	hear	 from	successful	writers,	 tells	me	a
major	source	of	discipline	comes	from	the	desire	to	write.

If	you	want	to	write,	you	will.

If	you	want	 to	make	excuses	 for	not	writing,	you’ll	do	 that,	 too.	But	we	don’t
need	to	dwell	on	that	one.	You	probably	know	about	that	all	too	well.

Time	is	what	it’s	all	about.	Your	job	is	to	find	the	time	to	do	what	you	want	in
your	life.	It’s	there,	but	you	might	have	to	work	hard	to	uncover	it.



Words	of	Wisdom

Don’t	say	you	don’t	have	enough	time.	You	have	exactly	the	same	number
of	 hours	 as	 were	 given	 to	 Helen	 Keller,	 Pasteur,	 Michelangelo,	 Mother
Teresa,	Leonardo	da	Vinci,	Thomas	Jefferson,	and	Albert	Einstein.

—H.	Jackson	Brown



Getting	Jobbed

If	 you	 have	 a	 full-time	 job,	 no	matter	what	 you	 do,	 you	 have	 anywhere	 from
seven	to	ten	hours	of	your	day	already	spoken	for.	I	have	a	friend	who	drives	in
and	out	of	Boston	each	week	and	spends	three	hours	every	day	doing	that.	It	is
essentially	wasted	 time	 (if	we	 can	 discount	 the	 vigilance	 and	 skill	 required	 to
keep	him	from	auto	accidents	and	related	mayhem).

If	 that	describes	you,	you	might	want	 to	 think	about	using	 that	 time	 to	dictate
stories,	journal	entries,	story	plots,	character	profiles,	scenes	of	dialogue,	or	even
whole	chapters.	This	may	be	awkward	at	first,	but	if	you	get	one	of	those	digital
dictation	recorders	(voice	activated),	you	can	give	it	a	shot	and	see	how	it	feels.

I’m	not	sure	it	was	true,	but	I	can	remember	somebody	telling	me	Ellery	Queen
(actually	two	people—Fredric	Dannay	and	Manfred	B.	Lee)	never	wrote	a	word
—he	(they)	dictated	everything,	gave	it	 to	a	secretary,	 then	went	over	it	with	a
red	pencil,	before	giving	it	back	to	her	for	another	run	through	the	typewriter.	So
it	might	work	 for	you,	 too.	 It	 sure	beats	 just	 sitting	 there	 staring	at	 the	 license
plate	of	that	Taurus	in	front	of	you,	don’t	you	think?



Writing	for	Your	Supper

If	your	job	requires	you	to	do	a	lot	of	writing	each	day,	that	could	have	a	definite
effect	on	 the	amount	of	writing	you	get	done	when	you’re	not	 at	work.	 If	you
write	for	a	newspaper,	advertising	or	government	agency,	a	law	firm,	or	even	an
insurance	company,	you	might	be	burned-out	by	the	time	you	get	home.	The	last
thing	you	feel	like	doing	is	more	writing	…	and	that’s	lethal.

The	 worst	 situation	 is	 having	 a	 job	 in	 which	 the	 writing	 you	 do	 at	 work	 is
competing	 with	 the	 writing	 you	 want	 to	 do	 on	 your	 own.	 That	 can	 be
discouraging	 and	 depressing	 and	 may	 eventually	 force	 you	 to	 make	 a	 very
serious	decision.	And	I’m	talking	about	a	 life-changing	one.	Like:	Quit	 the	job
or	quit	writing.

I	think	I	said	in	an	earlier	chapter	how	important	it	is	to	have	a	job	that	keeps	you
from	writing.	I	repeat	this	point	because	it	also	relates	to	time	management	and
discipline.	If	you’re	doing	something	all	day	that	has	nothing	to	do	with	writing,
then,	all	 the	better.	Psychologically,	you’re	pumped	to	get	home	and	get	a	few
words	down.



Being	a	Creature	of	Habit

How	are	you	on	deadlines?	Repetitive	tasks?	Routines?

Do	you	keep	your	lawn	maintained	on	a	regular	basis?	Change	the	oil	in	your	car
when	 you’re	 supposed	 to?	 Call	 your	 mother,	 your	 kids,	 your	 friends	 timely
enough	for	them	not	to	wonder	if	you	stumbled	into	some	fissure	in	the	earth?

What	does	your	basement	look	like?	Your	garage,	or	your	workbench?	Do	you
like	to	hang	things	on	pegboard?	How	do	you	feel	about	filing	cabinets?	A	lot	of
writers	I	know	feel	very	comfortable	walking	around	in	office	supply	stores;	do
you?

Your	answers	will	give	you	some	 insight	on	 the	kind	of	personality	you	have,
and	 just	 how	 easy	 or	 tough	 it	 is	 for	 you	 to	 stay	 organized	 enough	 to	 create	 a
writing	 schedule	 and	 stick	 to	 it.	 And	 I	 don’t	 mean	 you	 have	 to	 be	 some
obsessive-compulsive	automaton	or	a	loony	neat-nik,	either.	My	desk	and	office
get	 progressively	 cluttered	 and	 full	 of	 paper	 the	 deeper	 I	 get	 into	 a	 project.
Anyone	who	walks	in	will	think	a	tornado	takes	a	regular	spin	through	the	place
—and	it	does,	the	tornado	of	mutant	thoughts	in	my	head	all	day	long.	But	don’t
think	I’m	not	organized,	because	I	am.	I	know	what	each	flung	paper	is	and	why
I’m	keeping	it	around.	When	I	finish	the	story,	article,	column,	book,	script,	or
whatever,	I	pick	up	everything,	file	it	or	toss	it,	neaten	up	the	office,	and	move
on	to	the	next	project.

Okay,	enough	about	me.	The	previous	points	should	get	you	thinking	about	the
way	you	work	and	the	work	habits	you’ll	need	to	cultivate	or	change	to	fit	 the
writing	regimen	you	need	to	create.	We	all	have	good	habits	and	bad	ones.	You
need	to	make	writing	something	(good	or	bad)	a	part	of	your	day.	You	need	to
make	 it	 a	 necessary	 habit	 (like	 brushing	 your	 teeth)	 you’ll	 feel	 bad	 about
shirking.



Words	of	Wisdom

There	is	no	perfect	time	to	write.	There	is	only	now.

—Barbara	Kingsolver



Schedules

Everybody	is	different,	and	everybody	has	a	load	of	different	parameters	running
through	their	lives.	So	it’s	not	that	important	what	your	schedule	actually	is	…
only	that	you	have	one.

I	 can’t	 spend	 a	 lot	 of	 time	on	 this	 because	 a	 schedule	 is	 a	 personal	 thing.	For
instance,	 unless	 I	 have	 a	 very	 pressing	 deadline,	 I	 practically	 never	 write	 on
weekends,	which	are	 reserved	 for	 family	 stuff,	 but	 some	writers	 (who	have	 so
little	time	during	the	week)	use	their	weekends	to	do	all	their	writing	each	week.

The	other	 thing	 about	making	 and	keeping	 to	 a	 schedule	 is	 that	 you	 shouldn’t
carve	it	into	a	stone	tablet.	Take	it	for	a	given	that	some	days	things	just	aren’t
going	to	work	out	and	you’re	going	to	miss	the	hours	and	pages	you	planned.

Don’t	 let	 it	bug	you.	Forget	 it,	 and	move	on	 to	 the	next	day.	And	don’t	 try	 to
make	up	the	page	tomorrow.	You’ll	make	yourself	nuts	 if	you	try	 to	crank	out
double	the	amount	you	decided	was	feasible	in	the	first	place.	Never	look	back,
only	ahead.

The	Plot	Thickens!

A	well-known	writer	wakes	up	from	a	near-fatal	car	accident	in	the	home	of
a	nurse,	who	is	in	care	of	his	convalescence.	She	is	a	big	fan	of	his	work,
and	keeps	him	disabled	until	he	completes	a	novel	just	for	her.	It	is	a	novel
that	stretches	the	concept	of	time	management	to	horrific	proportions.

—Misery	by	Stephen	King

Some	writers	keep	one	of	 those	erasable	plastic	 schedule-makers	on	 their	wall
next	 to	 the	 desk.	 They	 write	 in	 what	 they	 need	 to	 do	 for	 a	 week	 or	 two	 in



advance	and	they	see	it	each	day	and	they	check	off	how	well	or	poorly	they’re
doing.	 If	 it	works	 for	you,	keep	doing	 it.	But	watch	 it.	Some	of	 the	wall-chart
people	 I	 know	 get	 carried	 away	 with	 it,	 and	 start	 figuring	 out	 ways	 to	 run
statistical	analysis	on	their	productivity	with	time-motion	studies	and	percentage
pie-charts	 and	 a	 bunch	 of	 other	 stuff	 that	 becomes	 the	 reason	 for	 its	 own
existence	 and	 ends	 up	 stealing	 away	 writing	 time	 or	 worse,	 an	 excuse	 not	 to
write.

My	best	advice	is	to	keep	experimenting	with	your	schedule	until	you	find	one
that	…

•	Is	realistic	in	terms	of	pages	per	day.	Three	pages	is	doable	for	most
people.	Fifteen	is	not.

•	Doesn’t	conflict	with	the	needs	and	schedules	of	others	in	your	life—
such	as	bosses,	spouses,	kids,	friends,	etc.

•	Is	flexible	enough	to	absorb	the	unexpected	changes	it	will	endure.

The	important	thing	about	your	writing	schedule	is	it	feels	right	to	you.	It	should
work	well	enough	for	you	to	feel	good	about	sticking	to	it,	and	the	results	you
get.	 A	 bad	 schedule	 is	 one	 you	 look	 at	 like	 a	 jail	 sentence	 of	 any	 required
repetitive	task	you	don’t	like	doing	(one	of	mine	is	mowing	a	lawn	…man,	I	hate
that!).

Words	of	Wisdom

A	good	plan	today	is	better	than	a	perfect	plan	tomorrow.

—George	S.	Patton



Just	 remember:	 The	 longer	 you	 do	 something,	 the	more	 likely	 it	 will	 become
ingrained	and	easier	to	do	the	next	time.	Kind	of	like	the	muscle-memory	thing
with	a	golf	swing.	It	takes	a	while	to	kick	in,	but	when	it	does,	you	stop	thinking
about	it	so	much,	and	just	do	it.



Rules	of	the	Game

Now,	 in	order	 to	make	 the	 schedule	easier	 to	maintain,	 I’m	going	 to	 lay	out	 a
few	 tips,	 which	 are	 actually	 rules.	 Not	 titanium-clad,	 but	 you	 better	 pay
attention.



Avoid	Distractions

Very	crucial.	Don’t	set	yourself	up	to	be	interrupted.	So	tell	yourself,	and	mean
it,	 you’re	 not	 going	 to	 answer	 the	 door	 or	 the	 phone.	 If	 you	 don’t	 have	 an
answering	machine,	get	one.	At	the	least,	get	caller	ID	so	you	can	answer	if	it’s
urgent	or	an	emergency.

If	 you	 are	 a	 computer	 person,	 don’t	 schedule	your	 time	on	 the	 Internet	 and	 e-
mail	as	the	same	time	for	your	writing.	The	Internet	is	great	and	so	is	e-mail,	but
they	can	be	huge	time	sinks	for	writers.	Peter	Straub	once	told	me	he	added	up
the	amount	of	e-mail	he	wrote	over	an	average	six-month	period	and	he	said	the
wordage	equaled	a	small	novel(!),	which	made	him	think	twice	about	responding
so	dutifully	to	all	his	correspondents.

Make	a	general	announcement	 to	 the	 rest	of	 the	 family	or	 roommates	 that	you
cannot	 be	 interrupted	 when	 you’re	 writing.	 At	 first,	 nobody	 will	 take	 you
seriously,	but	 if	you	establish	up	front	 that	repeated	distractions	will	make	you
very	cranky,	you	will	get	the	respect	you	need.	Be	insistent.	Nobody	will	take	it
seriously	unless	you	do.

Lastly,	if	something	is	distracting	you	on	a	consistent	basis…and	messing	with
your	output,	you	need	to	isolate	it	and	remove	it	from	your	writing	environment.
Don’t	ignore	the	problem.	It’s	only	going	to	make	things	worse.



Hide	the	Remote

One	 of	 worst	 time-eaters	 in	 our	 lives	 is	 the	 television.	 True,	 it	 has	 been	 a
fantastic	invention,	but	I	don’t	think	I’m	being	hyperbolic	when	I	say	that	even
with	200+	channels	of	all-digital	cable	TV,	there	are	many	occasions	when	there
isn’t	a	thing	worth	watching.

Stop	watching	so	much	TV.	If	you	add	up	the	number	of	hours	you	watch	in	a
week,	you’ll	get	depressed	because	it’s	time	you	can’t	get	back,	time	you	could
have	spent	writing.

Tell	yourself	you’re	not	one	of	the	watchers;	you’re	one	of	the	creators.	You	are
one	of	the	people	who	create	the	stories	the	herd	of	“sheeple”	want	to	watch.



Writing	Fast

Years	ago,	when	I	was	still	in	graduate	school,	the	only	time	I	had	to	write	was
late	at	night—between	10	P.M.	and	midnight.	The	lateness	didn’t	really	bother
me.	I	was	younger	and	it	wasn’t	that	big	a	deal	to	subsist	on	four	to	five	hours’
sleep	 just	 about	 every	 night.	 What	 did	 present	 a	 problem	 was	 the	 lack	 of
continuous	hours	in	which	to	write.

I	remember	one	evening	I	had	gone	over	to	the	University	of	Maryland	campus
to	listen	to	a	friend	of	mine,	the	late	Roger	Zelazny,	who	was	scheduled	to	do	a
reading	to	the	college	science	fiction	society.	He	was	an	established	writer	and
he	 did	 this	 sort	 of	 thing	 a	 lot.	 Afterward,	 we	 went	 out	 for	 coffee	 and	 talked
writing.	 I	 guess	 I’d	 been	 complaining,	 because	 I	 recall	 Roger	 telling	 me	 his
solution	to	short	windows	of	opportunity:	faster	writing.

At	first,	I	figured	he	was	kidding	around,	but	he	shook	his	head.	He	meant	it.	He
said	it	was	all	in	the	way	you	looked	at	it;	and	the	best	way	was	to	pretend	you
were	giving	yourself	an	“essay	exam”	 like	 the	ones	 in	college.	You	 remember
them—you	 had	 45	 minutes	 to	 fill	 as	 many	 “bluebooks”	 as	 possible;	 and
therefore,	 convince	 your	 professor	 you	 were	 brimming	 over	 with	 information
and	knowledge.

And	 that’s	 the	point	of	 this	particular	 advice.	 I	know	 it	 sounds	 silly,	but	write
faster.	 (And	yeah,	I	can	hear	some	of	you	yelling	and	screaming,	but	I	already
told	you	how	I	feel	about	the	“one	good	sentence”	phonies,	right?)

If	you	can	teach	yourself	to	write	as	fast	as	possible,	the	results	will	be	obvious
—you’ll	 have	 more	 material	 to	 work	 with.	 And	 with	 computers	 playing	 so
heavily	 in	writer’s	 lives	 these	days,	 the	 idea	of	 typing	 so	 fast	your	manuscript
gets	 full	of	mistakes	 is	not	so	 terrible.	 (But	don’t	 forget:	Roger	was	 telling	me
this	before	the	computer	age.	So	he	wasn’t	being	glib	about	not	worrying	about
how	easy	it	would	be	to	fix	typos.)



Tom’s	Tips

The	 value	 in	writing	 fast	 is	 you	 end	 up	 getting	 something	 on	 paper.	 I’m
tempted	 to	 say	 get	 anything	 on	 paper	 because	 the	 biggest	 stack	 of	 bad
writing	is	infinitely	better	than	no	writing.

Okay,	 bear	 with	 me	 for	 a	 second	 here,	 while	 I	 wax	 metaphorical—by	 using
sculpture	as	our	example.	If	you’re	trying	to	create	a	statue,	and	you	have	to	mix
your	materials	from	scratch,	the	idea	would	be	to	get	the	clay,	or	mud,	or	plaster
(or	whatever	 your	glop	might	 be	…)	 into	 some	kind	 of	 recognizable	 shape	 as
quickly	 as	 you	 can.	 Then,	 you	 can	 take	 a	 more	 leisurely	 time	 shaping	 and
sculpting	your	basic	form.	The	idea	is	to	achieve	an	elementary	shape,	which	can
be	tweaked	and	fine-tuned	later.



Space	Versus	Time

Finding	 a	 space	 where	 you	 can	 do	 your	 writing	 is	 a	 major	 factor	 of	 time
management.	Ideally,	you	can	sequester	yourself	in	a	spare	bedroom,	a	“sewing”
room,	a	den,	or	even	a	little	cubicle	in	the	basement.	If	you	have	to	invent	a	new
space	in	the	attic	or	over	the	garage,	well,	maybe	you	better	grab	your	toolbox
and	your	measuring	tape.

Having	a	special	writing	space	set	aside	can	have	a	great	impact	on	the	amount
of	real	writing	you	get	done.	If	you	have	a	desk	where	you	can	spread	out	your
papers,	your	reference	materials,	notebooks,	disks,	etc.,	and	leave	them	there	all
the	 time,	 you	 have	 just	 gained	many	writing	 hours	 over	 the	 course	 of	 a	 year.
Think	about	it.	If	you’re	forced	to	write	in	a	space	where	you	must	set	up	each
time	you	want	to	write,	you	waste	time	doing	that.



Keep	Out!

One	of	the	other	things	you	want	in	your	writing	space	is	a	door	to	keep	yourself
in	 and	 everybody	 else	 out.	 There’s	 nothing	 worse	 than	 getting	 interrupted
repeatedly	when	you	only	have	limited	amounts	of	time	at	your	disposal.	And	if
the	door	has	a	lock	on	it,	even	better.

Words	of	Wisdom

People	on	 the	outside	 think	 there’s	 something	magical	 about	writing,	 that
you	go	up	into	the	attic	at	midnight	and	cast	the	bones	and	come	down	in
the	 morning	 with	 a	 story,	 but	 it	 isn’t	 like	 that.	 You	 sit	 in	 front	 of	 the
typewriter	and	you	work,	that’s	all	there	is	to	it.

—Harlan	Ellison

If	your	space	has	a	phone	in	it,	unplug	it.	Leave	it	out	in	the	hall.	The	worst	habit
to	get	 into,	when	you’re	 locked	away,	 is	 to	 let	 the	world	 in	with	you	…	when
you’re	supposed	to	be	letting	out	the	world	inside	you.	Same	goes	for	a	window
—you	don’t	need	one.	But	if	you	have	one,	make	sure	you	have	curtains,	or	that
it	looks	out	on	something	essentially	bland	and	not	very	distracting.	A	brick	wall
would	be	great.

And	lastly,	if	you	don’t	have	a	spare	room,	a	basement,	or	garage	loft,	then	set
up	and	start	typing	in	the	bedroom	or	at	the	kitchen	table.	Plenty	of	great	books
have	been	written	in	both	locations.	Remember	when	I	told	you	I	used	to	write
on	 the	dining	 room	 table	 in	my	graduate	 school	 apartment?	 I	wrote	maybe	20



short	stories	with	that	setup.	Then,	I	moved	to	this	really	tiny	townhouse	and	my
desk	was	in	the	living	room—a	space	that	held	my	big,	ugly	IBM	Selectric	on	a
desk	…	but	 no	 television.	 I	wrote	 a	 couple	of	 novels	 in	 that	wide-open,	 high-
traffic	area.

If	you	have	a	laptop	computer,	you	can	write	no	matter	where	you	go.	In	the	car
on	 long	 trips	 (when	 you’re	 not	 the	 driver),	 in	 planes	 and	 airports,	 and	 even
doctors’	 and	 dentists’	 offices.	 In	 fact,	 I’m	 sitting	 at	my	Honda	 dealership	 as	 I
write	 this	 sentence,	 waiting	 for	 my	 15,000-mile	 check-up	 to	 be	 finished.
(Everybody	else	in	here	with	me	is	sitting	around	with	kind	of	slack	expressions
on	their	faces.	But	me,	hey,	I’m	being	my	usual	creative	self.)

The	point	is	clear:	You	find	whatever	space	you	can,	and	you	put	it	to	the	best
use	you	can.



Final	Considerations

Okay,	everything	I’ve	been	talking	about	is	all	well	and	good,	but	what	do	you
do	if	none	of	it’s	working?

In	other	words,	your	job	and	your	commitments	to	family	friends,	organizations,
etc.	are	so	great	(at	least	for	the	present)	that	there’s	no	way	you	can	write	three
pages	a	day.	No	way	you	can	even	write	anything	each	day.	You’ve	 looked	at
things	realistically,	and	you	don’t	see	a	 regular	schedule—the	schedule	needed
to	 produce	 a	 novel—available	 until	 some	 wholesale	 changes	 can	 be	 made	 or
planned	 that	will	 take	some	 time	 into	 the	 future	 (like	a	new	baby	gets	older,	a
different	 job	 is	 found,	 a	 new	 roommate,	 a	 change	 in	 your	 relationship	 with
spouse	or	otherwise	special	person,	etc.).

So	what	do	you	do?	A	couple	things:

•	 Start	 writing	 other	 kinds	 of	 things.	 If	 all	 you	 have	 time	 for	 is	 a
journal	entry,	do	it.	Even	if	you	hate	poetry,	try	your	hand	at	it.	Or	write	a
quick	 essay	 in	which	 you	 express	 an	 opinion	 about	 something	 that	 really
upsets	you	(they’re	 the	easiest	ones	 to	do).	Try	your	hand	at	short	stories.
The	idea	is	to	take	on	projects	that	you	know	can	be	completed	within	the
parameters	of	your	daily	routine.

•	 Keep	 the	 novel	 as	 your	 primary	 project.	 Write	 scenes,	 character
sketches	and	biographies,	plot	outlines,	and	other	parts	of	 the	process	 that
are	short	enough	to	be	adapted	to	your	fractured,	or	nonexistent,	schedule.	

Words	of	Wisdom

Being	a	writer	is	like	having	homework	for	the	rest	of	your	life.



—Lawrence	Kasdan

•	Don’t	 give	 up.	 No	matter	 how	 hard	 it	 is	 for	 you	 to	 find	 time	 and
maintain	 discipline,	 tell	 yourself	 you’re	 not	 giving	 up—ever.	 That’s	why
selecting	projects	with	finite,	close-at-hand	endpoints	(suggestion	#1)	is	so
important.	If	you	can	create	a	psychological	atmosphere	in	which	the	time
you	do	spend	results	in	some	finished	projects,	you	will	be	in	better	shape
to	persevere.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	Time	management	and	discipline	are	two	of	the	most	important	skills
a	writer	can	develop.	If	you	don’t	spend	the	time	writing,	nothing	gets	done.

•	You	will	be	able	to	create	a	realistic,	workable	writing	schedule	only
after	 making	 a	 realistic	 assessment	 of	 your	 habits,	 personality	 traits,
obligations,	and	daily	routine.

•	Train	yourself	to	be	disciplined	and	follow	your	schedule.	There	will
be	many	things	in	your	life	that	will	intrude	on	your	writing.	Do	whatever	it
takes	to	remove	them.

•	Don’t	be	discouraged.	Writing	takes	time.	Your	time.	Whatever	time
you	can	invest	will	be	rewarded.



Chapter	15

Another	Name	for	Writing	Is	Rewriting

In	This	Chapter

•	When	the	first	draft	is	done

•	General	revision	tactics

•	Getting	more	specific

•	Proofing	the	galleys	and	beyond

Okay,	you’ve	just	typed	the	final	page	of	your	novel.	Just	for	good	measure,	you
type	 the	words	 “The	End”	 after	 the	 last	 line.	You	 know	you’ve	 accomplished
something	 only	 an	 infinitesimal	 percentage	 of	 the	 country’s	 population	 could
even	think	about,	much	less	do.

It	 feels	great,	 so	 take	a	 few	minutes	 to	 radiate	some	of	 that	home-cooked	self-
satisfaction,	then	get	ready	for	the	next	stage	of	the	writing	process:	revising	the
first	draft.	This	chapter	will	show	you	the	most	efficient	and	painless	way	to	do
it.



Creating	the	Second	Draft

A	lot	of	writers	and	most	editors	will	 tell	you	that	rewriting	your	novel	 is	way
more	important	than	getting	it	down	in	the	first	place.	I’m	not	so	sure	about	that.
Getting	 the	 vision	 and	 the	 energy	 and	 the	 discipline	 all	 working	 together	 to
create	a	 first	draft	of	300	or	400	pages	 is	pretty	 important	 to	me.	Most	people
dream	about	it,	but	never	make	it	happen.	But	getting	through	a	second	draft	is
still	essential.

Words	of	Wisdom

Writing	is	rewriting.	A	writer	must	learn	to	deepen	characters,	trim	writing,
intensify	 scenes.	 To	 fall	 in	 love	with	 a	 first	 draft	 to	 the	 point	where	 one
cannot	change	it,	is	to	greatly	enhance	the	prospects	of	never	publishing.

—Richard	North	Patterson

The	Plot	Thickens!

A	 young	 woman	 becomes	 intimately	 involved	 with	 an	 older	 man,	 who
holds	 a	 very	 high	 place	 in	 the	 community.	When	 she	 is	 discovered,	 she
suffers	greatly,	but	her	lover	apparently	escapes	punishment.	An	extremely
powerful	novel	of	social	mores.

—The	Scarlet	Letter	by	Nathaniel	Hawthorne

Rewriting	may	not	be	fun,	but	I	think	it’s	easier	than	the	initial	creation	of	your



book,	especially	after	you	read	this	chapter	where	I’m	going	to	tell	you	what	to
look	for	and	how	to	do	it	with	skill	and	confidence.

This	is	probably	no	news	flash,	but	revisions	and	rewriting	are	a	whole	lot	easier
since	we	all	started	writing	on	computers.	 I	bought	my	first	computer	 in	1982,
and	even	though	the	earliest	word-processing	programs	were	crude	and	clumsy,	I
knew	my	writing	life	had	become	a	lot	less	burdensome.	I	can	remember	critics
of	personal	computers	claiming	the	computers	would	make	writers	lazy	and	“too
plentiful”	(because	it	was	“supposedly”	easier,	more	clowns	would	start	writing).
And	to	this	day,	I	have	a	couple	of	writer	friends	who	claim	to	hate	computers
and,	despite	being	called	Luddites,	continue	to	write	on	typewriters.

I	think	all	those	early	fears	and	suspicions	proved	to	be	exaggerated.	Personally,
there’s	no	 doubt	 the	 computer	made	me	 a	 far	 better	writer.	And	 the	 reason	 is
how	it	changed	the	way	I	did	revisions.



A	Little	History	Lesson

I	wrote	my	 first	 eight	 novels	 on	 electric	 typewriters—a	 cheesy	 Smith-Corona,
and	later,	a	big	IBM	Selectric	dreadnaught.	As	I	look	back,	through	the	distorted
lens	of	the	Computer	Age,	I	have	no	idea	how	I	did	it.	Mainly	because	I’m	not,
and	never	was,	a	 touch-typist.	 I	 taught	myself	how	to	 type	when	I	was	 twelve,
and	 evolved	 a	 fairly	 efficient	 three-fingers/two-fingers	 system	 which	 I	 still
employ	 today	 for	 a	 decent	 60	wpm.	 Sure,	 I	 have	 to	 look	 at	 the	 keys,	with	 an
occasional	 look	at	 the	screen	to	make	sure	I’m	not	making	too	many	mistakes.
But	this	is	a	perfectly	fine	method	for	a	writer	like	me	who	writes	by	the	seat	of
his	pants—right	out	of	my	head,	first	draft	on-the-fly.

The	problem,	especially	back	 in	 the	Typewrite	Era,	arose	when	I	had	 to	revise
my	first	draft,	rewrite	it,	and	of	necessity	retype	it.

I	was	in	very	deep	brown	matter	because	I	had	to	read	the	revised	page,	read	it
again	 as	 I	 recreated	 it	on	 the	keyboard,	 then	 read	 it	 a	 third	 time	on	 the	paper.
Friends,	the	word	painful	doesn’t	begin	to	describe	the	process.	It	was	absurdly
slow	and	only	a	little	more	enjoyable	than	working	a	chain	gang.

A	Likely	Story

A	man	is	unjustly	arrested	and	convicted	of	a	capital	crime	in	a	state	where
chain	gangs	have	been	reinstated	as	a	form	of	punishment.	He	is	serving	his
sentence	on	the	road	and	escapes.	Write	a	story	about	his	time	on	the	run	in
which	he	attempts	to	prove	his	innocence.



Tom’s	Tips

Don’t	forget—revising	and	rewriting	has	its	own	learning	curve,	and	you’re
going	to	be	teaching	yourself	a	process	of	how	to	do	it.	You	will	be	figuring
out	what	works	 for	 you	 and	what	 doesn’t.	 It’s	 subjective	 and	 full	 of	 ego.
Even	though	ego	is	one	of	the	things	you	don’t	need	at	this	point,	it’s	part
of	the	process.	Roll	with	it.

Which	 brings	 us	 back	 to	 now,	 and	 your	 obligation	 to	 revise	 and	 rewrite	 your
novel.	 My	 little	 anecdote	 is	 nothing	 but	 a	 preamble	 to	 embarrass	 you	 into
realizing	how	absurdly	easy	it	is	to	perform	major	surgery	on	your	manuscript	in
these	 “modern	 times.”	 If	 you	 wrote	 your	 novel	 on	 a	 computer,	 you	 have	 no
excuse	for	not	going	through	it	like	a	Panzer	division	through	France.	You	save
your	original	draft,	then	start	hacking	and	chopping	and	rearranging	things.

What	we’re	going	to	do	next	is	give	you	some	general	techniques	to	get	you	into
a	good	revision	mode.	Then	we’ll	move	into	more	specific	things	you	should	be
looking	for,	and	maybe	even	a	few	tricks	along	the	way.

Finally,	accept	that	there	will	be	stuff	in	your	manuscript	you’ll	be	totally	blind
to.	 Stuff	 so	 wrong,	 yet	 so	 invisible	 to	 you,	 you’re	 going	 to	 feel	 stupid	 when
somebody	 else	 points	 it	 out	 to	 you.	Again,	 this	 is	 all	 part	 of	 a	 great	 universal
process	all	writers	endure.	If	you’re	in	this	for	the	long	haul,	get	used	to	it.



Getting	Started

Keeping	in	mind	there’s	much	to	this	whole	process	dependent	on	personal	taste,
I	 think	 if	 we	 start	 off	 with	 a	 few	 universal	 points	 of	 revisions	 and	 rewriting,
you’ll	be	off	on	the	right	track	no	matter	what.

Words	of	Wisdom

Books	aren’t	written,	they’re	rewritten.	Including	your	own.	It	is	one	of	the
hardest	 things	 to	 accept,	 especially	 after	 the	 seventh	 rewrite	 hasn’t	 quite
done	it.

—Michael	Crichton

There	is	no	great	writing,	only	great	rewriting.

—Justice	Brandeis



Take	a	Break

After	you	finish	the	novel,	don’t	even	think	about	starting	to	revise	it	right	away.
I	don’t	care	how	great	you	think	it	is,	or	how	fast	you	want	to	get	it	into	a	slush
pile	reader’s	grubby	hands.

The	 first	 thing	 to	do	 after	 typing	 “The	End”	 is	 print	 it	 out	 in	double-or	 triple-
space,	pack	it	neatly	in	one	of	those	boxes	I	told	you	about,	then	put	it	away.	For
at	 least	 a	 couple	weeks.	You	 need	 to	 put	 some	 distance	 between	 you	 and	 the
book,	mainly	because	you’ve	been	so	close	to	it,	you	can’t	possibly	have	much
objectivity	working	for	you.

Time	away	from	your	novel	will	give	you	some	perspective	you	just	don’t	have
when	you’re	hip-deep	in	the	actual	writing.	Use	the	time	to	try	something	new.
Write	 a	 short	 story	or	 two,	 or	 a	 few	outlines	 for	 a	new	 novel,	 or	maybe	 some
journal	entries.	It	doesn’t	matter	what	you	write	as	long	as	you	write	something.
You	don’t	want	 to	 treat	your	novel	and	your	writing	as	something	from	which
you	need	a	“vacation,”	 like	grown-up	people’s	 jobs.	 If	writing	 is	 really	a	vital
part	of	your	life,	make	sure	you	cultivate	that	reality.



Sit	Down	and	Read

Okay,	 it’s	 a	 few	weeks	 later,	 and	 it’s	 time	 to	 get	 out	 your	 novel	 and	 start	 the
process	of	making	it	better.	The	best	way	to	get	re-acquainted	with	your	work	is
to	sit	back	in	a	comfortable	chair	and	do	something	you	couldn’t	do	while	you
were	writing	it—read	it	straight	through	the	way	you	would	any	other	book.

You	 shouldn’t	 plan	 on	 much	 editing	 on	 this	 first	 read-through.	 I	 don’t
recommend	you	do	any	(unless	you	find	something	so	egregiously	bad	you	can’t
bear	 the	 thought	 of	 ever	 reading	 it	 again,	 and	you	 just	 have	 to	 strike	 it	 out	 of
existence).	What	you’re	looking	for	at	this	early	stage	is	a	general	feeling	of	how
the	narrative	flows,	how	it	hangs	together,	and	how	quickly	you	get	pulled	into
the	story.	This	should	give	you	a	totally	new	take	on	what	you	did.

When	 you’ve	 finished	 the	 entire	 manuscript,	 try	 to	 resist	 any	 initial	 opinions
regarding	how	good	or	bad	 it	may	have	appeared	 to	you.	No	doubt	you	 found
passages	that	amazed	you—at	times	because	of	how	well	they	were	written,	and
others	which	failed	utterly.	This	is	all	very	natural;	it’s	an	experience	shared	by
all	writers.	It’s	part	of	the	process	of	learning	how	to	edit	your	own	work,	how	to
be	your	own	critic,	and	 therefore	your	own	best	arbiter	of	what	needs	 revision
and	rewriting.



Shopping	Lists	and	Red	Pens

Write	 down	 the	 things	 that	 jumped	 out	 at	 you	 during	 the	 initial	 read-through.
The	 good	 stuff	 and	 the	 bad	 stuff.	 Remind	 yourself	 that	 you’ve	 just	 skimmed
across	 the	 surface;	 there’s	 plenty	 you	 missed	 for	 one	 reason	 or	 another,	 and
there’s	no	percentage	in	worrying	about	it.	Just	believe	all	 the	missteps	will	be
caught	sooner	or	later.	Trust	me.	You’ll	sleep	better	that	way.

Write	 down	whatever	 leaps	 out	 during	 this	 first	 run	 through	 the	 narrative	 and
mark	 the	 page	 number.	 Missing	 transitions,	 thin	 characterization,	 wooden
dialogue,	 too	much	 description	 (or	 not	 enough),	 and	 anything	 else	 apparent	 at
this	stage.	A	good	test	for	whether	a	questionable	passage	works	or	is	smoothly
written	is	to	use	the	old	trick	of	reading	it	aloud.	Do	this	as	often	as	necessary.

Once	you	do	 this,	you’re	 ready	 for	 the	next	 step,	which	 is	 to	 reach	 for	 the	 red
pen	or,	as	they	used	to	call	it,	the	“blue	pencil.”	(I	have	no	idea	why	…)	Oh,	and
did	I	tell	you?	Put	the	manuscript	away	again.	But	just	for	a	few	days	this	time,
while	you	build	up	enough	steam	for	the	next	big	push	through	the	manuscript.



It’s	Clobberin’	Time!

If	you	were	a	comic	book	reader,	you	may	recall	 the	member	of	The	Fantastic
Four	known	simply	as	“The	Thing”	saying	this	when	the	time	for	action	arrived.
And	so	it	is	with	your	manuscript—time	to	whack	it	around	a	bit,	then	flense	all
the	blubber	from	its	sorry	carcass.

On	 this	 second	 read-through,	 keep	 your	 pen	 in	 hand	 and	 use	 it	 frequently	 to
make	margin	notes,	write	questions,	circle	questionable	passages,	make	x-outs,
enter	line	and	word	insertions,	replacements,	strange	spellings,	and	all	the	rest	of
the	things	you’ll	need	to	signal	yourself	to	adjust,	revise,	or	remove.

Words	of	Wisdom

It’s	perfectly	okay	to	write	garbage—as	long	as	you	edit	brilliantly.

—C.	J.	Cherryh

Exactly	 what	 you’ll	 be	 looking	 for,	 and	 how	 you’ll	 suggest	 changes	 will	 be
examined	in	closer	detail	 in	 the	next	section	of	 this	chapter.	But	before	we	get
into	that,	 it’s	 time	to	discuss	the	possibility	of	another	reader,	besides	yourself,
sharing	in	the	revision	process.



A	Second	Opinion

This	 is	one	of	 those	 things	every	writer	needs,	and	some	are	actually	fortunate
enough	 to	have.	After	 you’ve	 read	your	book	 all	 the	way	 through	 for	 the	 first
time,	you’ll	have	a	better	idea	of	what	it	would	be	like	for	a	reader	coming	to	it
cold.	But	not	the	best	 idea.	There’s	no	substitute	for	getting	someone	to	read	it
who’s	never	encountered	a	whisper	of	it	previously.

So	who	 is	 this	 person?	Well,	 for	me	 personally,	 it’s	my	wife,	 Elizabeth,	who
works	as	an	editor	and	is	my	harshest	critic.	She	doesn’t	worry	about	hurting	my
feelings	 and	 goes	 after	my	writing	with	 steel-eyed	 objectivity.	 I	 love	 it,	 and	 I
trust	her	judgment	because	she	has	been	a	reader	all	her	life,	loves	books,	and	is
just	about	the	most	perceptive	person	I’ve	ever	known.

You	 can’t	 use	 Elizabeth,	 so	 you	 need	 to	 find	 a	 reader	 who	 can	 do	 the	 job.
Ideally,	this	person	should	be	a	voracious	reader	(preferably	of	the	type	of	novels
you	write,	to	have	a	valid	point	of	reference	and	comparison),	and	should	also	be
as	bright	and	perceptive	as	possible.	But	 the	most	 important	qualification	must
be	honesty.	Your	reader	must	be	willing	to	be	brutal	in	telling	you	what	is	wrong
with	your	novel	and	what	needs	fixing.	You	don’t	want	to	hear	“it’s	nice.”	You
want	to	hear	the	truth.

Now,	only	you	will	be	able	to	tell	if	you	have	a	potential	second	reader.	But	if
you	do,	don’t	hesitate	to	use	that	person.	You’re	looking	for	a	valid	appraisal	of
your	novel;	as	 if	 someone	walked	 into	a	bookstore,	pulled	 it	off	 the	 shelf,	 and
started	reading	it.



The	Devil’s	in	the	Details

Detail	is	just	another	word	for	getting	specific.	This	is	where	we	talk	about	just
exactly	what	 you’re	 going	 to	 be	 looking	 for	when	 you	 pick	 up	 your	 red	 pen.
Revising	 your	 novel	 is	 actually	 a	 conglomerate	 process	 that	 involves	 close
reading,	editing,	critiquing,	and	rewriting.	It’s	a	process	you	need	to	 learn,	and
you	have	to	teach	it	to	yourself.	It’s	not	hard,	but	it	can	be	tedious	if	your	heart’s
not	in	it.

A	good	point	to	remember	is	that	revision	is	closely	related	to	style	and	syntax,
which	we	covered	in	Chapter	13.	When	you	write	a	first	draft,	and	you	have	so
many	 balls	 juggling	 in	 the	 air,	 the	 things	 you	 notice	 the	 least	 can	 often	 be
spelling,	 usage,	 grammar,	 and	 punctuation.	 The	 time	 to	 focus	 on	 those	 issues
(and	some	other	important	stuff)	is	now.

So	grab	that	checklist	you	made	during	the	initial	read-through	and	get	going.



The	Good	Ole	Spellchecker

If	 you	 wrote	 your	 novel	 on	 a	 computer,	 you’ve	 got	 software	 to	 check	 your
spelling	 and	 grammar.	 I	 usually	 run	 mine	 when	 I	 finish	 the	 first	 draft	 of	 a
chapter,	but	if	you	haven’t	done	it	yet,	do	it	now.

But	don’t	trust	it!

I	mentioned	 this	 before,	 and	 I	meant	 it.	 Spellcheckers	 are	 not	 fool-proof.	My
experience	with	 the	 grammar	 checkers	 has	 also	 been	 hit-or-miss,	 and	 I’m	 not
sure	they’ve	become	sophisticated	enough	to	catch	enough	to	make	me	believe
in	them.	I	still	think	you	should	run	both	the	spelling	and	grammar	checkers,	but
with	 the	 understanding	 they	 need	 to	 be	 followed	 up	 by	 good	 ole	 human
intervention.

Especially	 watch	 for	 the	 homonyms—those	 words	 that	 sound	 alike	 but	 are
spelled	 differently	 (for	 example,	 here/hear;	 they’re/there;	 your/you’re;	 its/it’s).
Sometimes,	when	we’re	typing	really	fast,	we	just	go	into	brainlock	and	key	in
the	wrong	one.



Sentence	Structure

Teach	yourself	to	study	the	“picture”	of	your	pages,	which	is	just	looking	at	the
whole	page	as	a	collection	of	arranged	words.	Are	there	lots	of	long,	convoluted
ones?	Hmmm,	might	be	a	warning	flag	for	run-on	sentences.	Are	there	too	many
short,	 declarative	 ones?	 That	 should	 tell	 you	 to	 watch	 out	 for	 that	 sing-song
cadence	 you	 want	 to	 avoid.	 Also	 check	 for	 variety,	 not	 just	 in	 length,	 but	 in
construction	 and	use	 of	 dependent	 clauses.	A	nonuniformity	 is	what	 you	want
here.	It	keeps	your	narrative	fresh	and	interesting	on	an	unconscious	level.

Be	hard	on	yourself.	If	a	sentence	isn’t	saying	exactly	what	you	mean,	circle	it,
put	a	note	in	the	margin	or	a	question	mark.

And	this	is	important,	so	I’ll	mention	it	right	at	the	beginning	of	this	section—
don’t	try	to	rewrite	every	error	or	mistake	as	you	find	them.

Just	 identify	 them	 with	 the	 red	 pen,	 and	move	 on.	 The	 actual	 rewriting	 will
happen	later,	and	we’ll	be	talking	about	it	soon	enough.	Be	patient.



Intros	and	Outros

Pay	close	attention	to	the	way	each	chapter	opens	and	closes.	Especially	the	first
chapter.	Make	believe	you’re	browsing	in	a	bookstore	and	you	read	the	very	first
paragraph	of	your	novel.	Did	you	get	yanked	in?	Was	there	something	there	to
compel	you	to	keep	reading	without	pausing	to	decide	if	you	should?

If	 the	 opening	 didn’t	 work,	 mark	 it	 for	 big	 changes	 or	 maybe	 even	 a	 total
excision.

It’s	crucial	that	you	pull	your	reader	into	each	chapter	and,	when	you	wrap	it	up,
leave	 them	 in	 suspense,	wanting	more,	wanting	answers.	 In	 talking	with	many
writers	over	the	years,	I’ve	probably	heard	it	said	more	often	than	anything	else
—they	were	surprised	how	often	the	openings	and	closings	needed	revision.

Hey	…	I’m	just	sayin’.



Diction

Another	 thing	 to	watch	 out	 for	 is	 your	 diction—your	 choice	 of	 a	word	 to	 pin
down	 exactly	what	 you	mean.	Don’t	 say	 “dais”	when	 you	mean	 “lectern,”	 or
“boycott”	when	you	mean	“embargo.”	Employing	good	diction	is	the	difference
between	writing	that’s	as	clear	as	a	mountain	lake	and	that	 is	…	let’s	say	a	bit
murky.	Your	reader	will	put	up	with	a	few	instances	of	a	loss	of	clarity,	but	an
entire	book	of	what	is	essentially	sloppy	writing	is	just	not	going	to	cut	it.

Also,	watch	 out	 for	 too	many	 “big”	words.	 It’s	 a	 common	misconception	 that
having	a	good	vocabulary	means	throwing	around	as	many	multi-syllabic	words
as	possible.	Not	true.	It	means	knowing	lots	of	words	and	knowing	when	to	use
them.	Once	in	a	while,	an	unusual	and	striking	word	can	be	powerful.	Too	often,
they	 become	 ponderous	 and	 ostentatious.	 Like	 I	 said	 in	 a	 previous	 chapter:
Eschew	obfuscation.



Colloquialisms

This	 one	 is	 a	 bit	 tricky.	 Slang	 and	 colloquial	 expressions	 are	 fine	 in	 your
dialogue,	and	even	in	a	first-person	narration,	if	they	fit	the	personality	of	your
protagonist.	 But	 you	 have	 to	 watch	 it	 in	 your	 general,	 third-person	 narrative
voice.	It’s	more	a	question	of	tone	and	familiarity	than	anything	else.	If	you	want
to	 establish	 that	 kind	 of	 informal	 relationship	 with	 your	 readers,	 that’s
acceptable,	 but	 then	 you	 have	 to	 maintain	 it	 throughout	 your	 novel.	 I’m	 not
saying	 you	 can	 never	 use	 a	 colloquial	 style;	 just	 be	 consistent.	 You’re	 either
going	to	employ	it	throughout	the	book,	or	not	at	all.

Words	of	Wisdom

The	 difference	 between	 the	 right	 word	 and	 the	 almost	 right	 word	 is	 the
difference	between	lightning	and	a	lightning	bug.

—Mark	Twain

Trade	Talk

Colloquial	 means	 being	 conversational.	 It	 suggests	 an	 informal	 way	 of
communicating—the	way	people	 really	 talk	 to	one	another,	 rather	 than	 in



some	 formal	 or	 idealized	 way.	 This	 book,	 in	 case	 you	 hadn’t	 noticed,	 is
colloquial	 because	 I	 intended	 it	 to	 be	 an	 easy	 read	 and,	 therefore,
accessible.



Repeating	Words

Another	common	error	ripe	for	revision	 is	 the	overuse	of	 the	same	words.	The
most	 obvious	 errors	 occur	 within	 the	 same	 sentences.	 For	 example,	 you’re
describing	 a	 car	 chase,	 and	 you	 use	 the	word	 “car”	 over	 and	 over,	 instead	 of
dropping	in	an	occasional	“auto,”	“vehicle”	or	even	a	specific	name	or	model.

Variety	 is	 what	 keeps	 narrative	 fresh.	 Over-reliance	 on	 the	 same	 basic	 set	 of
words	will	show	up	big-time	in	a	manuscript	of	novel	length.	Be	on	the	lookout.



Transitions	and	Agreements

Transitions	and	agreement	problems	can	be	subtle	and	more	easily	overlooked.

But	you	can’t	miss	them.	It’s	basically	a	quick	check	to	see	that	singular	nouns
are	 hooking	 up	 with	 singular	 verbs	 (“Johnny	 sings	 well”	 not	 “Johnny	 sing
well”);	 plurals	 with	 plurals	…	 things	 like	 that.	 Making	 sure	 that	 phrases	 and
clauses	refer	back	to	proper	noun	or	pronoun	(“The	cop,	who	fired	his	weapon,
shot	 him”	not	 “The	 cop	 shot	 him	who	 fired	his	weapon”),	 and	other	 issues	 of
tense	 consistency.	 Readers	 may	 not	 catch	 errors	 like	 this,	 but	 they	 will
unconsciously	know	something’s	not	right	and	that	will	distract	them	from	your
story.	Not	good.

Transitions	 are	 even	more	 subjective.	You	 have	 to	 check	 the	ways	 you	move
from	 scene	 to	 scene	 and	 character	 to	 character.	 Look	 for	 instances	 where
transitions	are	abrupt,	clumsy,	or	even	absent.	The	best	transitions	are	the	ones
you	don’t	even	notice,	so	that	should	make	your	task	a	little	easier.	Only	the	bad
ones	are	going	to	be	evident.



Punctuation

Although	 very	 basic,	 you	 should	make	 certain	 all	 your	 dialogue	 is	 punctuated
properly,	with	everything	 in	and	out	of	 the	quotation	marks	where	 they	should
be.	Another	thing	to	watch	is	how	you	use	commas	and	indicate	possession	with
apostrophes.	 Refer	 back	 to	 what	 I	 said	 in	 Chapter	 12,	 in	 which	 I	 get	 more
specific	about	this.



Other	Stuff

Additional	 things	 to	 look	 for	 include:	 character	 disagreement,	 which	 happens
when	 a	 writer	 types	 in	 the	 wrong	 character’s	 name	 (no	 big	 deal,	 just	 a	 little
brainlock	 that	 happens	 to	 everybody);	 mistaken	 geographic	 data	 (such	 as
directions,	 north/south/	 east/west	 stuff,	 landmarks,	 highways,	 etc.	 )	 are	 other
things	 that	need	a	double-check;	 the	spelling	of	foreign	words	and	places,	plus
the	proper	placement	and	direction	of	accent	marks.



Is	It	Getting	Drafty	in	Here?

Okay,	 so	 now	 you’ve	 gone	 through	 the	manuscript	 twice,	 and	 if	 your	 second
reader	marked	up	his	copy,	you	will	have	a	fairly	extensive	catalog	of	things	that
may	need	alteration	or	removal.	The	easiest	way	to	do	it	from	here	is	to	sit	down
at	 a	 desk	 with	 plenty	 of	 clear	 space,	 with	 both	 manuscripts	 side	 by	 side.
Designate	one	of	them	as	the	master	copy,	and	incorporate	all	emendations	from
the	other	one	into	it.	That	way,	you	have	one	set	of	suggested	revisions.

Now	it’s	time	to	put	on	the	work	gloves	and	do	some	heavy	lifting.



Rewriting	for	Real

This	is	where	you’ll	be	glad	the	computer	was	invented.

The	first	thing	to	do	is	create	a	new	subdirectory	or	file	called	“Revised	Novel”
(with	 the	 date).	 This	 is	where	 you’re	 going	 to	 save	 each	 chapter	 once	 you’ve
rewritten	 it.	 That	way	 you	will	 still	 have	 your	 original	 first	 draft,	 and	 a	 new,
revised,	 second	draft.	You	may	need	 them	 later.	 It’s	 also	a	good	 idea	 to	make
backup	copies	of	your	novel.	Store	them	on	floppy	disks,	zip	disks,	or	burn	them
to	a	CD-ROM.	Then	put	the	copies	in	a	very	safe	place	like	a	friend’s	house	or	a
safe	 deposit	 box	 at	 your	 bank.	 If	 anything	 happens	 to	 your	 house	 or	 your
computer,	then	you	still	have	copies	of	something	that	cannot	be	replaced	by	an
insurance	policy.

Next,	 take	 all	 your	 notes	 and	 your	master	 revision	 copy,	 and	 go	 through	 each
page	 on	 paper	 and	 your	 screen	 simultaneously.	 Be	 thorough,	 and	 don’t	 try	 to
rush	the	process.	Consider	this	stage	where	you	input	your	changes	as	a	kind	of
third	 draft	 because	 you	 get	 to	 reevaluate	 the	 changes	 you	 red-penciled	 before
you	type	them	in.



What	…	Again?

By	 this	 time,	 you	 should	 feel	 very	 familiar	 with	 your	 novel	 and	 all	 its
components,	 and	 that	 will	 naturally	 make	 you	 feel	 better	 about	 any	 editorial
changes	you	plug	in.	The	nice	thing	about	doing	all	this	revising	and	rewriting	is
that	you’re	not	carving	it	into	granite	slabs.	You	can	always	go	back	and	restore
a	prior	version	or	revise	it	even	more.	You	don’t	have	to	get	it	right	the	first	time
as	long	as	you	do	eventually.

Words	of	Wisdom

The	beautiful	part	of	writing	 is	 that	you	don’t	have	 to	get	 it	 right	 the	first
time,	 unlike,	 say,	 a	 brain	 surgeon.	 You	 can	 always	 do	 it	 better,	 find	 the
exact	word,	the	apt	phrase,	the	leaping	simile.

—Robert	Cormier

Also,	 don’t	 worry	 about	 the	 time	 required	 to	 get	 the	 revisions	 completed.
Whatever	 it	 takes	 is	 fine.	 It’s	 far	 more	 important	 that	 you	 feel	 good	 about
whatever	you	revised.

One	more	 thing	…	 If,	 by	 chance,	 you	wrote	 your	 novel	 in	 longhand,	 or	 on	 a
typewriter,	you	have	the	same	choice	I	used	to	have:	hope	you	have	lots	of	spare
time	on	your	hands	as	you	retype	hundreds	of	pages	(and	keep	a	bottle	of	White-
Out	handy	for	all	the	mistakes),	or	hire	someone	to	type	up	your	final	draft	(with
the	favored	odds	being	on	your	typist	to	save	your	manuscript	on	a	computer).



Copyediting	and	Proofing	Galleys

Okay,	we’re	 just	about	 finished	with	 this	 topic,	but	 I	want	 to	 leave	you	with	a
few	words	about	reading	a	copyedited	manuscript	and	galley	proofs.

Let’s	assume	you	sent	in	the	final	draft	of	your	novel	and	an	editor	buys	it.	Your
editor	may	 have	 suggestions	 for	 additional	 changes.	 If	 that	 happens,	 you	will
most	 likely	make	any	and	all	 of	 them	 (because,	 if	you’re	 like	most	of	us,	you
would	 trade	your	mother	 for	a	 first	novel	 sale).	That	means	more	 revising	and
rewriting.	So	what?	This	is	not	the	time	to	complain.

Then,	after	 the	editor’s	 revisions	are	accepted,	your	manuscript	 is	going	 to	get
another	 heavy-duty	 working	 over	 by	 the	 publisher’s	 copyeditor.	 Eventually,
you’ll	 get	 a	 copy	 of	 it	 with	 copyeditor’s	 remarks,	 questions,	 and	 suggested
changes	all	over	it.

The	copyeditor	will	most	likely	use	a	panoply	of	odd	little	marks	and	squiggles
called	 proofreaders’	marks—a	kind	 of	 shorthand	 for	 editors	 and	 typesetters.	 It
will	be	a	good	idea	for	you	to	familiarize	yourself	with	them.	To	take	a	look	at
some	 proofreading	 marks,	 visit
www.utexas.edu/visualguidelines/proofreaders.html.

Which	means:	You’re	going	to	have	to	go	through	the	revision/rewriting	process
one	 last	 time.	 Bear	 in	 mind	 you	 aren’t	 as	 duty-bound	 to	 accept	 all	 of	 your
copyeditor’s	suggested	changes,	but	they	do	deserve	your	careful	consideration.

The	 next	 time	 you	 see	 your	 manuscript,	 it	 will	 be	 in	 the	 form	 of	 publisher’s
galleys	or	galley	proofs.	A	galley	is	a	storage	tray	of	wood	or	sheet	of	steel	used
by	 printers.	 They	 hold	 typeset	 pages	 that	 will	 be	 put	 on	 the	 presses	 for	 final
printing.

http://www.utexas.edu/visualguidelines/proofreaders.html


Trade	Talk

A	galley	proof	is	a	copy	of	the	page	as	it	will	look	in	your	book.	The	copy
was	traditionally	on	cheesy	paper	(such	as	newsprint),	and	was	not	designed
to	 last	 longer	 than	 it	 took	 for	 you	 to	 check	 it	 out	 for	 any	 errors	 that
happened	during	typesetting.	Now	that	photocopying	and	laser	printing	are
more	 economical,	 the	 paper	 is	 usually	 better.	 Typical	 errors	 are	 missing
pages,	 broken	 lines	 and	 paragraphs,	 nonitalicized	 words,	 and	 things	 like
that.

There’s	only	one	problem	with	getting	galleys.	By	 this	 time,	you’ve	been	over
your	novel	so	many	times,	you	may	very	well	be	sick	of	it,	even	if	its	deathless
prose	 matches	 up	 nicely	 with	 Shakespeare	 and	 Dostoyevsky.	 From	 my	 own
experience,	it	is	very	tough	to	catch	errors	in	galleys	because	you	are	so	darned
familiar	with	what	the	copy	is	supposed	to	say.

My	advice:	get	your	second	reader	or	some	other	trusted	person	like	an	English
teacher	or	professor	to	proof	the	galleys.	Odds	are	very	high	they’ll	do	a	better
job	than	you.

And	that’s	the	last	of	the	revisions.	The	only	thing	left	for	you	to	do	now	is	wait
for	your	copy	of	the	first	edition.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	 Don’t	 be	 afraid	 of	 the	 revision	 process.	 It’s	 easier	 now	 with
computers,	and	it	invariably	makes	your	novel	better.



•	 Get	 a	 second	 reader	 if	 at	 all	 possible.	 The	 additional	 objective
perspective	is	invaluable	in	the	revision	stage.

•	Back	up	everything	you	do.	Then	be	as	thorough	and	ruthless	as	you
want.	Read	questionable	passages	aloud—you’ll	be	amazed	what	a	different
“take”	on	the	material	you	get.

•	Consider	the	revision	and	rewriting	process	as	a	learning	experience.
This	 is	when	 you	 teach	 yourself	 to	 be	 critical	 of	 your	 own	work,	 to	 edit
your	 writing,	 and	 to	 become	 a	 better	 writer.	 Be	 confident	 that	 you	 can
always	revise	and	rewrite	as	many	times	as	necessary.



Part	4

Revisions	and	Beyond

We’re	making	the	final	turn,	friends.	Now	that	you	have	a	good	understanding	of
everything	 that	 comprises	 the	actual	writing	of	your	novel,	we	need	 to	 look	at
what	happens	after	you	type	“The	End.”	First,	we’ll	review	what	you’ve	learned
by	pointing	out	common	mistakes	you	won’t	be	making.	Then	we’ll	take	a	brief
survey	 of	 other	 sources	 that	 may	 improve	 your	 skills.	 After	 that,	 we	 will
investigate	ways	in	which	you	can	assume	some	control	over	how	your	book	is
presented	to	the	public	and	how	it’s	sold.



Chapter	16

Common	Mistakes	Chapter	16

In	This	Chapter

•	Appearance,	talking,	and	academia

•	Characters,	dialogue,	and	plot

•	Watching	your	language

•	Structural	problems

Everybody	makes	mistakes.

And	 that’s	what	 this	chapter’s	 all	 about.	We’re	going	 to	 talk	about	 the	myriad
ways	writers	can	screw	up	their	novels.	Once	we	isolate	the	major	problems,	you
will	know	enough	to	avoid	them.

Sounds	easy,	right?	Well,	yes	and	no.	The	funny	thing	about	writing	is	that	you
can	know	what	makes	a	novel	great,	what	makes	a	writer	popular,	what	makes	a
style	effective	…	but	putting	that	knowledge	into	practice	is	another	story.

The	most	important	general	advice	I	can	give	you	about	making	mistakes	in	your
writing	 is	 this:	 Don’t	 worry	 about	 it.	 It’s	 not	 a	 sign	 of	 incompetence	 or
ineptitude;	it’s	merely	an	indicator	of	your	unrelenting	humanity.	The	key	is	to
learn	from	your	mistakes,	and	resolve	to	not	repeat	them.

One	more	thing:	It’s	no	accident	many	of	these	common	errors	are	reiterations	of
points	 I’ve	 already	 made	 in	 previous	 chapters.	 Writers	 make	 these	 mistakes
because	they	have	not	learned	properly	the	things	I’ve	been	telling	you.



Words	of	Wisdom

The	greatest	mistake	a	writer	can	make	 in	 life	 is	 to	be	continually	fearing
you	will	make	one.

—Elbert	Hubbard

In	that	sense,	this	chapter	is	a	review	of	all	that’s	come	before	and	a	checklist	of
things	you	should	know	not	to	do.

Okay,	let’s	get	going.



General	Appearance

Never	send	out	a	manuscript	to	an	agent	or	editor	that	looks	sloppy,	shabby,	or
beat	up.	If	you	do,	 the	message	you’ve	sent	 to	your	recipient	 is:	 this	novel	has
been	making	the	rounds.	If	it	looks	like	it’s	been	previously	read	and	handled	by
others,	 you’re	 telling	 the	 latest	 editor	 you	 don’t	 care	 enough	 to	 clean	 it	 up,
reprint	it,	or	repackage	it.

That’s	right	…	the	box	you	ship	it	in	is	also	important.	It	doesn’t	do	much	good
to	put	a	pristine	copy	of	your	novel	in	a	box	that’s	warped,	crushed,	and	covered
with	 the	 remnants	 of	 torn-off	 labels	 and	 postage	 from	 earlier	 trips	 around	 the
country.	Use	a	nice	clean	package.	Treat	your	prospective	agent	or	editor	with
respect,	and	save	the	beat-up,	recycled	packaging	for	your	cousin.

In	case	you’re	skeptical	about	appearance	being	important,	here’s	an	anecdote.	I
told	you	before	that	my	wife	and	I	read	unsolicited	manuscripts	for	an	anthology
series	we	edit.	Every	once	in	a	while,	we	get	a	manuscript	that	looks	like	it	has
spent	 its	 earlier	 existence	 lining	 a	 bird	 cage	 or	 keeping	 coffee	 rings	 off	 the
furniture.	Do	you	think	we	read	it?

Enough	said.



Don’t	Talk	It	…	Write	It

Early	on	in	my	writing	career,	I	discovered	an	interesting	dynamic—if	I	came	up
with	a	great	idea	for	a	story	or	novel,	and	I	told	somebody	about	it	…	I	never	got
around	to	actually	writing	the	story.

After	several	years	of	this,	I	noticed	a	pattern,	and	I	started	to	wonder	what	was
going	on.	Why	was	it	happening?	I	think	it’s	pretty	simple,	if	you	think	about	it.
A	significant	part	of	the	writing	process	is	walking	around	all	the	time	with	this
burning	need	to	tell	a	story,	to	let	something	out	of	your	inner	thoughts	and	give
it	shape	and	life.

If	 you	 think	of	 a	 fascinating	premise	or	 plot	 for	 a	 story,	 and	you	 talk	 about	 it
with	others,	you	have	essentially	“let	it	out	of	you,”	and	because	it’s	no	longer
burning	like	a	banked	coal	 in	your	unconscious,	you	no	longer	feel	 the	driving
need	to	write	it	down.	Once	the	idea	or	the	actual	storyline	has	been	told—in	any
form—it	has	been	released	from	its	state	of	“not-yet-there”	and	you’ve	lost	your
need	to	make	it	real	…	because	you	already	did.

Okay,	I	know	this	sounds	dangerously	close	to	the	psycho-babble	I	loathe,	but	in
this	instance,	it	makes	a	lot	of	sense	to	me.	Trust	me—don’t	talk	about	what	you
want	to	write	until	you’ve	written	it	in	some	form.



The	Groves	of	Academe

In	case	you’ve	spent	lots	of	time	studying	writing	and	literature	at	your	favorite
university,	 I	have	a	small	caveat—don’t	 fall	prey	 to	 the	position	 that	 style	and
dazzling	prose	are	acceptable	substitutes	for	a	great	story.

We	both	know	they’re	not.

Don’t	get	me	wrong;	 I’m	not	 smearing	 the	 study	of	 literature	at	 the	university
level.	I	have	a	Master’s	degree	in	English,	and	went	ABD	(all	but	dissertation)
before	quitting	to	write	fiction	full-time.	I	think	it’s	a	great	benefit	to	a	writer	to
have	gained	a	deep,	scholarly	appreciation	of	literature.	But	there’s	a	prevailing
attitude	 in	many	English	departments	around	 the	country	 that	proclaims	 if	you
write	 “commercial”	 fiction,	 two	 things	 immediately	 obtain:	 you	 can’t	 possibly
be	 a	 good	 writer,	 and	 earning	 a	 living	 wage	 from	 your	 writing	 somehow
“cheapens”	the	art	of	writing.

Words	of	Wisdom

Everywhere	 I	 go,	 I’m	 asked	 if	 I	 think	 the	 university	 stifles	 writers.	 My
opinion	is	that	they	don’t	stifle	enough	of	them.

—Flannery	O’Connor

This	is,	of	course,	a	lot	of	bellywash.



Most	of	the	best	examples	of	enduring	English	and	American	fiction	were	done
by	the	crassest	commercial	writers	of	their	time—Twain,	Poe,	Dickens,	Melville,
Hawthorne,	Hemingway,	Dreiser,	London,	and	too	many	others	to	list	here.

Never	 try	 to	 alter	what	 you	write	 to	 fit	 the	 expectations	 of	 a	 flimsy	 academic
template.	Tell	a	good	story	well	and	people	will	want	to	read	you.	And	most	of
them	won’t	be	wearing	tweed	jackets	with	leather	buttons.



The	Missing	Hook

Many	new	writers,	especially	novelists,	believe	the	sheer	size	of	the	book	gives
them	the	space	and	the	time	to	develop	reader	interest	as	they	slowly	build	their
story.	Not	true.	Big	mistake.

They	compound	this	error	by	starting	 the	story	at	 the	beginning,	a	point	which
may	 not	 be	 a	 moment	 of	 high	 drama	 and	 interest.	 That	 comes	 from	 an
attachment	to	a	strict	chronological	unraveling	of	your	story	…	and	it	can	have
drastic	results.

Look	for	a	moment	of	tension	and	drama,	which	can	naturally	evoke	a	reader’s
interest	 and	 attention.	 Use	 that	moment	 to	 hook	 the	 reader,	 reel	 them	 in,	 and
capture	them	for	the	rest	of	your	narrative.



Who’s	In	Charge?

Going	right	along	with	the	error	of	the	missing	hook	is	the	very	common	error	of
not	getting	your	protagonist	or	antagonist	onstage	quickly	enough.	Readers	want
to	be	cheering	 (or	 jeering)	 for	 someone	as	soon	as	possible.	When	 they	start	a
new	novel	and	the	pages	drag	on	without	a	clear-cut	“hero”	or	major	“bad	guy”
emerging,	many	readers	start	losing	interest	fast.

It’s	a	big	mistake	to	load	in	too	much	introductory	description	or	set-up	without
getting	any	of	the	main	“players”	onto	the	field.	Your	major	objective,	when	you
open	 your	 novel,	 is	 to	 captivate	 your	 audience.	 Interesting	major	 characters—
whether	good	guys	or	bad	guys—are	what	your	 readers	are	 looking	 for.	Don’t
withhold	them	for	more	than	a	few	pages	in	Chapter	One.

Tom’s	Tips

Make	a	 little	“billboard”	you	can	 tape	 to	your	computer	monitor,	or	 from
the	 bottom	 of	 the	 shelf	 above	 your	 desk,	 (if	 you	 have	 one),	 or	 any
conveniently	prominent	place.	On	it,	neatly	list	 the	most	heinous	common
errors	you	can	make	while	writing	your	novel.	That	way,	they’re	constantly
in	your	face.



You	Need	a	Motive

Another	 common	 character	 development	 mistake	 is	 forcing	 characters	 to	 do
something	you	need	them	to	do	rather	than	out	of	any	logical	motivation	within
your	narrative.



Who	Said	That?

One	of	the	most	obvious	signs	of	an	unpublishable	novel	is	bad	dialogue.	When
we	 talked	 about	 it	 initially,	 and	 I	 stressed	 the	 importance	 of	 reading	 your
dialogue	 aloud,	 I	 was	 not	 kidding.	 You	 simply	 have	 to	 do	 this	 for	 years	 if
necessary	 or	 until	 you	 are	 certain	 you	have	 developed	 a	 great	 ear	 for	 the	way
people	really	talk.

Even	if	you	hate	them,	go	to	a	few	stage	plays.	The	dialogue	in	an	effective	play
carries	the	plot,	creates	the	characters,	and	controls	the	pacing.	You	could	do	a
lot	worse.



Dumb	Luck	and	Coincidence

Make	 certain	 that	 everything	 in	 your	 narrative	 makes	 logical	 sense.	 We’re
talking	 plot	 here.	 Remember:	 Plot	 is	 a	 series	 of	 plausible,	 dramatic	moments,
caused	by	complication,	which	must	be	resolved	or	allowed	to	grow	into	a	worse
complication.

Things	 must	 happen	 in	 your	 story	 out	 of	 a	 natural	 progression	 of	 events	 and
situations.	 Veteran	 editors	will	 groan	 out	 loud	 if	 you	 rely	 on	 shaky	 or	 totally
absent	cause	and	effect.	The	biggest	offenders	are:

•	Luck.	Never	use	this	as	an	explanation	why	anything	happened.

•	Coincidence.	This	 is	 very	 similar	 to	 luck,	 and	 is	 only	worse	when
you	have	a	character	actually	exclaim	“What	a	coincidence!”

•	Author’s	convenience.	This	is	the	worst	plot	offense—you’ve	given
no	 reason	 for	why	 something	has	 just	 happened,	 other	 than	 the	 unspoken
one	that	you	desperately	needed	it	to.

Here’s	 the	bottom	 line.	Make	sure	your	plot	 flows	organically	 from	within	 the
event	 you	 have	 included.	 You’re	 not	 writing	 a	 Greek	 epic	…	 so,	 please,	 no
lightning	bolts	from	Zeus.

A	Likely	Story

What	would	happen	if	an	archaeologist	found	irrefutable	proof	that	a	super
civilization	existed	on	Earth	more	than	a	million	years	ago,	more	advanced
than	our	own?	They	also	discover	a	catastrophic	climatic	event	wiped	out
almost	 every	 trace	 of	 it	…	 and	 the	 event	 is	 about	 to	 repeat	 itself.	Would
they	reveal	their	knowledge	to	the	public?	If	they	did,	what	would	happen?



Can	You	Describe	It	for	Me?

Common	errors	of	description	occupy	both	sides	of	the	coin—either	too	much	or
too	 little.	 Description	 is	 a	 necessary	 part	 of	 narrative,	 but	 there’s	 a	 knack	 to
doing	it	right.

New	writers	have	a	tendency	to	describe	a	new	character	in	one	large,	expository
clump,	 never	 giving	 the	 reader	 another	 cue	 about	 the	 character’s	 appearance,
mannerisms,	 etc.	 Ditto	 for	 places	 and	 other	 objects.	 The	 best	way	 to	 describe
people	 and	 places	 is	 in	 small	 packets	 that	 are	 inserted	 throughout	 your	 story.
That	way,	 the	 reader	 acquires	 a	gradual	 familiarity	with	 the	people	 and	places
that	feels	more	natural	to	the	reader.

Too	 much	 description	 all	 at	 once	 can	 be	 overwhelming.	 It	 can	 also	 be	 an
inducement	for	the	reader	to	start	skimming—something	you	don’t	ever	want.

Too	 little	 description	 has	 the	 effect	 of	 your	 story	 remaining	 too	 vague	 and
unanchored	in	the	imagination	of	your	audience.	This	will	stretch	their	patience,
and	you	risk	losing	them	because	they	don’t	feel	connected	with	the	people	and
places	you’re	talking	about.

Words	of	Wisdom

It’s	only	those	who	do	nothing	that	make	no	mistakes.

—Joseph	Conrad

So	 pay	 attention	 to	 the	 way	 you	 describe	 things.	 The	 watchword	 is	 balance.



Your	 goal	 is	 to	 give	 your	 readers	 a	 good	 visual	 feel	 for	 everything	 over	 the
course	of	the	novel.



Where	Are	We	Now?

Very	much	related	to	how	you	describe	things	is	how	well	you	establish	a	sense
of	place.	 It’s	a	common	mistake	for	writers	 to	assume	the	reader	 is	as	 familiar
and	comfortable	with	the	setting	of	a	scene	as	 they	are.	As	you	read	over	your
first	draft,	be	sure	to	check	each	scene	to	ensure	it’s	properly	identified	for	the
reader.	Sometimes	it’s	not	enough	to	merely	establish	the	sense	of	place,	but	you
need	 to	 maintain	 it	 by	 reminding	 the	 reader	 now	 and	 again	 with	 a	 word	 or
phrase.



Did	You	Wear	a	Watch?

Along	the	same	lines,	make	sure	your	reader	doesn’t	get	lost	in	any	passages	of
time	you’ve	previously	assumed	were	obvious.	Keeping	your	audience	plugged
into	changes	in	time	is	crucial	to	good	pacing.	Good	descriptive	power	includes
the	ability	to	portray	and	handle	the	ever-changing	dimension	of	time.



Trite	Expressions

These	are	 things	you	want	 to	 look	 for	when	you’re	 revising	 the	 first	draft.	All
writers	get	lazy	once	in	a	while	and	drop	in	a	cliché	or	a	shopworn	phrase	just	to
keep	the	narrative	going.	If	you	do	it,	don’t	worry	about	it—as	long	as	you	catch
them	in	revisions	and	excise	them	for	the	tumors	they	are.

Trite,	overfamiliar	writing	is	a	signal	of	two	things:	lazy	writing	or	inept	ability.
You	don’t	want	to	wave	either	of	those	flags	at	a	potential	editor.

If	 you	 spot	 a	 cliché,	 and	 you	 can’t	 think	 of	 an	 original	way	 to	 phrase	 it,	 then
you’re	in	big	trouble.	There	is	always	a	fresh	way	to	say	something;	but	if	you
can’t	think	of	it,	it’s	better	to	say	nothing	at	all.



Stereotypes

A	close	relative	of	the	cliché	is	the	stereotyped	character.	We	talked	about	these
folks	in	Chapter	7,	but	a	little	reminder	can’t	hurt.	Be	ever	mindful	of	employing
preestablished	 “labels”	 for	 your	 characters	 instead	 of	 stepping	 up	 and	 creating
truly	original	ones.

No	 tough	 Irish	 cops	 or	 Brooklyn	mobsters	 or	American	 Indians	 talking	 about
powwows,	okay?

The	Plot	Thickens!

After	a	plane	carrying	a	class	of	British	schoolboys	crashes	in	the	ocean,	the
majority	 of	 them	 survive	 by	 swimming	 to	 the	 shore	 of	 a	 nearby	 tropical
island.	Without	the	aid	of	any	adults,	they	evolve	a	primitive	society,	which
begins	to	ironically	mirror	the	world	from	which	they	came.	A	devastating
commentary	on	what	we	call	civilization.

—The	Lord	of	the	Flies	by	William	Golding



You	Talkin’	to	Me?!

The	tone	and	the	amount	of	exposition	you	employ	in	your	book	says	a	lot	about
the	audience	you’re	writing	for.	If	you	are	doing	a	definite	genre	novel	such	as
mystery	 or	 science	 fiction	 or	 romance,	 be	 sure	 your	 narrative	 speaks	 to	 a
readership	already	familiar	with	the	trappings	and	conventions	of	the	particular
genre	you’ve	chosen.

If	you	overexplain	everything,	your	 reader	will	wonder	why	you’re	doing	 it.	 If
they	 read	 a	 lot	 of	 Regency	 romances,	 they	 probably	 know	 the	 history	 of	 the
period	better	than	you.	A	polite	nod	or	mention	is	more	than	enough	to	cue	up	all
the	 necessary	 resonances.	 The	 same	 goes	 for	 science	 fiction—for	 example,	 it
would	 be	 superfluous	 and	 a	 little	 insulting	 to	 bog	 down	 your	 narrative	with	 a
discussion	 of	 FTL	 (faster	 than	 light)	 travel	 when	 it	 has	 become	 an	 accepted
staple	of	the	genre.

So	keep	a	firm	vision	of	whom	you’re	writing	for.	Don’t	do	anything	that	will
insult	them	or	tell	them	you’re	not	as	familiar	with	the	material	as	they	might	be.



Imagery	and	Language

It’s	very	easy	to	lapse	into	what	I	call	a	“workmanlike”	style	…	although	it’s	not
so	much	a	style	as	a	 set	of	convenient,	workable	writing	methods	 that	get	you
through	your	daily	word	count.	Other	writers	have	called	this	“the	plain	style.”

While	 there’s	 nothing	 wrong	 with	 evolving	 a	 plain	 style,	 I	 find	 it	 to	 be	 too
universal,	 too	nondescript.	While	it	contains	no	grammatical	errors	or	narrative
miscues,	 to	 me,	 it	 lacks	 something,	 something	 that	 makes	 it	 lively	 and
intrinsically	interesting.

What	I’m	getting	at	is	a	general	dullness.	It’s	hard	to	describe	but	I	know	it	when
I	 encounter	 it.	 Sometimes	 it	 can	 be	 a	 lack	 of	 fresh	 images	 or	 challenging
imagery;	or	a	dependency	on	the	plainest	words,	as	if	the	writer	was	consciously
avoiding	 any	 esoteric	 vocabulary.	 Other	 symptoms	 can	 be	 a	 paucity	 of
metaphors	and	similes,	or	anything	that	smacks	of	the	lyrical	or	the	poetic.

Words	of	Wisdom

An	expert	 is	 someone	who	knows	 the	worst	mistakes	 that	can	be	made	 in
his	field	…	because	he’s	probably	already	made	them.

—John	DeChancie

I’m	not	saying	your	prose	has	to	sing	like	that	of	the	great	romantic	poets	Keats
or	Shelley,	but	you	should	pay	attention	to	its	overall	feel.	Granted,	this	is	more
subjective	than	anything	else,	but	you	should	develop	some	basic	radar	to	detect
dull,	albeit	syntactically	correct,	writing.



Structure

This	is	probably	the	most	difficult	one	to	detect	and	correct	until	your	novel	 is
complete.	 Don’t	 confuse	 it	 with	 plot—it’s	 more	 about	 the	 overall	 effect	 your
story	has	on	the	reader.	Structure	is	all	about	traditional	storytelling—beginning,
middle,	and	end.

The	most	common	errors	associated	with	structure	are:

•	Slow	beginnings.	We’ve	already	addressed	this	in	several	places,	but
I	cannot	emphasize	enough	how	important	it	is.	If	you	lose	your	audience	at
the	start	of	your	book,	you	will	never	get	them	back.

•	Sagging	middles.	This	is	not	just	a	problem	for	aging	athletes.	Your
story	 cannot	 lose	 direction	 in	 the	 center	 of	 your	 book.	When	 plots	 don’t
have	 enough	 complication,	 they	 tend	 to	 start	 meandering	 and	 trying	 to
double	back	on	themselves,	flirting	with	repetitive	scenes.	This	is	the	kind
of	mistake	 that	causes	readers	 to	put	a	book	down,	and	“forget”	 to	pick	 it
back	up	again.

•	Unsatisfying	endings.	Coming	up	with	a	good	ending	is	one	of	the
biggest	challenges	 in	modern	storytelling	because	 readers	are	getting	very
sophisticated.	“They	lived	happily	ever	after”	usually	will	not	cut	it.	There
can	be	lots	of	reasons	why	an	ending	doesn’t	work.	A	very	common	error	is
when	 the	writer	 wraps	 things	 up	 too	 fast	 and	 too	 neatly.	 Another	 occurs
when	the	ending	just	kind	of	fizzles	out	with	people	dying	or	disappearing
and	 no	 real	 resolution	 is	 at	 hand.	 Look	 closely	 at	 the	way	 you	 end	 your
story.	Even	if	it	begs	for	a	sequel	(or	you	intended	to	write	one	as	part	of	a
series),	your	ending	must	resolve	enough	questions	and	problems	to	satisfy
your	audience’s	need	for	order	in	the	universe.

•	 Loose	 ends.	 These	 are	 issues,	 problems,	 and	 questions	 that	 you
wrote	into	your	story,	and	just	plain	forgot	about	when	you	wrapped	things
up.	Take	the	time	to	check	for	things	like	a	letter	that	somebody	mailed	and
you	never	mentioned	anyone	receiving	it;	or	a	character	getting	locked	in	a
closet,	and	no	one	ever	letting	them	out;	or	…	hey,	you’ve	got	the	idea.

Okay,	we’re	about	to	put	the	lid	on	common	mistakes	you	can	make.	Now	that



we	have	reminded	ourselves,	and	even	made	a	little	warning	board,	they	should
be	less	of	a	problem	to	all	but	the	most	obtuse	among	you.

The	 most	 encouraging	 message	 in	 a	 chapter	 about	 making	 a	 mistake	 is	 this:
Don’t	be	afraid	to	make	them.	Rather,	be	afraid	of	not	catching	them.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	Every	writer	makes	mistakes,	so	stop	feeling	bad	if	you	do,	too.

•	Mistakes	are	no	problem—as	long	as	you	catch	them	and	fix	them.

•	The	 time	 to	 look	 for	 common	 errors	 is	 in	 the	 reading	 and	 revision
stage	of	your	first	draft.	You	don’t	want	to	be	still	making	them	during	your
final	rewrite.



Chapter	17

Other	Sources	of	Help

In	This	Chapter

•	Publications

•	Instruction

•	Organizations

•	Software

When	I	was	first	getting	started	as	a	writer,	there	was	no	Internet,	which,	as	we
all	 know,	 is	 an	 unbelievably	 easy	 way	 to	 be	 connected	 to	 any	 kind	 of
information	you	might	need.	And	so,	as	I	sat	quietly	in	front	of	my	typewriter,
even	though	I	sensed	a	whole	world	of	writers	and	stuff	about	writing	out	there,	I
couldn’t	help	feeling	very	much	apart	and	adrift	from	it.

Being	 cut	 off	 like	 that	was	 not	 a	 serious	 obstacle	 to	my	writing,	 but	 I	 knew	 I
would	be	better	off	if	I	could	eventually	connect	to	things	related	to	writing	and
publishing.	And	 that’s	what	 this	chapter	 is	all	about—the	peripheral	aspects	of
the	profession	 that	keep	you	 informed,	 focused,	 and	writing	at	 the	 top	of	your
game.



Publications

Books	and	periodicals	about	writing	have	been	around	a	long	time,	especially	in
America.	 They’re	 a	 tradition	 born	 of	 the	widespread	 literacy	 that	 set	 us	 apart
from	many	countries	in	Europe	during	the	eighteenth	century.	Let’s	take	a	closer
look.



A	Few	Good	Mags

One	of	 the	 (many)	great	 things	about	America	 is	 this:	No	matter	what	kind	of
hobby,	 pastime,	 or	 profession	 you	 may	 be	 into,	 there’s	 a	 magazine	 for	 you.
Bottle	collecting,	hamster	breeding,	home	beer	brewing,	rice-grain	engraving	…
I’m	sure	 they’ve	all	been	covered	in	somebody’s	publication.	And	writing’s	no
different.

Early	in	my	career,	there	were	basically	two	magazines	for	people	who	wanted
to	write.	One	was	a	rather	staid-looking	pamphlet-sized	mag	called	The	Writer,
which	 looked	 very	 serious,	 very	 professional,	 and	 not	 terribly	 friendly.	 The
other,	loud	and	splashy	and	same	size	as	Time	or	Newsweek,	was	called	Writer’s
Digest.	The	latter	looked	like	a	lot	more	fun,	and	it	usually	had	an	article	or	two
by	a	writer	I	knew.

I	started	buying	it	on	the	newsstand,	then	later	subscribed.	I	read	the	articles	and
columns,	learned	what	I	could,	and	felt	connected,	even	in	a	rudimentary	way,	to
the	world	of	writing	at	large.	This	is	where	I	learned	the	basics	of	the	profession,
and	if	you	don’t	regularly	read	a	magazine	about	writing,	you	should.	You’ll	get
some	 current	 information	 on	 the	 publishing	 scene	 and	 you’ll	 get	 refresher
material	 on	 the	 things	 you	 need	 to	 know	 to	 write	 well.	 There’s	 also	 an
inspirational	side.	Every	 time	 the	periodical	arrives	 in	 the	mail,	 it’s	a	 reminder
that	you	are	a	writer,	regardless	of	what	the	rejection	slips	are	telling	you.

Words	of	Wisdom

I	 don’t	 think	 it’s	 very	useful	 to	 open	wide	 the	door	 for	 young	 artists;	 the
ones	who	break	down	the	door	are	more	interesting.



—Paul	Schrader



Lots	of	Books

If	there’s	one	thing	writers	love	to	write	about	…	it’s	writing.	There	are	plenty	of
novels	 about	writers,	 but	 there	 are	 hundreds,	 probably	 thousands	of	 nonfiction
books	about	writing.

The	best	ones	I’ve	seen	tend	to	be	about	writing	in	general.	Some	of	them	have
been	reprinted	endlessly	and	have	become	minor	classics,	such	as	On	Becoming
a	Novelist	by	John	Gardner	and	the	one	I	told	you	about	in	a	previous	chapter,
The	 Elements	 of	 Style	 by	 Strunk	 and	 White,	 and	 a	 relative	 newcomer,	 On
Writing	by	Stephen	King.

But	most	of	 the	others	narrow	 their	 focus,	concentrating	on	particular	kinds	of
writing—poetry,	 nonfiction,	 or	 various	kinds	of	 fiction—especially	 the	genres.
These	 can	 be	 very	 useful	 because	 they’re	 usually	 written	 by	 writers	 who’ve
earned	 their	 stripes	writing	mysteries,	 romances,	 and	 science	 fiction;	 and	 they
can	give	you	valuable	information	gathered	from	working	on	the	inside.

I	found	a	book	in	a	used	bookshop	called	Writing	Science	Fiction	by	L.	Sprague
DeCamp.	It	was	probably	20	years	old	when	I	bought	it,	but	it	contained	some	of
that	universal	wisdom	that	never	goes	out	of	style.	I	read	the	book	over	and	over,
as	well	as	one	by	Kingsley	Amis	called	New	Maps	of	Hell,	which	is	an	analysis
of	 modern	 genre	 fiction.	 At	 the	 time,	 I	 wanted	 to	 write	 science	 fiction,	 and
finding	 these	books	was	 like	 finding	buried	 treasure.	 If	you	want	 to	work	 in	a
specific	 genre,	 an	 easy	 search	 on	 Amazon.com	 should	 find	 you	 plenty	 of
material.

There’s	another	subclass	of	writing	books,	which	get	even	more	specific	in	what
they	 try	 to	 teach	 you.	 I’m	 talking	 whole	 books	 about	 creating	 believable
characters,	building	plots	that	work,	writing	great	dialogue,	etc.	And	you	know
what?	I	think	books	with	such	a	narrow	focus	are	highly	suspect—there	just	isn’t
all	that	much	you	need	to	know	to	fill	300	pages,	even	in	EZ-Eye	type.	Seems	to
me	 you’re	 getting	 lots	 of	 padding	 and	 repetition.	 My	 advice?
Fuggghedddaboudit.

http://Amazon.com


If	 you	want	 an	honest	 opinion,	 you	don’t	 really	need	any	 books	 about	writing
other	than	the	one	in	your	hands	right	now.	Hey,	don’t	laugh;	you	had	to	know	I
was	gonna	tell	you	that.

And	 if	 you’ve	 stuck	with	me	 this	 far,	 then	 you	 know	 I’m	 giving	 you	 the	 real
thing.



How-To	Manuals

I	just	told	you	all	you	need	to	know	about	other	books.



Market	Newsletters

Market	newsletter	publications	vary	widely	in	their	scope	and	usefulness.	They
are	 basically	 a	 list	 of	 magazines,	 anthologies,	 and	 book	 publishers	 who	 are
looking	 for	material.	 A	 good	market	 newsletter	 tells	 you	 circulation,	 payment
rates,	frequency	of	publication,	examples	of	previously	published	material,	plus
all	the	usual	contact	information.

Tom’s	Tips

You	can	find	lots	of	market	reports	by	looking	in	 the	classified	section	of
writers’	magazines	and	also	through	web	search	engines.	Lots	of	them	offer
sample	issues	for	a	reasonable	fee	and	it’s	usually	worth	trying	a	few	to	see
if	one	is	right	for	you.

Newsletters	 of	 this	 type	 used	 to	 be	 exclusively	 distributed	 by	 third-class	mail,
making	the	freshness	of	the	markets	a	little	dated.	Now,	many	are	sold	through
e-mail	subscription,	which	tends	to	make	this	more	current	and	useful.



Instruction

Okay,	so	other	than	the	bookstores	and	libraries,	where	else	do	you	go	to	get	an
edge	or	a	leg-up	on	your	writing?	Some	of	you	will	look	to	the	classroom,	and
naturally,	I’ve	got	a	few	thoughts	about	that,	too.



Writing	Classes

After	I	finished	my	Master’s	degree,	I	took	an	evening	class	in	creative	writing.	I
didn’t	do	it	so	much	to	learn	how	to	write	as	I	did	to	get	objective	feedback.	I’m
not	so	sure	you	can	be	taught	how	to	write	“creatively.”	I	think	most	of	us	just	sit
and	do	it.	Whether	or	not	we	do	it	well	is	another	story.	And	I	think	we	basically
teach	ourselves	how	to	write	by	 the	sheer	repetition	of	doing	 it.	You	can	get	a
line	 on	what	 good	writing	 should	 be,	 but	 the	 act	 of	writing,	 and	writing,	 and
writing	is	the	way	it	finally	happens.

So	what’s	 with	 the	 writing	 classes?	 Are	 they	 any	 good?	 They	 can	 be,	 if	 you
approach	them	with	the	right	attitude	and	expectations.	What	I	was	getting	at	a
couple	paragraphs	ago	was	the	feedback	thing.	If	you’re	like	most	new	writers,
you	sit	and	you	write,	and	you’re	basically	 the	only	person	 reading	your	stuff.
But	what	you	need	 is	 feedback—how	others	 receive	your	work.	This	 is	where
the	writing	classes	can	give	you	exactly	what	you	want.

But	a	few	warnings	are	in	order.

Choose	your	writing	class	carefully.	You	want	 it	 to	be	 large	enough	 to	have	a
wide	range	of	readers—at	least	10	others—besides	you	and	the	instructor.	Even
more	people	would	be	better.	If	you	have	a	local	college	or	university,	you	can
probably	 get	 a	 good-size	 class.	 If	 it’s	 offered	 by	 a	 local	 library	 or	 ladies’
auxiliary	or	maybe	a	church	group,	well,	be	prepared	to	not	find	much	more	than
a	mutual	admiration	society.



Tom’s	Tips

There’s	only	one	way	 to	make	a	writing	class	work—take	 it	 seriously,	do
the	 assignments	 (whether	 you	 like	 them	 or	 not),	 spend	 the	 time	 learning
how	 to	 provide	 honest	 feedback	 to	 others,	 and	 require	 the	 same	 from
everybody	else	in	the	class.

I	remember	the	class	I	joined.	It	had	about	18	people	in	it,	all	fitting	into	one	of
three	 categories:	 college	 kids	 taking	 an	 elective,	middle-aged	 housewives	who
liked	writing	 stories	 about	 their	 pets,	 and	 a	 few	 of	 us	 who	were	 very	 serious
about	our	writing.



Workshops

An	interesting	variant	of	the	formal	writing	class	is	a	writers’	workshop.	There’s
no	single,	correct	way	to	run	a	workshop,	nor	is	there	a	set	length	on	them.	Some
workshops	run	for	four	to	six	weeks,	with	guest	lecturers	(like	me);	while	others
are	set	up	to	operate	within	the	confines	of	a	single	weekend.

Back	when	I	had	yet	to	sell	my	first	story,	I	wrangled	an	invitation	to	a	weekend
workshop	 being	 run	 by	 Ted	White,	 who	 was	 the	 senior	 editor	 at	 a	 venerable
science	fiction	magazine	called	Amazing	Stories.	There	were	seven	other	writers
there—all	 guys	 in	 their	 twenties—and	 I	 was	 the	 only	 one	 who	 had	 not	 sold
anything	 professionally.	 We	 all	 arrived	 early	 on	 a	 Friday	 afternoon,	 and	 got
started	almost	immediately.

Each	one	of	us	brought	two	stories,	and	we	had	to	read	everyone	else’s	stories.
So	I	read	seven	stories	on	Friday	night,	and	compiled	heavy-duty	notes	on	all	of
them,	even	though	I	wasn’t	sure	what	I	was	doing.

On	Saturday	morning,	we	got	up,	grabbed	the	obligatory	coffees	and	donuts,	and
arranged	ourselves	 in	a	big	circle.	All	eight	stories	had	been	tossed	into	a	box,
and	the	moderator	pulled	the	first	one	out,	handed	it	to	the	first	guy,	and	we	were
off.	 Each	 story	 got	 a	 thorough	 working-over	 by	 each	 of	 us,	 taking	 anywhere
from	an	hour	to	an	hour	and	a	half	to	get	all	the	way	around	the	circle.

When	we	 broke	 for	 dinner,	we	were	 all	 exhausted	 from	 being	 so	 “on”	 for	 so
long.	But	that	evening,	we	still	had	three	more	stories	to	critique;	then	we	had	to
read	 seven	additional	ones	 for	Sunday’s	 session.	By	 the	 time	 I	 fell	 asleep	 that
night,	I	felt	like	I’d	been	interrogated	by	a	guy	using	a	rubber	hose.

The	next	day	we	did	it	all	over	again,	and	I	held	my	own	against	the	other	guys.
My	 critiques	were	 fairly	well	 reasoned	 and	 as	 astute	 as	 anybody	 else’s,	 other
than	Ted	White’s,

who	was	 just	marvelous	at	 figuring	why	a	story	worked	or	failed.	The	level	of
criticism	in	general	was	as	impressive	as	it	was	blunt.	Nobody	made	any	efforts



to	soften	blows.

Words	of	Wisdom

Your	manuscript	is	both	good	and	original;	but	the	part	that	is	good	is	not
original,	the	part	that	is	original	is	not	good.

—Samuel	Johnson

My	two	submissions	had	batted	.500—they	hated	the	one	on	Saturday,	and	liked
the	one	on	Sunday.	Ted	White	told	me	I	had	some	ability	and	he	would	be	happy
to	 read	 new	 stories	 I	 might	 submit	 to	 his	 magazine.	 I	 ended	 up	 revising	 my
workshop	story	and	eventually	selling	it	to	him—my	first	professional	sale.

Overall,	my	first	workshop	experience	was	very	positive,	and	not	just	because	it
produced	my	first	check.	I	learned	a	lot	about	how	to	critique	a	story,	and	even
more	 about	 how	 to	 improve	my	 own	work.	 It	 was	 very	 tough	 physically	 and
psychologically,	and	I	wouldn’t	recommend	it	for	everybody.	I’d	always	been	an
adventurous	 kind	 of	 guy,	 so	 it	worked	 out	 great	 for	me,	 but	 if	 you’re	 a	more
fragile	type	…	it	could	be	a	very	long	weekend.

Only	you	can	decide	whether	an	intense	workshop	is	going	to	work	for	you.	The
longer	 ones	 that	 are	 held	 over	 several	 weeks	 tend	 to	 be	 more	 relaxed.	 Some
people	like	those	better.

You	 can	 find	 workshops	 advertised	 in	 the	 classified	 sections	 of	 writers’
magazines,	 genre	writer’s	 organization	 newsletters,	 and	 of	 course,	 the	 Internet



search	engines.



Seminars	and	Symposia

The	 third	 type	 of	 “class”	 we	 should	 look	 at	 is	 of	 the	 day-long	 variety—
sometimes	called	a	seminar	or	a	symposium.	To	be	honest,	 I	 think	this	 type	of
instruction	is	the	least	valuable	of	any	you	may	be	seeking.

Most	of	the	ones	I’ve	either	attended	or	appeared	in	have	been	rather	formal	and
structured,	which	doesn’t	leave	much	room	for	the	spontaneity	that	can	evolve	in
a	 regular	class.	Usually,	 there’s	a	panel	of	 speakers	and	a	moderator	who	asks
everybody	a	series	of	the	same	questions,	and	everybody	answers	them.

Big	whoop.

The	better	ones	also	give	the	audience	a	chance	to	ask	questions,	but	in	general,
they	can	be	kind	of	stultifying.	They	normally	don’t	have	much	of	a	hands-on,
instructional	 feel	 to	 them.	 They	 are	 more	 abstract	 and	 theoretical,	 and	 if	 you
have	 too	many	 academics	 in	 attendance,	 things	 can	 get	 downright	 stuffy,	 and
(dare	I	say	it?)	boring.

If	you	 think	 I’m	a	 little	harsh	on	 the	professors	and	 their	 ilk,	 it’s	because	 I’ve
had	a	lot	of	experience	with	them.	They	don’t	often	get	out	in	the	trenches	where
the	action	 is,	 so	 they	often	end	up	saying	 things	 that,	 to	my	 trained	ear,	 sound
several	standard	deviations	this	side	of	uninformed.

Okay,	I’ve	said	enough.	If	you	see	a	symposium	on	writing	in	your	area,	check	it
out;	then	decide	for	yourself	if	you	found	it	valuable,	or	if	you	would	want	to	go
to	another	one.	So	much	about	writing	is	subjective,	as	we	all	know.	My	job	is	to
just	make	sure	you	know	about	this	stuff.	What	you	do	with	it	is	up	to	you.



Clan	Gatherings

Besides	 formal	 gatherings	 in	 the	 classroom	 or	 the	 auditorium,	 there	 are	 other
ways	to	surround	yourself	with	people	interested	in	writing.	Writers	go	to	book
fairs	 and	 conventions,	 they	 join	 organizations,	 and	 (with	 the	 emergence	of	 the
Internet)	 they	 network	 among	 themselves.	 You	 should	 have	 a	 passing
acquaintance	with	these	gatherings	of	the	writing	clan.

Just	 know:	 as	 with	 everything	 else,	 some	 of	 them	 will	 be	 good	 for	 you,	 and
others	 not	 so	 good.	 So	 experiment.	 Pick	 and	 choose.	 The	 main	 thing	 to
remember	 is	 this	 stuff	 has	 got	 to	 be	 fun—that’s	 the	 first	 requirement.	 If	 you
don’t	enjoy	it,	stop	doing	it.



Conventions

There	are	so	many	book	and	writing	conventions,	 I	couldn’t	possibly	 list	 them
all	here.	There	are	a	few	gatherings	every	year	which	are	created	by	the	pooled
funds	of	 all	 the	publishing	houses.	They	appear	under	names	 like	Book	Expo,
Publishing	Expo,	and	Book	Fair.	These	are	huge	events	that	fill	big	city	exhibit
halls,	and	they	tend	to	emphasize	the	commercial	side	of	writing	and	publishing,
rather	than	the	esthetic	or	how-to	side	of	the	industry.

The	Plot	Thickens!

A	 surreal	 rite-of-passage	 novel	 in	 which	 the	 young,	 never-named
protagonist	grows	up	to	discover	he	has	lost	the	ability	to	claim	his	identity
in	a	society	that	demands	humans	be	classified	as	one	race	or	another.	He
becomes	disillusioned	by	the	many	political	and	social	groups	that	attempt
to	use	him	as	a	symbol	rather	than	as	an	individual.

—Invisible	Man	by	Ralph	Ellison

If	you	attend	one	of	these	mega-events,	you	may	be	able	to	find	panels	of	writers
or	 publishers	who	 talk	 about	 current	 trends	 in	 their	 field;	 but,	 then	 again,	 you
may	 not.	 I	 think	 you’ll	 have	 far	 more	 success	 learning	 about	 the	 field	 by
attending	regional	and	specialized	conventions.

These	are	held	on	just	about	every	weekend	of	 the	year	 in	one	city	or	another.
They’re	specialized	because	they	tend	to	focus	on	a	particular	kind	of	writing—
the	 genres	 in	 particular.	 Science	 fiction,	 crime,	mystery,	 and	 romance	 are	 the
subject	of	 so	many	“cons,”	 there’s	no	question	you	can	 find	one	 in	your	 area.
Lots	of	writers	attend	 these	gatherings	because	 they	 like	 to	meet	other	writers;
and	lots	of	devoted	readers	come	to	meet	their	favorite	writers.

Conventions	 can	 be	 a	 great	 source	 of	 information	 about	 writing	 because	 they



typically	 feature	 an	 entire	 program	 of	 panels	 hosted	 by	 writers,	 editors,	 and
agents,	 as	well	 as	 readings	 by	 authors	 and	 even	Q&A	 sessions	with	 fans	 and
aspiring	writers.

The	atmosphere	at	these	cons	is	amiable	and	many	writers	are	more	than	willing
to	share	their	experience	and	wisdom	with	new	writers.	But	they	are	an	acquired
taste,	 especially	 the	 ones	 dedicated	 to	 media	 such	 as	 role-playing	 and	 video
games,	television,	or	the	movies.	You’re	going	to	run	into	a	certain	percentage	of
people	 in	 strange	 costumes	 and	 others	 with	 psycho-social	 profiles	 that	 fall
outside	the	boundaries	of	the	norm.

I	 tend	 to	 regard	 conventions	 as	 a	 place	 to	 meet	 writers	 and	 editors	 who	 are
exchanging	information	and	ideas	on	what	is	currently	“hot”	in	the	industry.	For
instance,	 I	 can	 remember	 going	 to	 one	 in	 the	 early	 nineties	 and	 sitting	 at	 the
hotel	 bar	 with	 a	 bunch	 of	 the	 usual	 suspects	 of	 editors	 and	 agents,	 and	 the
general	buzz	was	that	the	“train	to	catch”	was	going	to	be	something	they	called
“legal	thrillers.”

And	you	know	what?	They	were	right.



Writers’	Organizations

Writers’	organizations	are	as	numerous	as	they	are	diverse	in	their	purposes	and
usefulness.	 There	 are	many	 national	 writers’	 organizations,	 regional	 branches,
clubs,	and	even	a	few	real	unions,	all	of	which	serve	to	bring	writers	together	for
any	number	of	reasons.

As	 with	 the	 conventions,	 many	 of	 the	 organizations	 have	 formed	 out	 of	 the
genres.	 The	 Mystery	 Writers	 of	 America,	 the	 Science	 Fiction	 and	 Fantasy
Writers	 of	 America,	 the	 Romance	 Writers,	 and	 many	 others	 have	 large
memberships.	Almost	 all	 of	 them	are	 professional	 organizations,	which	means
they	require	their	members	to	have	sold	a	specific	number	of	stories	or	books	to
legitimate	professional	publishers.

These	are	not	“clubs.”	They	are	a	collection	of	working	pros	who	share	similar
goals	and	who	try	to	represent	their	interests	and	needs	to	publishers	through	a
united	 front.	 But	 it’s	 not	 all	 business	 and	 no	 fun.	Most	 of	 these	 groups	 have
awards	 that	 they	 confer	 for	 superior	 achievement,	 and	 they	 throw	 banquets	 in
New	 York	 hotels,	 where	 everybody	 comes	 for	 a	 weekend	 of	 panels	 and
publishers’	parties.	These	can	be	a	great	place	to	meet	other	writers	and	stay	on
top	of	what’s	going	on	in	your	own	area	of	interest.

Oh,	and	remember	when	I	mentioned	market	newsletters	in	an	earlier	section	of
this	 chapter?	Well,	 almost	 every	 one	 of	 these	 organizations	 publishes	 its	 own
newsletter,	which	focuses	on	the	needs	of	the	particular	genre	they	serve.	These
can	be	very	helpful	in	getting	you	familiar	with	who	is	buying	what	and	in	what
quantities.

As	 with	 much	 of	 what	 I’ve	 been	 talking	 about	 in	 this	 chapter,	 you	 can	 find
information	 on	 most	 of	 these	 organizations	 by	 a	 quick	 Google-search	 on	 the
Internet.	 Every	 large	 professional	 writers’	 organization	 has	 its	 own	 website,
which	will	be	full	of	everything	you	could	possibly	want	to	know.

I	 can’t	 tell	 you	whether	 or	 not	 you	 should	 join	 a	 specific	 organization.	 I	 have
friends	who	love	them	and	others	who	have	no	use	for	them.	It	depends	on	why



you	might	want	to	join	in	the	first	place,	and	what	you	expect	it	 to	do	for	you.
My	experience	with	the	few	writers’	organizations	in	which	I’ve	been	a	member
is	that	they’re	long	on	camaraderie	and	short	on	any	kind	of	union-like	activities.
Writers	are	solitary	and	individualistic,	and	it’s	tough	to	get	them	all	focused	on
any	single	goal.

My	job,	as	you	will	recall,	is	to	simply	steer	you	in	the	right	direction	on	matters
such	as	this	one.	You’ll	know	if	you’re	a	“joiner”	or	not.

Words	of	Wisdom

What	 a	 heartbreaking	 job	 it	 is	 trying	 to	 combine	 writers	 for	 their	 own
protection!	 I	 had	 ten	years	 of	 it	 on	 the	Committee	of	Management	of	 the
Society	of	Authors;	 and	 the	 first	 lesson	 I	 learned	was	 that	 if	you	 take	 the
field	 for	 the	 authors,	 you	 will	 be	 safer	 without	 a	 breastplate	 than	 a
backplate.

—George	Bernard	Shaw



Networking

The	whole	idea	of	contacting	other	writers	like	yourself	is	a	good	idea	because
you	spend	so	much	time	alone	and	around	people	who	have	no	idea	what	you’re
going	through.	That’s	why	the	conventions	and	organizations	can	be	so	helpful
in	keeping	you	informed	and	focused.

The	 Internet	 has	 made	 this	 exchange	 of	 ideas,	 experience,	 and	 friendship
unbelievably	 easier,	 and	 there	 are	 so	 many	 websites,	 chat-rooms,	 and	 e-mail
address	books	for	writers,	I	couldn’t	begin	to	list	them,	much	less	discuss	them.
If	 you	 surf	 the	 Internet,	 spend	 a	 little	 time	 looking	 through	 the	 websites	 that
bring	writers	closer	together.

The	feeling	of	working	in	a	vacuum,	not	understood	by	the	rest	of	the	people	in
your	life,	is	not	fun,	and	I	know	many	writers	feel	that	way.	But	it	doesn’t	have
to	be	like	that.



Software

We’ve	already	discussed	the	advantages	of	using	a	computer	when	writing,	and	I
glossed	over	the	word-processing	software	that	helps	you	in	both	the	writing	and
the	 revision	 phases	 of	 your	 novel.	But	 there	 are	 other	 programs	 out	 there	 you
might	not	know	about	that	can	help	you	in	other	ways.

A	Likely	Story

Suppose	 you	 invented	 a	 software	 program	 that	 could	write	 brilliant	 prose
and	riveting,	original	plots.	Would	you	sell	it	to	the	masses?	Or	keep	it	for
yourself?	Write	a	story	that	explores	these	questions.

Many	software	manufacturers	have	add-on	packages	that	hook	you	into	a	whole
shelf	of	reference	books	writers	may	need	at	any	time.	Dictionaries	for	meaning
and	 synonyms,	 encyclopaedia,	 biographical	 indices,	 and	 concordances	 are
available	 for	 every	 taste	 and	 budget.	 I	 like	 the	 ones	 that	 can	 operate	 in	 the
background	while	you’re	writing.	You	can	pull	up	anything	you	need	with	a	few
extra	keystrokes	 instead	of	getting	up	from	your	desk	 to	grab	a	big	book	off	a
shelf.

Another	 family	 of	 programs	 purports	 to	 help	 you	 with	 the	 more	 subjective
aspects	of	writing,	 such	as	plotting	and	 the	actual	construction	of	your	story.	 I
have	 never	 taken	 the	 time	 to	 learn	 any	 of	 these	 types	 of	 software,	 and	 I	 have
heard	conflicting	reviews	from	other	writers	who	have	tried	to	use	them.

To	be	honest,	 I	am	skeptical	of	software	doing	a	writer’s	 job	of	storytelling.	If
there	 is	 value	 in	 this	 kind	 of	 interface	 between	 a	writer	 and	 the	 cold	 lines	 of
computer	code,	I	think	it	can	be	found	in	teaching	writers	how	to	“see”	the	way	a
plot	works	 or	 how	 a	 story	 is	 constructed	 from	more	 basic	 components.	 If	 the
software	 can	 explain	 things	 like	 complication,	 motivation,	 and	 transcendence,
well,	that’s	a	big	bonus.

If	you	feel	that	plotting	or	understanding	story-concept	are	personal	weaknesses



for	 you,	 then	you	might	want	 to	 investigate	 this	 kind	of	 software.	 I	 don’t	 feel
comfortable	pumping	any	particular	program	over	any	other,	but	as	with	almost
anything	these	days,	a	quick	Internet	search	will	get	you	up	to	speed	on	what’s
currently	available.

The	last	type	of	software	that	may	be	of	help	to	you	is	one	that	allows	you	to	sit
back	and	 talk	 to	your	computer	and	 its	word-processing	program.	There	are	at
least	two	fairly	well-known	ones	out	there,	and	I	keep	telling	myself	I	want	to	try
them.

But	the	biggest	problem	I’ve	found	is	that	you	have	to	“train”	the	program	to	get
comfortable	with	the	way	you	pronounce	your	words.	Depending	on	the	speed	of
the	CPU	 (Central	Processing	Unit)	 in	your	 computer	 (think	of	 the	CPU	as	 the
brains	of	 the	computer)	and	 the	severity	of	any	regional	accent	you	may	have,
this	 training	 could	 be	 extensive,	which	means	 time-consuming.	Most	writers	 I
know	who’ve	 tried	 to	 teach	 their	 PCs	 to	 take	 dictation	 lose	 patience	with	 the
training	 process.	 I’m	 going	 to	 predict	 that	 as	 the	 programs	 get	 more
sophisticated,	these	type	of	programs	will	become	more	popular.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	There’s	a	variety	of	sources	for	writers	that	can	provide	inspiration,
support,	and	valuable	information.	It’s	not	a	good	idea	to	work	in	a	vacuum,
and	you	should	sample	these	sources	to	see	what’s	best	for	you.

•	Magazines	and	newsletters	can	arm	you	with	great	reference	material
and	keep	you	up	to	date	on	the	state	of	the	publishing	industry.	Books	can
also	 be	 helpful	 in	 polishing	 specific	 skills.	 Of	 course,	 the	 book	 you’re
reading	right	now	is	priceless	and	will	be	the	sole	cause	of	your	success.

•	There’s	some	truth	to	the	old	saw	about	birds	of	a	feather.	You	might
enjoy	joining	a	writers’	organization	and	hanging	out	with	others	who	share
your	dreams.	Some	people	are	joiners	and	some	not.

•	Even	though	there	is	plenty	of	software	out	there	that	claims	to	make
you	a	better	writer,	I	would	approach	with	a	“show	me”	attitude	rather	than
a	blind	faith	that	buying	a	particular	program	is	going	to	transform	you	into
a	great	novelist.	I	don’t	know	…	I	just	have	this	feeling	it’s	not	that	easy.



Chapter	18

Marketing	and	Publicity

In	This	Chapter

•	Understanding	the	marketplace

•	Creating	interest

•	Taking	control

•	Playing	the	publicity	game

Okay,	 it’s	 time	 to	 talk	 about	 the	 task	 of	 getting	 your	 book	 sold	 to	 as	 many
readers	 as	possible.	To	your	publisher,	 your	book	 is	 considered	 a	product	 that
must	be	distributed	to	the	marketplace.

The	ways	to	do	it	are	through	marketing	and	publicity.

It’s	hard	to	believe	it,	but	there	are	plenty	of	writers	who	tell	me	they	have	little
or	no	 interest	 in	how	 their	book	 is	marketed	or	publicized.	They	claim	 they’re
“too	busy	being	creative	to	worry	with	such	things	…”	or	some	such	nonsense.

Well,	 I’m	 here	 to	 tell	 you—any	 writer	 who	 expresses	 that	 sentiment	 is	 a
dunderhead	of	 the	 first	mark.	Any	writer	 talented	enough	 to	 sell	his	book	 to	a
legitimate	publisher	must	be	concerned	with	how	it	will	be	advertised	and	sold	to
the	public.	There	 is	a	 lot	 to	know	about	selling	and	publicizing	a	novel—more
than	I	can	fit	 into	a	small	chapter	like	this	one.	I	will	touch	on	the	main	points
and	trust	I’ve	inspired	you	to	probe	deeper	into	the	subject.	There	are	some	very
good	 books,	websites,	 and	 professional	 services	 that	 can	 get	 you	 up	 to	 speed.
The	absolute	best	is	John	Kremer’s	www.bookmarket.com.	His	book	1001	Ways
to	 Market	 Your	 Books	 is	 a	 classic.	 You	 can	 do	 the	 usual	 research	 to	 find
secondary	material.

http://www.bookmarket.com


Words	of	Wisdom

If	a	writer	proclaims	himself	 to	be	 isolated,	uninfluenced,	and	responsible
to	 no	 one,	 he	 should	 not	 be	 surprised	 if	 he	 is	 ignored,	 uninfluential,	 and
perceived	as	irresponsible.

—Charles	Newman

Your	 mission	 is	 to	 stay	 focused	 on	 what	 happens	 to	 your	 novel	 after	 you’ve
proofed	and	turned	in	the	typeset	galleys;	so	let’s	get	started.



Major	Goals

Marketing	 and	 publicity	 are	 basically	 aimed	 at	 getting	 three	 things
accomplished:

•	Finding	your	“target	audience.”	This	 is	mainly	common	sense.	If
you’ve	written	a	mystery	novel,	you	want	the	large	pool	of	mystery	readers
to	 receive	 the	 majority	 of	 information	 about	 your	 book.	 Your	 publisher
should	have	a	handle	on	this.

•	 Giving	 them	 the	 hype.	 This	 includes	 publication	 date,	 plot
summary,	advance	reviews,	endorsements	from	other	writers,	and	anything
else	to	get	them	interested	in	what	you’ve	written.

•	Make	them	read	it.	There	are	lots	of	ways	you	can	nudge	this	one
along.	I	will	get	into	them	in	greater	detail	when	we	talk	about	publicity.



The	Marketplace

The	book	business	has	undergone	many	changes	in	the	last	25	years.	Some	good,
some	not	so	good.	The	small,	mom	’n’	pop	bookstores	have	been	crowded	out
by	national	chain	bookstores	and	especially	by	the	giga-super-stores	like	Borders
and	Barnes	&	Noble,	and	even	the	lower-rent	outlets	like	BJ’s,	Sam’s	Club,	and
Wal-Mart.	More	recently,	the	online	booksellers	like	Amazon.com	have	entered
the	arena,	selling	books	without	the	overhead	of	maintaining	and	staffing	“brick
’n’	mortar”	stores.

All	of	those	guys	can	sell	their	books	at	immediate	discounts	off	the	cover	price
(because	 they	 are	 buying	 in	 huge	 volumes	 to	 get	 better	 discounts	 from
distributors	 and	 publishers).	 The	 small,	 independently	 owned	 bookshops	 can’t
do	this,	being	forced	to	buy	fewer	books	at	higher	prices.	The	math	doesn’t	look
good	for	little	stores.

The	end-result	has	been	a	big	decline	in	the	number	of	bookstores	…	other	than
the	 really	 huge	 ones.	 That	 means	 fewer	 places	 to	 display	 all	 the	 new	 books
published	each	year.	The	 industry	 types	call	 this	“shelf-space,”	and	 it’s	getting
smaller	and	more	concentrated	each	year.

A	Likely	Story

An	amateur	 inventor	 spends	 twenty	years	of	his	 life	on	a	device	 that	will
revolutionize	his	industry.	When	he	shares	his	prototype	and	plans	with	his
employer,	he	loses	all	rights	to	his	life’s	work	because	he	signed	a	contract
when	 first	 hired	 that	 grants	 the	 company	 ownership	 of	 anything	 he	 can
create	while	working	for	them.	He	attempts	to	reason	with	the	owner	of	the
company,	 but	 gets	 nowhere.	 Driven	 to	 despair,	 the	 inventor	 resorts	 to
violence,	killing	the	owner’s	wife	and	kidnapping	his	son.

http://Amazon.com


I’ve	heard	 lots	of	publishers,	editors,	and	agents	say	 the	same	 thing:	There	are
too	many	 books	 being	 published.	 I	 don’t	 know	 if	 that’s	 true	 or	 just	 the	 usual
insider	carping.	But	they	did	publish	around	120,000	in	the	United	States	during
2003,	which	means	lots	of	titles	to	be	squeezed	into	a	limited	number	of	slots	on
a	limited	number	of	shelves.

This	begs	the	question:	How	long	does	a	book	stay	on	sale	and	in	print	before	a
new	one	crowds	it	out	of	the	marketplace?	There’s	no	definitive	answer,	but	…
let	me	tell	you	a	little	story	about	O’Hare	International	Airport	in	Chicago.



Adventures	in	Time	and	Space

O’Hare	 is	a	very	big	airport,	with	many,	many	newsstands	and	shops	scattered
throughout	 all	 the	 levels,	 terminals,	 and	 buildings.	 All	 these	 venues	 offer
magazines	and	books	for	sale,	and	they	sell	a	lot	of	them	every	day.	They	sell	so
much	reading	material	 that	O’Hare	 is	considered	a	kind	of	gold	mine	for	book
publishers	 and	 distributors—everybody	 is	 going	 crazy	 to	 get	 their	 titles	 in	 the
airport	shops	because	the	buying	is	brisk.	So	every	day,	there	are	new	shipments
of	books	to	the	airports,	full	of	new	books	to	sell.

There	 are	 so	many	 books,	 in	 fact,	 that	 they	 have	 a	 guy	who	does	 nothing	 but
drive	 all	 over	 the	mammoth	 airport	 in	 a	 little	 electric	 truck	 (full	 of	magazines
and	books),	going	from	shop	to	shop,	restocking	the	reading	material	endlessly.

I’ve	heard	it	takes	him	about	36	hours	to	make	a	complete	circuit	of	all	the	shops
and	newsstands	in	the	airport—before	starting	the	process	all	over	again.	Now,
here’s	where	it	gets	interesting	for	us	writer	types.

When	he	gets	back	 to	 a	 store	 last	 visited	36	hours	 ago,	he	 looks	 to	 see	which
books	have	sold	and	which	have	not.	If	the	five	copies	of,	say,	book	“A”	he	put
out	 on	 the	 last	 trip	 have	 sold	 out,	 he	 restocks	 five	 more	 copies	 of	 book	 “A.”
Which	is	great.	No	problem.

But	let’s	say	book	“B”	on	the	next	slot	over	only	sold	one	copy,	or	maybe	even
no	copies	…	well,	then	we	have	a	different	situation.	He	takes	book	“B”	down
from	its	selling	space,	and	replaces	it	with	a	new	book	we’ll	call	“C.”	As	he	goes
along	through	the	rest	of	the	circuit	of	shops,	he’ll	replace	sold	book	“B”	copies
with	 pulled	 copies	 …	 unless	 book	 “B”	 continues	 to	 be	 found	 on	 too	 many
shelves	unsold.

If	 that	 appears	 to	 be	 the	 pattern	 over	 his	 entire	 circuit,	 book	 “B”	 gets	 yanked
from	all	 the	shelves,	never	 to	be	sold	 in	 the	airport	again.	So	let’s	recap.	Your
book	 or	 anyone	 else’s	 book	 is	 basically	 getting	 three	 days	 of	 shelf-life	 to	 get
people’s	 attention	and	 sell,	 or	 it	 is	 effectively	gone.	This	 is	how	 it	goes	 in	 the
busiest,	hottest	bookselling	airport	in	the	world.



Other	Venues

Now,	the	O’Hare	tale	is	an	extreme	case,	mind	you,	but	I	mention	it	to	show	you
the	level	of	competition	for	space	and	sales	and	how	much	time	you	may	have	to
get	people	reading	your	novel.

In	the	super-bookstores,	your	novel	may	make	the	“new	release”	table	or	shelf,
or	 it	may	 get	 placed	 in	 the	 shelves	with	 just	 the	 spine	 facing	 outward,	which
means	nobody’s	going	to	find	it	unless	they	went	on	an	expedition	to	specifically
do	so.	It	will,	however,	have	a	decent	shelf-life,	and	won’t	be	yanked	in	terms	of
hours	or	weeks.	Months	is	more	like	it.

The	big	consideration	is	the	competition	with	all	the	other	titles.	There’s	no	way
to	 avoid	 it	 because	most	 publishers	 are	 pumping	 out	 new	books	 on	 a	monthly
basis.



Marketing	in	General

If	you’ve	generated	a	good	working	relationship	with	your	editor,	tell	him	or	her
you	want	to	be	as	involved	in	the	marketing	and	publicity	as	you	can.	Tell	them
you’ll	 do	 signings,	 tours,	 stand	 in	 booths	 at	 book	 fairs,	 hand	 out	 flyers,	 spin
plates	on	sticks,	or	whatever	they	want.

Now,	especially	with	new	writers	and	first	novels,	publishers	don’t	have	excess
time	 and	 money	 to	 develop	 a	 big-time	 marketing	 plan.	 Unless	 you’ve	 been
talented	 enough	 to	 land	 a	 very	 big	 advance,	 your	 publisher	 won’t	 be	 highly
motivated	 to	 do	 much	 to	 get	 their	 investment	 back.	 Most	 publishers	 of	 first
novels	are	content	to	let	such	books	“seek	their	own	level,”	which	is	a	polite	way
of	saying	“sink	or	swim.”

That’s	 where	 you	 come	 in.	 Your	 job	 is	 to	 make	 sure	 a	 variety	 of	 marketing
strategies	take	place,	even	if	your	publisher	doesn’t	have	the	resources	to	assist
you.	It	may	sound	like	a	tough	assignment,	but	it’s	worth	the	effort.	Believe	me.

Let’s	consider	some	marketing	strategies.



Timing

If	 you	 listen	 to	 editors	 and	 agents,	 you	might	 get	 the	 impression	 that	 there	 is
practically	 no	 good	 time	 of	 the	 year	 to	 publish	 a	 book.	 The	 summer	 is	 when
people	 travel	 and	 stay	 outside	 a	 lot—no	 time	 to	 read	 (unless	 it’s	 that	 elusive
“beach	book”).	Autumn	competes	with	the	“back	to	school”	rush.	There	are	so
many	 books	 released	 for	 Christmas,	 yours	 may	 get	 lost	 in	 the	 crush.	 And	 of
course,	 nobody	 buys	 anything	 for	months	 after	 Christmas,	 which	 gives	 you	 a
very	small	window	in	the	springtime	to	sell	books.

This	 is	 an	exaggeration,	of	 course,	but	different	 seasons	do	bring	out	different
marketing	strategies.	So	when	your	publisher	gives	you	a	pub	date,	you	should	at
least	consider	how	it	will	fit	into	the	season	that	will	greet	it.

I	can	remember	one	Christmas	season	when	a	paperback	edition	of	an	anthology
series	I’d	edited	was	published.	I	scheduled	myriad	signings	in	mall	bookstores
throughout	 the	 mid-Atlantic,	 and	 sold	 a	 ton	 of	 books	 to	 people	 looking	 for
inexpensive,	original	gifts.	You	never	know	what’s	going	to	work,	but	you	try	to
be	adventurous	and	optimistic.	Every	sale	is	important,	because	that	is	one	more
person	who	may	like	your	work	and	recommend	it	to	another	person.

Timing	 can	 work	 for	 or	 against	 you.	 If	 your	 book	 centers	 upon	 the	 dramatic
events	of,	 say,	a	nuclear	power	plant	meltdown,	and	a	real	one	happens	a	 few
days	after	your	novel	is	published,	you	can	“catch	the	wave”	and	ride	it	all	 the
way	 to	 the	money-shore.	But	 just	 as	 easily,	 a	 book’s	 appearance	 and	 possible
attention	can	be	dwarfed	or	overwhelmed	by	events	taking	place	on	the	world	or
national	stage.	But	that’s	beyond	the	control	of	any	of	us.



Signings	and	Tours

Normally,	 with	 a	 first	 novel,	 a	 publisher	 is	 not	 going	 to	 invest	 the	 time	 and
money	to	advertise	a	new	writer,	and	put	him	out	on	the	promotion	trail	to	hawk
sales.	 They	 don’t	 see	 it	 as	 an	 economically	 viable	 proposition.	 They	 have	 let
their	cost	accountants	tell	them	how	many	books	they	can	print	and	expect	to	sell
without	any	additional	expenses.	This	is	perfectly	reasonable.	Publishers	roll	the
dice	with	new	novelists	…	sometimes	winning	and	sometimes	losing.

This	 does	 not,	 however,	 mean	 you	 shouldn’t	 consider	 doing	 a	 series	 of	 book
signings	that	may	be	of	a	…	oh,	let’s	say,	less	than	national	scope.

Bookstores—large	and	small—absolutely	 love	 to	have	authors	on	 the	premises
signing	their	books.	It’s	good	for	business	and	it	costs	the	stores	nothing.

If	 your	 book	 takes	 place	 in	 a	 singular	 and	 high-profile	 region	 of	 the	 country
(such	 as	Gettysburg,	 the	 Everglades,	New	Orleans,	 or	 any	 of	 a	 hundred	 other
recognizable	 locales),	 you	might	want	 to	 explore	 some	 publicity	 in	 the	 region
and	schedule	appearances	 to	sign	books	and	drum	up	some	sales.	 If	your	book
centers	upon	a	particular	occupation	or	event,	you	may	want	to	try	to	arrange	for
appearances	that	tie	in	with	them.	For	example,	if	your	story	is	about	firefighters,
you	 could	 do	 promotions	 with	 regional	 fire	 departments	 and	 do	 events	 at
firehouses.

You	have	to	be	creative	and	prescient	and	willing	to	take	chances.	Book	signings
are	weird.	Sometimes	they	are	very	successful	and	sometimes	they	are	complete
flops.	Some	of	the	big	superstores	will	schedule	a	group	of	writers	and	trump	it
up	 as	 an	 “event,”	 and	 even	 have	 the	 writers	 read	 selections	 and	 answer
questions.	This	can	be	great	if	you	have	an	electric	and	engaging	personality	like
me.	It	can	be	less	than	great	if	you	have	the	personal	charm	of,	say,	a	newel	post.

The	bottom	line	 is	 to	be	willing	 to	get	out	and	befriend	your	potential	 readers.
Bookstores	are	great	places	to	meet	readers.	Funny	thing	about	that.

The	Plot	Thickens!



A	43-year-old	man	dies	of	a	heart	attack.	That	is	the	beginning	of	the	story.
Suddenly	he	wakes	up,	finding	himself	as	a	college	student	in	1963.	He	is
in	 his	 18-year-old	 body,	 but	 retains	 all	 the	 memories	 of	 the	 life	 he	 just
exited.	Thus	a	fascinating	premise	powers	a	well-written	novel	about	a	man
who	continues	 to	 relive	his	 life	over	and	over	 in	an	effort	 to	 finally	get	 it
right.	A	great	modern	allegory.

—Replay	by	Ken	Grimwood



Your	Book	Cover

The	tired	old	axiom	says,	“You	can’t	 tell	a	book	by	its	cover,”	but	I’m	here	to
tell	you	millions	of	people	do	just	that.

And	here’s	some	more	bad	news:	most	writers	have	absolutely	no	control	over
what	their	book	cover	is	going	to	look	like.	A	lot	of	people	are	surprised	when
they	 hear	 this;	 they	 wrongly	 assume	 the	 writer	 gets	 to	 somehow	 choose	 the
appearance	of	his	or	her	book.

Trade	Talk

A	book’s	cover	can	mean	different	things,	depending	on	the	type	of	edition
we’re	talking	about.	In	general,	the	cover	is	the	very	front	of	the	book,	the
“face”	that	 the	public	sees	first.	Hardcover	books	usually	have	their	cover
depicted	on	the	“dust	jacket,”	which	is	the	paper	wrapper	that	folds	over	the
boards.	Also	called	DJs,	they	can	be	foiled	and	embossed,	and	are	usually
gloss-laminated.	Trade	paperbacks	and	the	smaller	mass-market	paperbacks
(which	used	 to	 be	 called	 pocket	 books)	 don’t	 have	 dust	 jackets,	 they	 just
have	 a	 cover,	which	 is	 a	 thicker,	 often	 laminated	 paper	 that	 encloses	 the
inner	pages.	All	references	to	covers	in	our	discussion	can	mean	whatever
is	on	the	front	of	the	book.

No	way.	If	this	is	ever	going	to	happen,	it	will	be	only	after	a	writer’s	been	with
a	publishing	house	for	an	extended	number	of	books	and	years.	And	even	then
it’s	not	guaranteed.



Some	covers	proclaim	a	book	to	be	classy	and	upscale	and	all	that	stuff—these
tend	to	have	more	type	and	less	illustration.	If	there	is	a	graphic	image,	it	tends
to	 be	 more	 symbolic	 or	 abstract.	 Editors	 and	 publishers	 call	 the	 pictures	 on
books	either	cover	art	or	cover	illustration,	depending	on	how	the	book	is	being
marketed.

The	 cover	 of	 your	 book	 is	 out	 of	 your	 control;	 and	 the	 only	 reason	 I’m	 even
mentioning	it	 is	to	give	you	a	clue	about	how	your	publisher	intends	to	market
your	 novel.	Go	 into	 any	 bookstore	 and	 compare	 the	 covers	 of	 other	 books	 on
various	shelves	and	categories	…	it	won’t	take	you	long	to	figure	out	where	your
own	cover	is	going	to	show	up.

Trade	Talk

Cover	 art	 is	 usually	 what	 art	 directors	 call	 the	 graphic	 image	 on	 a
dustjacket.	 The	 same	 thing	 on	 a	 paperback	 is	 called	 cover	 illustration.
There’s	 a	 kind	 of	 unarticulated	 snobbery	 going	 on	 here.	Art	 is,	 as	we	 all
know,	 better	 than	 mere	 illustration;	 hardcovers	 are,	 of	 course,	 more
prestigious	than	paperbacks.	Of	course.

And	from	that	assessment,	adjust	and	focus	your	own	marketing	program	to	best
suit	the	“look”	of	your	book.	As	an	example,	if	you’ve	written	a	fine	historical
romance,	 and	 your	 publisher	 dressed	 it	 up	 in	 a	 lavishly	 illustrated,	 colorful
painting	of	a	barechested	man	holding	a	swooning	heroine,	well,	that’s	probably
not	going	to	market	well	to	a	speaking	gig	at	the	Elks	Lodge	or	a	symposium	at
Princeton.	See	what	I	mean?



Website	and	Samples

The	 cyberspace	 arena	 has	 opened	 up	 a	 variety	 of	 new	marketing	 channels	 to
writers	 who	 are	motivated	 and	 forward-thinking.	Months	 before	 your	 book	 is
published	 you	 should	 set	 up	 a	website.	 I	 don’t	 have	 the	 space	 here	 to	 go	 into
detail	about	how	to	make	it	happen,	but	there	are	plenty	of	people	and	agencies
out	there	who	can	help	you.

Surf	around	and	check	out	other	writers’	websites.	Get	 ideas.	Steal	what	 looks
good;	blow	off	what	looks	silly.	Think	of	it	as	a	freewheeling	idea	database.	Go
out	there	and	see	what	people	are	doing	to	sell	books.	Better	yet,	go	take	a	look
at	my	site	at	www.borderlandspress.com.

The	main	point	is	to	get	it	done.	Have	a	series	of	web	pages	devoted	to	you	and
your	book.	Pictures	and	advance	quotes,	reviews,	and	some	biographical	stuff	on
you	 are	 all	 good,	 standard	 inclusions.	 But	 you	 will	 also	 want	 to	 think	 about
setting	up	links	with	either	your	publisher	or	other	booksellers	so	people	who	hit
your	 site	 and	want	 to	 buy	 the	 book	 can	 just	 click	 right	 through	 and	make	 the
purchase.

Another	intriguing	way	to	get	people	to	try	your	work	is	to	offer	a	free	sample	of
your	 writing.	 This	 is	 usually	 done	 in	 either	 a	 file	 prospective	 buyers	 can
download,	or	a	page	on	your	site	where	they	can	read	it	onscreen.	Make	sure	you
get	 permission	 from	 your	 publisher	 to	 do	 this,	 and	 then	do	 it.	 I	 know	 several
writers	who	have	established	a	substantial	readership	by	doing	things	like	this.

Words	of	Wisdom

If	being	an	ego	maniac	means	believing	in	what	I	do,	and	in	my	art	and	my

http://www.borderlandspress.com


music,	 then	in	 that	respect,	you	can	call	me	that	…	I	believe	in	what	I	do
and	I’ll	say	it	to	whomever	will	listen.

—John	Lennon

You	will	also	want	to	find	large,	generic	websites	that	post	links	to	other	writers
and	readers.	The	idea	of	linking	into	web-rings	(lists	and	links	of	sites	that	share
common	 themes)	 is	 also	 helpful.	 Your	 website	 guru/consultant	 will	 help	 you
with	this	stuff.

The	basic	effect	should	be	friendly,	accessible	and	modern.	Do	NOT	make	your
website	all	stuffy	and	authorlike.	That	bit	is	beat,	not	to	mention	boring.



Word	of	Mouth

Another	 powerful	 tool	 to	 get	 copies	 of	 your	 book	 sold	 is	 by	 the	 old	 jungle
telegraph—I	tell	somebody	how	good	your	novel	is	and	that	person	reads	it	and
tells	somebody	else.	It’s	a	slow	process	that	gradually	builds	from	an	arithmetic
increase	of	 one	 at	 a	 time	 into	 a	 geometric	 expansion	 in	which	10	people	 each
eventually	 tell	 10	 each	 and	up	 the	 line	until	 your	book	has	been	mentioned	 to
hundreds	of	thousands	of	people.

Word	of	mouth	does	work.	But	it	requires	time	and	patience.

You	 can	 nudge	 it	 along	 by	 telling	 everyone	 you	 know	 about	 your	 book	 and
outright	telling	them	to	mention	it	to	everybody	they	know.

The	best	way	to	make	this	happen	is	to	have	enough	contributor’s	copies	of	your
book	 to	give	 away	 to	 people	 you	meet	who	 you	 believe	 have	 the	 influence	 to
spread	 the	word	 to	 a	 lot	 of	 other	 people.	You	 can	usually	 buy	 extra	 copies	 of
your	book	at	a	very	reasonable	rate,	due	to	the	deep	“author’s	discount.”

Do	yourself	a	favor	and	buy	a	hundred	copies	…	they	beat	the	living	tar	out	of	a
business	card.	You	can	go	to	sleep	on	that	one.



Publicity

Publicity	 is	 all	 about	 you	getting	 into	 the	 spotlight	 and	 telling	 everybody	how
cool	you	are	and	how	great	your	book	 is.	 It	 is	 the	blood	relative	of	marketing,
and	 you	 need	 to	 learn	 how	 to	 make	 the	 most	 of	 whatever	 publicity	 you	 can
generate.

And	never	forget	the	etiology	of	the	word—which	is	from	the	root,	public.	That
means	getting	out	in	the	public	and	making	people	notice	you	and	your	novel.

It’s	supposed	to	be	an	unquestioned	wisdom	that	writing	is	a	solitary	and	lonely
business.	There	are	some	who’d	like	you	to	believe	it’s	a	profession	you	do	by
yourself,	and	is	best	suited	for	introverts	and	social	cripples.

Friends,	after	spending	all	this	time	with	me,	you	should	have	already	put	the	lie
to	that	kind	of	talk.	I	have	lots	of	friends	and	a	majority	of	them	are	writers,	and
I’m	 not	 exactly	what	 you	would	 call	 shy	 or	 socially	 inept.	 I	 believe	 the	most
successful	writers	working	today	are	those	who	are	as	facile	and	adept	in	public
as	they	are	in	front	of	their	keyboards.

Tom’s	Tips

Don’t	 think	 you’re	 too	 good	 to	 talk	 about	 your	 work;	 also	 don’t	 feel
embarrassed	 if	 you	want	 to	 talk	 about	 your	 book.	 Don’t	 be	 shy.	 In	 this
business,	humility	is	for	chumps.



And	 if	 you’re	 not,	 you	 can	 certainly	 train	 yourself	 to	 be.	 In	 case	 you	 haven’t
noticed,	 you	 can	 be	 as	 unproductive	 or	 successful	 as	 you	 want	 to	 be.	 Your
internal	choices	about	yourself	control	everything	else.

Okay,	we	need	to	talk	about	getting	the	word	out	on	your	novel.	We	start	with
one	of	the	oldest	chestnuts	in	the	barrel.



The	Press	Release

You’ve	probably	heard	of	these	things,	even	if	you’ve	never	seen	or	written	one.
They’re	 basically	 a	 notice—always	 only	 one	 page—sent	 to	 the	 media	 to
announce	something	they	don’t	know	about.

Every	publisher	has	a	“publicity	department,”	but	you	cannot	count	on	it	to	work
as	 hard	 for	 your	 book	 as	 you	 would.	 Such	 departments	 are	 usually	 small,
understaffed,	 and	 under	 orders	 to	 pump	 up	 the	 “lead	 titles”	 each	 month—for
which	 the	 publisher	 paid	 the	 most	 money.	 Which	 is	 another	 way	 of	 saying
you’re	going	to	be	bugging	them	for	help;	not	the	other	way	around.

Anyway,	if	you	ask	your	publicity	department	for	copies	of	press	releases	they
have	sent	out	on	previous	titles,	you	can	get	a	great	idea	of	how	you’re	going	to
do	your	own.	Essentially,	 the	press	 release	addresses	 the	 standard	questions	of
classic	journalism—who,	what,	where,	when,	and	how?

A	good	press	release	has	a	banner	or	headline	running	in	bold	type	across	the	top
of	 the	page.	This	single	 line	should	be	catchy	and	sharp	and,	 ideally,	 it	 should
summarize	the	theme	and	unique	points	of	your	novel.	This	is	not	easy—in	fact,
there’s	 an	 art	 to	 doing	 it	 with	 most	 novels	 because	 fiction	 is	 generally	 more
complex	and	layered	than	nonfiction.	Media-types	get	hundreds	of	press	releases
every	 day.	 You	 need	 to	 make	 yours	 stand	 out	 from	 the	 rest	 by	 making	 it	 as
intriguing	and	irresistible	as	possible.

You	need	to	ask	yourself:	What	is	the	one	most	intriguing	aspect	of	my	novel?
Does	it	posit	a	new	idea?	Does	it	answer	an	old,	familiar	mystery?	Does	it	create
a	new	way	of	seeing	the	familiar?	These	and	other	questions	you	must	ask	will
steer	you	toward	the	perfect	banner	for	your	press	release.	I	prefer	banners	that
ask	a	question—a	question	so	original	and	curious	 the	media-types	can’t	 resist
reading	on	to	get	the	answer	(which	may	or	may	not	be	there	…).

Here’s	an	example	of	a	catchy	banner:

What	Happened	to	a	President	Who	Faked	His	Own	Assassination?



Okay,	so	 let’s	assume	you	have	 the	banner	 that	will	grab	everyone’s	attention.
What	else	do	you	need?	You	want	a	short	line	or	two	that	gives	the	basics	of	the
book:	title,	author,	publisher,	publication	date,	price,	and	ISBN	number.

Then	you	post	 up	 a	 few	 trenchant	blurbs	 that	make	you	 and	your	book	 sound
like	it’s	headed	for	instant	bestseller	status.	This	is	followed	by	a	few	paragraphs
that	 summarize	 the	plot	and	explain	why	 this	novel	 is	 relevant	 to	 today	 at	 this
very	moment	and	why	everybody	must	 read	 it.	Optionally,	you	can	answer	 the
question	you	may	have	posed	in	the	banner-hook,	and	then	wrap	things	up	with
the	usual	numbers	and	e-mails	for	you	and	your	publisher	who	may	be	contacted
for	more	information,	interviews,	and	free	copies	of	your	novel.

Trade	Talk

A	 blurb	 is	 essentially	 a	 one-sentence	 endorsement	 of	 your	 novel	 by	 a
famous,	bestselling	writer	(if	possible),	or	at	least	by	a	recognizable	name.
This	 is	 done	 to	 give	 credibility	 to	 your	 ability	 to	 tell	 a	 good	 story.	 It	 is
difficult	 to	 assess	 the	 value	 of	 blurbs,	 but	 because	 publishers	 continue	 to
ask	for	them	and	use	them,	they	must	help.

It	 is	very	 important	 that	your	press	 release	be	one	page	only,	 and	 that	 there	 is
plenty	of	“air”	in	it—open	space	between	lines	and	short	paragraphs	that	make	it
easy	to	read.

You	only	have	a	few	seconds	to	grab	your	target’s	attention,	so	make	it	as	easy
as	possible.



Radio

You	may	be	wondering:	Okay,	I	have	this	great	press	release	…	now,	what	do	I
do	with	it?

Good	question.	You’re	going	to	make	a	lot	of	copies	and	you’re	going	to	send	it
out	to	an	enormous	number	of	places.	One	of	the	best	places	to	send	your	release
is	the	world	of	radio—especially	the	burgeoning	arena	of	talk	radio.	They	will	be
quite	 receptive	 to	 it.	There	are	 thousands	of	 radio	 stations	all	over	 the	country
constantly	 looking	for	 interesting	program	material.	 If	 the	program	directors	of
these	outlets	like	your	press	release,	you	will	be	invited	to	do	a	“book	spot”	on
one	of	their	daily	shows.

It	works	like	this:	You’ll	get	a	call	from	a	station	producer,	who	will	want	to	talk
to	you	and	see	what	your	voice,	pronunciation,	and	general	delivery	sound	like.
The	producer	will	 tell	 you	he’s	 calling	 to	 schedule	you	 for	 a	 spot,	 but	 believe
me,	he	is	also	making	sure	you	speak	well	enough	to	be	on	the	air.	 If	you	talk
like	you	have	mud	and	marbles	in	your	mouth	or	you	have	a	very	heavy	regional
accent,	 the	 producer	may	 suddenly	 have	 trouble	 finding	 a	 good	 time-slot	 and
promise	 to	call	you	back.	Right,	sure	…	right	after	 that	geologic	era	sometime
after	Never.

Tom’s	Tips

So	when	the	radio	producers	start	calling,	be	sure	to	speak	clearly	and	with
lots	of	energy.	You	simply	cannot	sound	low-key	or	boring.	You	have	to	be



totally	 excited	 about	 your	 book,	 and	 you	 have	 to	 be	 engaging	 and
entertaining.	 There	 is	 nothing	worse	 than	 hearing	 a	 writer	 talk	 about	 his
work	if	he	is	thunderingly	boring.

And	 by	 the	 way,	 the	 best	 way	 to	 reach	 hundreds	 of	 radio	 stations	 in	 a	 short
amount	of	time	is	to	buy	a	current	listing	of	their	fax	numbers,	the	names	of	the
talk	 show	 hosts,	 and	 the	 addresses.	 The	 best	 place	 I	 can	 recommend	 is	 a
company	called	Bradley	Communications	and	their	number	is	1-800-989-1400.
You	can	either	spend	first-class	postage	to	mail	each	station	the	press	release,	or
the	cost	of	the	fax	call;	it’s	your	choice.

I	have	done	this	myself	many	times,	and	have	easily	scheduled	between	50	and
100	stations	for	each	new	book	I	write.	The	best	schedule	features	a	lot	of	“drive
time”	 spots,	which	 hook	you	 into	 a	maximum	number	 of	 listeners	 per	 station.
And	I	can	personally	vouch	for	this	strategy.	I	have	noticed	dramatic	increases	in
the	sales	of	my	books	that	received	the	radio	coverage	over	ones	that	did	not.

I	didn’t	even	mention	your	local	radio	stations,	but	you	should	be	on	the	phone
and	in	your	car	personally	pitching	all	the	local	producers	to	put	you	on	the	air.
It	should	be	an	easy	sell,	because	local	authors	have	lots	of	regional	interest.



Television

Getting	 your	 pretty	 face	 on	 TV	 is	 another	 story,	 however.	 Your	 chances	 are
probably	better	if	you	live	in	what	they	call	a	small	market	rather	than	one	of	the
big	 cities.	 But	 even	 then,	 television	 broadcast	 facilities	 are	 not	 as	 plentiful	 as
radio	stations,	and	they	cover	larger	geographic	areas.

It’s	 the	 usual	 percentage	 game—with	 fewer	 television	 venues	 in	 which	 you
might	 appear,	 you	 will	 have	 a	 higher	 number	 of	 people	 vying	 for	 the	 same
number	 of	 slots.	 Unless	 you	 get	 some	 gigs	 on	 that	 dying	 dinosaur,	 Public
Television,	you	will	not	have	airtime	to	sit	and	discuss	your	novel	and	how	you
came	 to	 write	 it.	 Commercial	 TV	 rarely	 interviews	 novelists	 unless	 they	 are
quasi-famous	bestsellers.	When	they	do	talk	to	a	regular	writer	about	his	novel,
they	normally	do	it	with	a	slant	which	links	it	to	a	topic	that	is	currently	“hot”	in
the	newsroom	studios.

That	ties	into	what	I	was	saying	earlier	about	timing.	I	did	a	novel	that	examined
some	 rather	 original	 applications	 of	 cloning	 (way	 before	 Jurassic	 Park,	 thank
you),	 and	 I	did	a	 fair	number	of	 appearances	 talking	about	 the	whole	concept.
That	book	(The	Blood	of	the	Lamb)	sold	out	of	its	entire	print	run	in	hardcover,
and	stayed	in	print	in	paperback	for	12	years	…	which	is	excellent	shelf-life.

Getting	on	national	 television	 to	 talk	about	your	novel	 is	one	of	 those	 things	 I
would	rank	down	there	with	your	odds	of	getting	hit	by	a	meteor	while	sitting	in
the	upper	deck	of	Yankee	Stadium.	Unless	you	rocket	to	the	top	of	the	bestseller
list,	 there	 isn’t	a	whole	 lot	you	can	do	to	make	it	happen.	All	 the	faxes,	phone
calls,	 e-mails,	 postcards,	 and	 letters	will	 not	make	 a	 dent	 in	 the	 juggernaut	 of
network	broadcasting.	Now,	you	could	get	very	blessed	and	have	 the	president
of	 the	United	States	 tell	 a	meeting	 of	 the	National	Press	Club	how	great	 your
first	novel	is	(which	is	exactly	what	happened	to	my	high	school	classmate,	Tom
Clancy),	which	would	most	likely	propel	you	onto	the	charts.

But	don’t	count	on	it.



Book	Reviews

A	lot	of	new	writers	don’t	realize	the	value	of	book	reviews	and	the	importance
of	having	them	appear	in	the	right	places.	The	one	thing	you	can	count	on	from
your	publisher’s	publicity	folks	is	getting	out	review	copies.	They	do	it	for	every
book	and	hope	it	gets	the	reviewers’	attention.

If	 you’ve	written	 a	 genre	 book,	 you	 have	 a	 better	 chance	 of	 getting	 reviewed
because	 there	 are	 more	 magazines,	 newsletters,	 and	 websites	 devoted	 to	 the
various	categories	of	fiction	than	those	written	for	a	mainstream	audience.

National	publications	receive	thousands	of	books	per	month	for	possible	review
and	can	only	give	attention	to	a	very	small	percentage	of	them.	To	get	reviewed
in	 the	Sunday	New	York	Times	 is	 tantamount	 to	winning	 the	 lottery	or	getting
knighted.	National	news	and	entertainment	periodicals	review	even	fewer	titles.

Your	 initial	 efforts	 to	 get	 reviewed	 should	 be	 with	 your	 local	 and	 regional
newspapers	and	other	publications.	Most	are	very	well	disposed	to	local	authors
and	will	be	happy	to	help	you	get	some	coverage.	Collect	all	those	appearances
in	print,	and	attach	them	to	review	copies	for	other	media.	Every	little	bit	helps.

Oh,	 one	 last	 thing.	 If	 your	 novel	 is	 a	 paperback	 original	 (no	 prior	 hardcover
edition),	 your	 chances	 of	 getting	 national	 reviews	 are	 practically	 nil.	 Only
hardcovers	receive	consideration.	You	can	still	get	genre	paperbacks	reviewed	in
magazines	and	websites	devoted	to	particular	fiction	categories.



Postcards

If	 you’re	willing	 to	 spend	 a	 little	money,	 you	 can	 get	 your	 book	 some	 decent
attention.	With	a	 full-color	 repro	of	your	book’s	cover	on	 the	front	and	a	half-
panel	for	reviews,	hype,	and	order	information,	you	can	reach	targeted	audiences
and	get	people	to	notice	you,	even	if	they	don’t	buy	your	book.

Send	 the	postcards	 to	 local	newspapers,	 radio	 stations,	book	 reviewers,	 special
events	directors	at	big	bookstore	chains,	and	anyone	else	who	can	help	you	sell
your	book.	A	color	repro	of	your	book	cover	gets	noticed.

And	don’t	forget,	getting	noticed	is	what	this	chapter	is	all	about.



E-Mail

The	potential	to	reach	millions	and	millions	of	potential	readers	makes	the	allure
of	e-mail	so	enticing,	but	most	e-mail	advertising	is	considered	spam,	which	is
considered	 the	 lowest	of	 the	 low	by	 just	 about	 everybody.	 I’ve	 talked	 to	other
writers	and	publishers	about	e-mail’s	place	in	book	publicity,	and	I	get	a	variety
of	opinions	that	pretty	much	cover	the	spectrum	from	useless	to	invaluable.

I’m	 still	 not	 sure	 how	 it’s	 going	 to	 shake	 out.	 The	 idea	 of	 opt-in	 e-mail	 lists
sounds	 like	 the	 only	 way	 to	 reach	 a	 potential	 audience	 without	 alienating
yourself	from	it.	In	theory,	the	only	people	who	will	receive	your	book	are	those
who	have	asked	to	get	notices	about	cool	books	and	writers.	It’s	still	too	early	in
the	 game	 to	 see	 how	 opt-in	 e-mail	 will	 work,	 but	 it	 bears	 watching.	 As	 the
industry	becomes	more	sophisticated,	we	will	all	know	more	about	how	well	it
succeeds	or	 fails.	 In	 the	meantime,	you	can	 find	opt-in	e-mail	 suppliers	on	 the
web,	who	will	send	your	message	for	a	price.

I	know	writers	who	don’t	care	if	a	thousand	people	hit	 the	Delete	key	for	each
one	who	reads	about	their	book.	When	you’re	dealing	in	the	millions,	those	one-
in-a-thousands	add	up.	And	maybe	that’s	the	best	attitude	to	take	on	this	one—
play	the	sheer	numbers	game,	and	don’t	worry	about	the	people	who	don’t	care.



Publicists

The	 best	way	 to	 get	 out	 the	word	 on	 your	 new	 novel	 is	 to	 get	 a	 professional
involved.	It’s	also	the	most	expensive.	But	big-time	publicists,	if	based	in	New
York	or	Los	Angeles,	are	well	connected	to	most	of	the	media	outlets.	If	they	are
good	 at	what	 they	 do,	 publicists	will	 know	 the	 “right”	 people	 on	 a	 first-name
basis,	 and	can	get	your	book	 seen	by	 influential	 reviewers	 and	other	decision-
makers.

Every	 industry	 is	 based	 partly	 upon	 the	 who-you-know	 factor.	 A	 successful
publicist	gets	results	by	getting	clients’	books	past	the	gatekeepers	and	screeners
whose	 job	 is	 to	 filter	out	95	percent	of	 the	books	 thrown	at	 them	each	month.
And	you	simply	can’t	do	that	unless	you	know	people.	 I	hired	a	publicist	 for	a
novel	 I	 knew	had	 a	 unique	premise,	 and	 it	was	 selected	 as	 a	New	York	Times
Notable	 Book	 of	 the	 Year,	 as	 well	 as	 winning	 a	 major	 writing	 award.
Coincidence?	Maybe	not.

That’s	 why	 a	 really	 good	 publicist	 will	 charge	 anywhere	 from	 ten	 to	 twenty
thousand	dollars	 to	promote	your	book.	It’s	clearly	not	an	option	for	everyone,
but	 if	 you	 can	 swing	 that	 kind	of	 cash,	 it’s	 a	 consideration.	There’s	 a	 story	 in
publishing	 that	 a	very	 famous	bestselling	novelist	had	a	very	wealthy	husband
who	spent	close	to	a	million	promoting	her	first	novel,	and	literally	forced	it	onto
The	List.	Once	 that	happened,	and	she	became	a	brand	name,	her	 success	was
assured.

Words	of	Wisdom

There’s	no	such	thing	as	bad	publicity	except	your	own	obituary.



—Brendan	Behan

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	Figuring	out	the	best	audience	for	your	book	is	important.	Selling	it
to	them	is	essential.

•	Novels	do	not	have	a	long	life	span	if	no	one	notices	them.	The	time
to	begin	marketing	your	book	is	several	months	before	it’s	published.

•	There	are	many	ways	to	publicize	your	novel.	Don’t	overlook	any	of
them,	and	make	generating	publicity	a	vital	part	of	your	writing	process.

•	You	cannot,	 under	 any	circumstances,	be	 shy	or	 retiring	or	 (gasp!)
humble	 regarding	 your	 novel.	 You	 must	 be	 in	 love	 with	 what	 you	 have
written	and	be	driven	to	make	others	feel	the	same	way.



Chapter	19

The	Business	of	Writing

In	This	Chapter

•	Working	around	other	jobs

•	How	you	get	paid

•	What	you	are	selling

•	An	inside	look	at	publishing

One	of	the	big	problems	you	might	have	when	you	decide	to	write	your	novel	is
how	to	budget	your	time—because	your	time	is	your	money.

Now,	that	previous	sentence	purposely	contained	a	couple	of	slightly	radioactive
“keywords”—budget	and	money.	This	chapter	examines	what	 they	really	mean
and	looks	at	the	side	of	writing	that	most	writers	never	want	to	think	about:	the
business	side.

If	you	want	to	write	a	novel	or	spend	the	rest	of	your	life	writing	novels,	you	can
pretty	much	count	on	it	being	a	full-time	job.	Even	when	you’re	not	writing	your
novel,	you	should	be	spending	 time	 thinking	about	writing	your	novel.	That	 is
not	exactly	thinking	like	a	businessperson	…	but	you	will	need	to	be	aware	that
you	are	in	a	business.



Two	Things	You	Will	Need	in	Sufficient	Quantities:	Time	and
Money

You’re	going	to	need	a	lot	of	 time	to	complete	your	novel.	You	will	also	need
money	 on	which	 to	 live.	 If	 you	 are	 working	 another	 full-time	 job	 (to	 get	 the
money,	you	see),	the	time	to	finish	your	novel	will	stretch	out	to	a	much	longer
completion	date.

So	what’s	the	solution?	You	might	want	to	work	a	part-time	job,	and	set	things
up	 so	 your	 support	 group	 (remember	we	 discussed	 these	 before?)	 can	 take	 up
some	of	the	slack.	There	are	a	lot	of	ways	to	make	this	happen,	including	having
a	spouse	who	enjoys	a	great	job	with	plenty	of	income	and	benefits	to	take	care
of	both	of	you;	or	having	recently	inherited	enough	money	to	pay	your	expenses
while	you	write;	or	sharing	housing	and	food	expenses	with	others	in	a	similar
situation	 as	 yourself	 (like	 the	 old	 college	 dorm	 days,	 but	 extended	 into
adulthood);	 or	 maybe	 even	 joining	 a	 Communist	 artist	 colony.	 (Just	 kidding
about	 that	 last	 one.	 Everybody	 should	 know	 by	 now	 that	 communism	 was	 a
bust.)

Words	of	Wisdom

Money	to	a	writer	is	time	to	write.

—Frank	Herbert

The	Plot	Thickens!

A	scientist	attempts	 to	create	 life	 from	death.	The	result	 is	a	noble	 failure



which	society	rejects	through	ignorance	and	fear.	The	story	was	subtitled	A
New	Prometheus,	 and	 reflects	 the	classic	 idea	of	pride	being	 the	cause	of
great	downfalls.

—Frankenstein	by	Mary	Shelley



Finding	the	Time

When	I	was	first	getting	started,	I	didn’t	actually	plan	my	finances	and	business
arrangements;	instead	I	chose	to	let	them	“happen”	in	a	free-form	kind	of	way.
After	 graduating	 from	 college,	 I	 took	 a	 part-time	 job	working	 in	 a	 bookstore,
attended	a	few	graduate	school	courses,	and	wrote	my	stories	and	books	late	at
night.	 I	 remember	 that	 the	 apartment	 I	 shared	with	my	old	 college	 roommates
was	a	second-floor	unit	above	a	guy	who	was	a	supermarket	manager	and	had	to
wake	up	at	5	A.M.	every	day.

You	can	see	where	 this	 is	headed.	He	was	getting	 ready	 to	hit	 the	 sack	at	 just
about	the	exact	time	I	was	sitting	down	to	write.	It	doesn’t	sound	like	a	problem
until	you	remember	this	was	taking	place	in	the	Permian	era,	back	before	anyone
had	ever	heard	of	Apple	Computer	or	Microsoft,	and	you	were	a	modern,	well-
to-do	writer	 if	 you	were	 using	 an	 electric	 typewriter.	Not	 being	 able	 to	 afford
one,	I	was	still	using	a	big,	old,	clunky	manual	typewriter,	which	squatted	on	a
chrome-legged	dining-room	table.	It	was	decently	noisy	and	the	pounding	on	the
keys	must	have	reverberated	at	a	pretty	good	decibel-level	down	the	metal	table
legs	and	through	the	floor.

I	 say	 this	with	 a	 lot	 of	 certainty	 because	my	 downstairs	 neighbor	would	 start
banging	on	his	ceiling	with	a	broom	handle	as	soon	as	I	started	writing.	I	tried	to
damp	 down	 the	 machine	 by	 putting	 a	 layer	 of	 foam	 rubber	 and	 a	 bath	 towel
under	it,	but	it	never	really	approached	the	total	silence	my	neighbor	wanted.

He	 couldn’t	 understand	why	 anyone	would	want	 to	 start	 typing	 at	 such	 a	 late
hour	…	and	even	 if	 someone	did,	 he	 couldn’t	 imagine	what	would	 require	all
that	typing.

I’m	not	even	going	to	bother	telling	you	about	the	battles	that	raged	between	us
until	he	finally	moved	out.

Cutting	to	the	chase,	I	ended	up	writing	three	novels—over	the	next	two	years—
between	the	hours	of	10	P.M.	and	2	A.M.,



but	 I	 don’t	 recommend	 a	 schedule	 like	 that	 to	 anyone.	The	 only	 reason	 I	was
able	to	keep	writing	like	that	was	my	youth,	energy,	and	an	unstoppable	mission
to	become	a	professional	writer.

Tom’s	Tips

You	have	to	convince	yourself	that	writing	your	novel	is	your	real	job,	and
that	anything	else	you	do	in	your	week-to-week	existence	to	earn	money	is
merely	a	necessary	obstacle	to	that	real	job.



Working	for	Yourself

How	 does	 this	 apply	 to	 you?	Well,	 I	 guess	 this	 is	 just	 a	 long-winded	way	 of
telling	 you	writing	 is	 a	 business,	 and	 can	 be	 a	 demanding	one.	 If	 you	 sell	 the
novel	you’re	going	to	write,	you	will	be	a	professional	writer,	a	freelance	writer,
which	means	that	you’ll	be	an	independent	contractor,	or	self-employed.

Words	of	Wisdom

If	 writers	 were	 good	 businessmen,	 they’d	 have	 too	 much	 sense	 to	 be
writers.

—Irvin	S.	Cobb

For	 some	 of	 you,	 that	 concept	 will	 sound	 very	 unsettling	 and	 worrisome.	 If
you’ve	spent	all	of	your	adult	life	working	for	a	company	or	for	someone	else,
the	 idea	 of	 working	 for	 yourself	 can	 sound	 very	 alien	 and	 not	 very	 feasible.
Well,	 I’m	here	 to	 tell	you:	Don’t	 let	 it	bother	you.	Being	self-employed	 is	 just
like	 anything	 else—it	 has	 its	 advantages	 and	 its	 downsides,	 its	 pluses	 and
minuses,	 its	 X’s	 and	 O’s.	 The	 bottom	 line	 is	 that	 you	 should	 understand	 the
business	side	of	writing.

The	next	section	will	explain	the	real	world	of	the	publishing	business	and	how
it	will	directly	affect	you.



How	It	Works

If	you	sell	your	novel	to	a	publishing	house,	there	are	several	ways	the	financial
side	can	play	out.	If	you	have	turned	in	a	complete	manuscript	and	your	editor
wants	to	buy	it,	he	or	she	will	offer	you	what	is	called	an	advance,	which	is	an
amount	 of	 Federal	 Reserve	 Notes	 based	 on	 the	 amount	 that	 your	 editor	 and
publisher	think	they	can	recoup	in	sales	of	your	book.

The	reason	the	industry	calls	the	first	money	they	pay	you	an	advance	is	because
it	 is	 “up-front”	 money	 that	 is	 charged	 against	 whatever	 royalties	 your	 book
earns.	Royalties	are	the	dollars	you	earn	for	each	book	you	sell.

Let’s	consider	an	example;	I’ll	use	round,	simple	numbers	to	keep	the	math	to	a
minimum.	 The	 actual	 amounts	 have	 no	 relation	 to	 whatever	 current	 market
realities	are	in	effect.	(When	I	sold	my	first	hardcover	novel,	its	retail	price	was
$7.95,	 which	 is	 barely	more	 than	 today’s	 paperbacks.)	 So	 let’s	 say	 you	 get	 a
publisher	 to	 give	 you	 $10,000.00	 as	 an	 advance	 against	 future	 sales	 and
royalties;	for	 the	sake	of	easy	math,	 let’s	say	you’ve	been	offered	a	10	percent
royalty	on	the	retail	price	of	your	novel;	and	the	retail	price	is	$20.00.

Tom’s	Tips

Learn	very	early	in	the	game	how	to	read	your	contracts.	Don’t	 trust	your
agent	or	your	lawyer	to	understand	the	language	and	the	terms,	and	always
get	it	right.	If	you	fully	comprehend	your	contract,	then	you	have	an	equal
understanding	 of	 how	much	 your	work	 is	worth.	You	 also	 need	 to	 know
how	to	read	your	royalty	statements.



All	 that	boils	down	 to	 this:	You	are	earning	$2.00/per	book	sold	 (.10	×	$20	=
$2),	which	means	your	publisher	needs	to	sell	5,000	copies	of	your	book	before
you	have	“earned	out”	your	advance	(5,000	×	$2	=	$10,000).

If	you’re	still	with	me	on	the	math,	you	should	ask:	okay,	what	next?



In	the	Black

What’s	next	is	that	your	book	is	considered	to	be	in	the	black,	and	any	additional
sales	 are	 put	 into	 a	 mythical	 place	 called	 a	 “royalty	 account”	 where	 your
publisher	will	keep	track	of	every	copy	sold	(and	not	returned).	Thereafter	you
will	get	a	statement	several	times	a	year	that	will	tell	you	how	many	$2	bills	you
have	earned	through	additional	sales.

Easy,	 right?	 Well,	 yes	 and	 no.	 If	 you	 were	 reading	 the	 previous	 paragraphs
carefully,	 you	may	 have	 noticed	 and	 wondered	 about	 that	 amended	 phrase	 in
parentheses	 “and	 not	 returned.”	 Now	 what	 could	 that	 possibly	 mean?	 What
indeed?



Returns

In	 publishing,	 return	 means	 only	 everything.	 You	 see,	 there	 is	 this	 odd
arrangement	in	the	publishing	world	that	goes	far	beyond	a	vendor	ordering	too
much	 stock	 and	 sending	 a	 portion	 of	 it	 back	 to	 a	manufacturer	 for	 credit.	 It’s
called	 the	 return	 policy,	 and	 it	 allows	 distributors	 (the	 ones	 who	 buy	 mass
quantities	of	books	from	publishers,	warehouse	them,	and	ship	them	around	the
country	to	bookstores)	to	send	books	back	to	the	publishers	if	they	don’t	sell.	So
you	 have	 an	 interesting	 situation	 that	 ultimately	 affects	 you,	 the	writer	 of	 the
book.

A	Likely	Story

Your	hero	has	just	been	informed	that	he	has	inherited	a	vast	estate	worth
millions.	 But	 in	 order	 to	 claim	 it,	 he	 must	 complete	 a	 rigorous	 task	 or
perform	a	dangerous	feat.	You	decide	what	it	will	be	and	how	he	succeeds
or	fails.

Your	book	is	“sold”	to	the	distributor	…	but	not	really.	The	distributor	sells	it	to
a	bookstore	or	a	chain	like	Barnes	and	Noble	and	they	put	it	on	their	shelves	for
sale.	Meanwhile,	back	at	your	publisher,	the	initial	order	from	the	distributor	is
logged	into	your	royalty	account	as	sold	copies.	But	there’s	one	small	problem—
your	books	aren’t	really	sold.

More	accurately,	they’re	kind	of	“on	loan”	to	the	distributor	and	the	bookstores
to	see	if	they	can	sell	them.	If	they	can’t,	then	your	books	are	returned.

And	 that’s	 the	 part	 of	 your	 royalty	 account	 that	 can	 get	 a	 little	 weird.	Many
writers	over	the	years	have	seen	royalty	statements	showing	their	book	has	sold
enough	copies	to	“earn	out”	their	advance,	but	they	still	don’t	get	any	additional



royalty	 payments	 because	 their	 publisher	 holds	 back	 the	money	 owed	 against
possible	returns.

Wow,	what	does	that	mean?	It	depends	upon	the	terms	of	your	original	contract
with	the	publisher.	Most	contracts	will	stipulate	what	percentage	of	earned	sales
royalties	 the	publisher	 is	allowed	 to	retain	against	 returns.	That	percentage	can
run	 from	 0	 all	 the	 way	 to	 100	 percent.	 So	 read	 carefully	 before	 you	 sign
anything.



But	Wait	…	There’s	More!

The	 business	 of	 returns	 in	 publishing	 is	 all	 about	 money.	 Shipping	 large
quantities	of	books	 around	 the	 country	 costs	 a	 lot	of	money.	Hardcover	books
weigh	a	 lot	and	shipping	 them	costs	accordingly.	Having	known	this	 for	many
generations,	most	publishers,	distributors,	and	bookstores	do	not	want	to	pay	the
double	shipping	expense	of	a	delivery	and	a	return	if	it	can	be	avoided.	To	keep
this	at	a	minimum,	all	parties	try	to	keep	their	hardcover	printing,	ordering,	and
shipping	under	close	scrutiny	so	that	there	is	a	minimum	of	hardcover	returns.

This	has	worked	out	pretty	well	over	the	years,	and	if	your	novel	is	published	in
hardcover,	your	concerns	over	returns	and	royalties	held	against	returns	should
not	 be	 overly	 obsessive.	 Another	 good	 thing	 about	 appearing	 in	 hardcover	 is
your	sale	 to	 the	 libraries,	which	always	buy	hardcovers	and	never	 return	 them.
Ultimately,	whatever	copies	of	your	hardcover	novel	may	be	left	(after	all	sales
and	all	returns	are	accounted	for)	are	then	“remaindered,”	which	means	they	are
sold	at	a	big	discount	to	bargain	outlets,	mail-order	catalogs,	book	clubs,	or	you.

The	advantage	here	 is	 two-fold,	you	will	get	 a	 royalty	on	 the	 remainder	 sales;
better	yet,	you	can	buy	up	copies	of	your	own	book	 for	pennies	on	 the	dollar.
This	is	something	you	always	want	to	do.

Tom’s	Tips

I	always	buy	all	my	remainders	(if	they’re	available)	because	I	do	a	lot	of
public	 speaking	and	my	audiences	 always	want	 to	purchase	 copies	of	my
books	after	they’ve	been	wowed	by	my	appearance.	Figure	it	out—friends,



you	buy	your	books	for	a	dollar	and	sell	them	for	$20.00.	Hmmmm,	sounds
like	a	good	deal	to	me.	Besides,	copies	of	your	books	make	great	gifts,	and
believe	me,	they	beat	the	stuffing	out	of	business	cards.	You	give	somebody
a	hardcover	copy	of	your	book,	they’re	going	to	remember	you.



Paperbacks	Are	Different

But,	 you	 might	 ask,	 what	 happens	 if	 you	 sell	 your	 novel	 as	 a	 “mass-market
original”?	This	is	another	way	of	saying	you	sold	your	novel	to	a	publisher	who
decided	to	publish	it	in	paperback	(without	a	hardcover	edition	first).

As	 you	might	 expect,	 an	 entirely	 different	 set	 of	 parameters	 exist	 for	 original
paperback	novels,	and	we	need	to	look	at	them.

For	 one	 thing,	 the	 retail	 price	 of	 a	 paperback	 is	 much	 lower	 than	 that	 of	 a
hardcover,	 which	 means	 you	 need	 to	 sell	 a	 lot	 more	 copies	 to	 earn	 a
commensurate	 royalty	 check.	Also,	 the	 return	 rate	 on	 paperback	 books	 can	 be
astronomically	high.

“Sure,”	 you	 might	 be	 saying.	 Paperbacks	 don’t	 weigh	 nearly	 as	 much	 as
hardcovers,	 so	 why	 is	 everybody	 less	 reluctant	 to	 ship	 them	 around?	 Good
question.	 But	 the	 fact	 is:	 Publishers	 and	 distributors	 do	 not	 want	 to	 ship
paperbacks	back	and	forth.

Primarily	 because	 of	 an	 absolutely	 bizarre	 and	 essentially	 absurd	 business
agreement	 you’re	 going	 to	 have	 a	 hard	 time	 believing.	 It’s	 called	 “stripping,”
and	it	has	nothing	to	do	with	taking	off	your	clothes.



A	Singular	Arrangement

Let	me	get	into	this	with	a	hypothetical	situation	and	a	question.	Let’s	imagine
you’re	 a	 manufacturer	 of	…	 lawn-mowers.	 You	 make	 lawn-mowers	 and	 you
sell-them-but-not-really-sell	 them	to	hardware	stores	 (the	way	publishers	“sell”
their	paperback	books).	At	the	end	of	the	season,	the	hardware	stores	get	to	send
you	back	all	the	mowers	nobody	bought.

Well	…	not	quite.

Let’s	add	a	 little	 twist	 to	 the	business	 transaction	and	say	that	all	 the	hardware
stores	 don’t	 have	 to	 ship	 back	 the	whole	mower	 (because	 it	 so	 heavy,	 right?).
Let’s	allow	them	to	just	send	back	the	blade	or	the	pull-cord,	and	trash	the	rest	of
the	mower,	and	you’ll	still	give	them	full	credit	for	their	original	“purchase”	of	a
lawn-mower.

What?	You	have	to	be	thinking:	That	is	seriously	nuts!	And	you’re	right—it	is.
No	company	still	in	control	of	their	faculties	would	cut	such	a	deal.	To	allow	a
customer	to	“buy”	your	product,	then	mangle	or	defile	it	in	a	manner	to	render	it
useless	 for	 a	 resale	 somewhere	 else,	 trash	 it,	 and	 still	 get	 a	 full	 and	 complete
credit	or	refund	would	be	madness.



When	Strippers	Are	Not	Entertaining

Yet	 it	 has	 been	 taking	 place	 in	 the	 book	 industry	 for	 generations.	 It’s	 called
stripping	 and	 for	 a	 long	 time,	 convenience	 stores,	 newsstands,	 airports,	 train
stations,	 superstores,	 and	 even	 the	 distributors	 themselves	 have	 been	 doing	 it.
For	a	 long	 time,	 they	stripped	 the	books	by	 tearing	off	 the	 front	covers	by	 the
thousands,	 and	 binding	 them	 up	 in	 neat	 little	 rubber-banded	 stacks	 until	 they
were	sent	back	to	the	publisher	for	credit.	Hey,	makes	sense	to	me—what	costs
less	to	ship?	A	thousand	books	…	or	a	thousand	front	covers?

Some	of	you	may	be	asking:	what	about	the	rest	of	the	book?	Well,	theoretically,
they	get	 destroyed.	This	 in	 itself	 is	 an	 incredible	waste	 of	 time	 and	 resources.
The	best-case	scenario	is	that	all	that	paper	somehow	gets	recycled	so	it	can	be
stripped	again,	and	ad	infinitum.

Unfortunately,	 there	 is	 a	 worst-case	 scenario	 in	 which	 the	 stripped	 books
somehow	do	not	get	destroyed,	but	end	up	in	the	hands	of	people	who	sell	them
to	unscrupulous	outlets	that	hawk	them	in	“bargain	bins”	at	flea	markets,	dollar
stores,	yard	sales,	and	venues	of	a	similar	stripe.

Words	of	Wisdom

If	 you	 would	 be	 thrilled	 by	 watching	 the	 galloping	 advance	 of	 a	 major
glacier,	you’d	be	ecstatic	watching	changes	in	publishing.

—John	D.	MacDonald

A	few	years	ago,	the	stripping	policy	was	altered	so	that	the	cover	and	the	first



50	 or	 60	 pages	 were	 also	 to	 be	 removed	 from	 the	 book.	 This	 was	 done	 to
presumably	keep	the	books	off	the	illegal	resale	market.

Regardless	 of	 how	 it	 is	 accomplished,	 I	 think	 stripping	 books	 is	 one	 of
publishing’s	biggest	mistakes—because	of	 the	 incredible	waste	and	also	for	all
the	 opportunities	 to	 commit	 fraud.	 But	 I	 have	 a	 feeling	 it’s	 never	 going	 to
change.	So	let’s	move	on.



Other	Ways	to	Get	Paid

Aside	 from	 your	 initial	 advance	 and	 subsequent	 royalties	 (after	 returns,
remember?),	 there	are	 several	more	viable	 income	streams	 that	may	 flow	your
way.	 They	 are	 not	 as	 dependable	 or	 automatic,	 but	 they	 are	 options	 that	 we
should	consider.

•	 Foreign	 rights.	 If	 your	 novel	 becomes	 sufficiently	 popular,	 or
happens	 to	 be	 in	 a	 category	 (or	 genre)	 that	 appeals	 to	 international
audiences	(like	espionage,	science	fiction,	or	horror),	there’s	a	good	chance
you	can	sell	your	novel	to	many	foreign	publishers.

I’ve	had	my	novels	appear	in	many	languages,	 including	French,	German,
Japanese,	 Romanian,	 Spanish,	 Portuguese,	 Italian,	 and	 even	 Finnish.	 It
usually	 happens	 through	 your	 agent	 or	 the	 agency’s	 network	 of	 foreign
affiliates	 selling	books	 in	 a	variety	of	 countries	 around	 the	world.	You’re
not	responsible	for	having	your	novel	translated;	the	foreign	publisher	takes
care	of	that.

The	Plot	Thickens!

A	demure	high	school	girl,	always	persecuted	by	her	classmates,	and
dominated	by	a	neurotic	mother,	develops	extreme	telekinetic	powers
after	going	 through	puberty.	Suddenly	equipped	with	a	way	 to	 strike
back	at	her	tormentors,	she	does.

—Carrie	by	Stephen	King

All	you	need	to	do	is	cash	the	check	when	it	comes	in.	The	amount	of	the
check	 can	 vary	 widely,	 depending	 on	 many	 factors:	 your	 popularity,	 the
size	of	the	country,	the	value	of	its	currency,	the	category	in	which	they	will
market	your	novel,	and	even	the	skill	of	your	foreign	rights	agency.

The	 bottom	 line	 is	 you	 should	 never	 count	 on	 foreign	 rights	 sales,	 and
always	treat	them	(when	they	happen)	as	if	you	were	walking	along	one	day



and	found	a	brown	paper	bag	at	your	feet	full	of	money.	That	way,	you’re
always	surprised	and	you’re	always	happy	with	whatever	you	get.

•	Film,	TV,	and	video	games.	These	are	also	places	where	a	producer,
director,	or	even	an	actor	may	want	to	adapt	your	novel	 to	the	big	screen,
the	 small	 screen,	 or	 the	CD-ROM.	The	 negotiations	 and	 actual	 details	 of
every	 “media”	 deal	 (which	 is	 what	 these	 are	 now	 called)	 can	 vary	 from
project	 to	 project,	 and	 the	 things	 you	 want	 from	 such	 opportunities	 is
beyond	 the	 scope	 of	what	we’re	 trying	 to	 accomplish	 here.	But	 plenty	 of
books	and	articles	are	available	on	 the	subject	of	selling	your	story	 to	 the
movies	or	television.	Go	find	a	few	and	read	up	if	you	ever	need	to.

•	Book	clubs,	websites,	and	other	adaptations.	There	are	many	book
clubs	 out	 there	 that	 fill	 certain	 niche	 markets—mystery,	 science	 fiction,
romance,	 and	 so	 on.	 If	 your	 book	 fits	 one	 of	 those	 categories,	 it’s	 quite
possible	 you	 can	get	 some	 reprint	money	 for	 allowing	 them	 to	 produce	 a
“book	club	edition”	of	your	novel.

The	 same	goes	 for	 the	 burgeoning	 arena	of	 e-publishing.	Websites	where
readers	 can	 buy	 books	 online	 and	 either	 read	 them	 onscreen,	 download
them	for	later,	or	print	them	out.	There	will	probably	be	more	and	more	of
this	going	on,	and	you	may	be	able	to	get	paid	for	it.

Other	possibilities	include	your	novel	being	adapted	as	a	musical	or	a	stage
play,	and	this	can	be	as	lucrative	as	a	feature	film	if	you	have	a	Broadway
hit.	Your	 chances	of	winning	 the	 Irish	Sweepstakes	 are	probably	a	whole
lot	better	 than	your	chances	of	having	this	happening,	but	hey,	I	gotta	 tell
you	anyway,	okay?

There’s	also	a	“limited”	chance	you	may	be	approached	by	a	small	press	or
specialty	press	who	wants	to	do	your	novel	in	a	“limited”	edition.	These	are
usually	small	print	 runs	of	350	 to	1000	books,	with	hand-sewn	pages	and
real	cloth	bindings,	 that	are	numbered	and	signed	by	 the	author.	They	are
books	 for	 people	 who	 love	 and	 collect	 books.	 If	 your	 novels	 become
collectible,	 this	 is	 a	 nice	 way	 to	 preserve	 your	 work	 for	 generations	 to
come.	 I’ve	 had	 some	 of	my	 books	 done	 as	 limited	 editions	 and	 they	 are
beautiful	and	prestigious—you	should	be	so	lucky.



A	Likely	Story

A	 group	 of	 friends	 on	 a	 camping	 trip	 wreck	 their	 SUV	 by	 sliding	 off	 a
mountain	 road	 and	 being	 trapped	 in	 a	 steep-walled	 canyon.	 Supplies	 are
limited.	Escape	may	not	be	possible.	What	happens?



Odds	and	Ends

That’s	 the	 short	 course	 on	 the	 economics	 of	 publishing	 and	 what	 kind	 of
remuneration	you	can	expect	from	your	novel	writing.	However,	there	are	a	few
other	things	(concerning	how	you	get	paid,	taxes,	budgeting,	and	insurance)	that
bear	mentioning.	So	before	moving	on,	I	want	you	to	have	a	quick	look	at	them:

•	Proposals	and	partials.	Your	advance	can	be	paid	to	you	in	several
ways.	If	you	have	turned	in	a	whole,	finished	book,	you	will	get	your	entire
advance	in	one	check	…	just	the	way	I	described	it	previously.

However,	you	can	also	sell	a	novel	based	on	what	 is	called	“chapters	and
outline”	or	a	“proposal.”	This	is	not	as	prevalent	as	in	years	past,	but	 it	 is
basically	a	substantial	portion	of	your	novel—enough	for	an	editor	to	get	a
good	 feel	 for	what	 the	 finished	product	will	 look	 like.	For	a	partial	novel
like	 that,	you	will	get	a	part	of	your	advance	when	you	sign	 the	contract,
and	the	balance	when	you	turn	in	the	final,	completed	manuscript.	This	can
happen	 if	 you’ve	 already	 published	 a	 few	 books	 and	 your	 editor	 feels
confident	that	you	can	finish	what	you	start.

This	is	not	a	bad	arrangement	if	you	end	up	staying	with	the	same	publisher
year	in	and	year	out.

•	Money	management.	 This	 is	 just	 a	 reminder	 that,	 unless	 you’re	 a
really	 fast	 typist	and	a	 faster	writer,	you	may	only	write	one	book	a	year.
This	means	you	will	only	get	paid	once	a	year.	For	people	who	are	more
accustomed	to	getting	paid	every	two	weeks,	this	kind	of	adjustment	can	be
kinda	tough.

If	 the	 money	 you	 make	 from	 writing	 your	 novel	 is	 your	 major	 or	 only
source	of	income,	you’re	going	to	need	to	learn	some	basic	skills	of	money
management.	 If	you’ve	never	held	a	check	 in	your	hand	with	at	 least	 five
digits	in	it	before	the	decimal	point,	you	might	feel	an	urge	to	go	out	a	blow
a	 substantial	 portion	 of	 it	 on	 a	 convertible	 or	 a	 plasma	 TV	 or	 gold
membership	at	the	Beach	Club,	but	that	might	not	be	such	a	good	idea.



Words	of	Wisdom

The	profession	of	novel-writing	makes	horse-racing	seem	like	a	solid,
stable	business.

—John	Steinbeck

You	 need	 to	 learn	 how	 to	 stretch	 the	 check	 across	 the	 chasm	 of	 many
months	where	 you	will	 be	 earning	 nothing	 but	 gold	 stars	 for	 doing	 good
work.

Just	be	careful.	And	never	say	I	didn’t	warn	you.

•	 Insurance.	As	 a	 self-employed	 novelist,	 you	will	 not	 have	 anyone
(like	 your	 publisher,	 for	 instance)	 paying	 for	 your	 health	 insurance,	 life
insurance,	 or	 any	 other	 kind	 of	 insurance.	 If	 your	 spouse	 or	 your
“whatever”	doesn’t	have	a	way	of	getting	it	either,	then	you	must	decide	if
you	want	it	and,	if	so,	how	much	you	are	willing	to	pay	for	it.	Another	kind
of	 insurance	 that	might	 be	 a	wise	 investment	 is	 disability	 insurance—it’s
fairly	inexpensive	and	it	could	carry	you	through	some	rough	spots	if	you
have	an	accident	and	can’t	write	to	your	deadline.

•	Taxes.	If	you’ve	always	worked	for	someone	else,	you’ve	probably
had	 substantial	 portions	 of	 your	 paycheck	 withheld	 by	 your	 employer
before	 you	 ever	 saw	 it.	Well,	 it’s	 not	 going	 to	 be	 that	 way	 if	 you	 write
novels.	You	will	get	a	check	for	all	that’s	owed	you,	and	then	it’s	up	to	you
to	do	what	you	want	with	it.	I’m	not	going	to	advise	you	on	the	income	tax
laws	 of	 your	 state	 or	 any	 federal	 questions	 of	 liability,	 because	 it	 would
require	an	entire	Idiot’s	Guide	of	its	own.



I	just	want	you	to	be	aware	of	how	publishers	pay	you.	What	you	do	after
you	receive	the	payment	is	up	to	you.

That’s	about	it	on	the	business	of	writing.	This	chapter	was	not	supposed	to	be	a
complete	 manual	 on	 how	 to	 run	 your	 economic	 life,	 but	 more	 of	 a	 heads-up
about	how	your	existence	will	be	different	if	you	are	a	self-employed	writer	of
novels.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	 Self-employment	 is	 very	 different	 from	 what	 you	 have	 probably
experienced.	 It’s	 most	 likely	 a	 good	 idea	 to	 have	 a	 plan	 on	 how	 you’re
going	to	survive.

•	 Publishers	 pay	 (and	 not	 pay)	 you	 in	 ways	 you	 never	 could	 have
imagined—advances,	royalties,	and	holds	against	returns.	And	they	do	it	for
reasons	you	absolutely	would	have	never	imagined.

•	You	can	make	additional	money	from	your	novel	beyond	the	original
advance	 and	 royalties	 by	 selling	 the	 rights	 to	 produce	 your	 novel	 in
paperback,	for	book	clubs,	visual	media,	etc.

•	 You	 need	 to	 learn	 how	 to	 manage	 your	 income	 (which	 is	 best
described	as	sporadic).



Chapter	20

The	People	of	Publishing

In	This	Chapter

•	Editors	and	editing

•	Literary	agents	and	what	they	do

•	Bookstores,	publicists,	reviewers,	and	readers

•	Distributors	and	how	they	can	help

Okay,	you’ve	lasted	this	long,	so	it	looks	like	you’re	in	for	the	long	haul.	After
we	finish	this	chapter	on	how	to	deal	with	the	people	you’re	going	to	meet	as	a
novelist,	 you	 will	 have	 learned	 everything	 I	 can	 possibly	 think	 of	 to	 tell	 you
about	writing	novels.



There	Are	Editors	…	and	Then	There	Are	Editors

The	 most	 prominent	 people	 in	 publishing	 are	 the	 editors.	 There	 are	 editors
serving	a	variety	of	purposes	and	wearing	a	variety	of	titles.	Let’s	have	a	look	at
some	of	that	variety.



The	Gatekeeper

When	you	 send	your	novel	 to	 a	 publishing	house,	 it	will	 be	 looked	 at	 first	 by
someone	called	an	Assistant	Editor	or	an	Associate	Editor.	These	titles	may	be
very	accurate	or,	then	again,	maybe	not.

If	 your	 novel	 was	 sent	 in	 without	 a	 query	 letter,	 recommendation,	 or
representation	 (this	 used	 to	 be	 called	 “over	 the	 transom”),	 it	 was	 most	 likely
carted	 up	 from	 the	mailroom	 and	 given	 to	 someone	 called	 a	 “first	 reader.”	 In
many	publishing	houses,	the	first	reader	is	also	an	assistant	editor.

The	job	of	the	first	reader	is	to	be	a	filtering	device,	a	gatekeeper,	a	first	line	of
defense	against	the	unpublishable	submissions	that	all	houses	receive	on	a	daily
basis.	A	first	reader	has	a	tough	job—I	speak	from	experience	because	I	used	to
be	one	for	a	magazine	called	Fantastic	Stories	when	I	was	just	breaking	in	as	a
writer.	I	did	it	for	a	few	years	before	burn-out	took	me	down.

I	say	 this	because	 I	 recall	how	demanding	 it	was	 to	 read	so	many	manuscripts
that	 were	 clearly	 unprofessional—either	 in	 presentation	 or	 execution.	 What	 I
found	happening	 to	me	was	a	gradual	 loss	of	critical	ability	 to	 recognize	what
was	 really	 good,	 publishable	 work.	 When	 a	 first	 reader	 encounters	 so	 much
mediocre	to	poor	writing	for	an	extended	period,	there	is	a	tendency	to	ascribe	a
higher	 status	 to	 any	 submission	 that	 is	 actually	 just	 average.	 It’s	 that	 darned
relativity	thing.



Ten	Pages?

This	may	surprise	you,	but	 it’s	 true—the	first	 reader	can	usually	 tell	within	10
pages	whether	or	not	the	writer	has	what	it	takes.	In	that	amount	of	space,	a	lot
of	 things	 reveal	 themselves:	 grammar,	 setting,	 character,	 pacing,	dialogue,	 and
many	of	the	rest	of	the	elements	we	discuss	in	this	chapter.

Therefore,	your	 first	10	pages	have	 to	be	 incredibly	arresting,	polished,	and	as
cleanly	 professional	 as	 you	 can	 make	 them.	 That	 way,	 the	 first	 reader	 will
continue	 on	 to	 the	 next	 10,	 and	 the	 next,	 and	 the	 next.	 If	 your	 book	 is	 really
good,	 the	 first	 reader	may	 get	 lost	 in	 it	 and	 read	way	more	 than	 usual.	 If	 it’s
excellent,	then	he	may	read	the	entire	book.

Words	of	Wisdom

My	definition	of	a	good	editor	is	a	man	who	sends	me	large	checks,	praises
my	work	…	and	has	a	stranglehold	on	the	publisher	and	the	bank.

—John	Cheever

But	that’s	not	really	your	goal	at	this	point.	What	you	really	want	is	for	the	first
reader	to	separate	your	crisp,	shining	wheat	from	the	dull	chaff	(allow	me	a	little
metaphorical	riff	here,	okay?),	and	pass	it	along	to	the	next	person	in	the	Divine
Hierarchy	of	Publishing.



Now	You’re	Getting	Somewhere

If	 this	 happens,	 your	 submission	goes	on	 to	meet	 a	 person	with	 an	 even	more
critical	eye	and	more	decision-making	power.	Depending	on	the	size	of	the	staff
of	the	publishing	house,	your	manuscript	may	go	to	an	associate	editor	(who	is
the	“real”	editor’s	right-hand	man/woman)	or	maybe	right	to	the	desk	of	“The”
Editor,	who	is	sometimes	called	 the	acquisitions	editor,	who	is	 the	person	who
makes	the	ultimate	decision	to	either	reject	or	buy	your	book.

Bear	 in	 mind	 these	 people	 have	 not	 been	 sitting	 around,	 thumbs	 a-twiddlin’,
waiting	 for	 you	 to	 send	 them	 something	 good	 to	 read.	 Odds	 are	 they	 already
have	manuscripts	 stacked	up	on	 their	desks,	chairs,	 and	every	available	 square
inch	of	 shelf	 space.	 I’ve	been	 in	hundreds	of	editors’	offices	and	 they	all	 look
just	like	that.

Even	 if	your	submission	makes	 it	 this	 far,	 there’s	still	no	way	 to	 tell	when	 it’s
going	to	get	read.	So	a	word	of	advice:	Be	patient.	These	things	take	time.	That’s
not	to	say	that	in	the	fullness	of	time,	you	shouldn’t	inquire	about	the	status	of
your	 submission.	After	 eight	 to	 ten	weeks,	 I	would	 send	 a	polite	 postcard	 just
checking	 in.	 After	 three	 or	 four	 months,	 you	 should	 call	 and	 ask	 to	 speak	 to
someone.

Now,	let’s	imagine	the	best	of	all	cases—the	editor	wants	to	buy	your	novel.

Tom’s	Tips



If	 you	 sell	 your	 novel,	my	 advice	 to	 you,	 after	 you	 stop	 doing	 the	 happy
dance,	is	that	you	arrange	to	meet	with	your	editor.	Even	if	you	are	the	shy,
retiring	type	(me,	I	never	had	that	problem),	you’ve	got	to	trust	me	on	this
one.	 You	 will	 be	 far	 better	 off	 if	 your	 editor	 can	 attach	 a	 face	 and
personality	to	the	manuscript.

Believe	 me,	 it	 makes	 them	 care	 about	 you	more—it’s	 human	 nature.	 So
even	 if	 you	 live	 thousands	 of	 miles	 from	 New	 York,	 get	 thee	 to	 a	 train
station	or	an	airport.

Your	editor	 is	going	 to	be	 the	person	who	shepherds	your	novel	 through	all	of
the	 stages	before	 it	goes	 to	press.	His	 initial	work	will	be	 to	give	your	book	a
thorough	 reading	 and	make	 any	 suggestions	 for	making	 it	 better—about	 your
characters,	 your	 plot	 and	 subplots,	 dialogue,	 pacing,	 the	 resolution,	 and
everything	else	that	goes	into	a	novel.

You	work	closely	with	your	editor	on	revisions	until	you	are	both	satisfied,	and
then	it	goes	to	another	type	of	editor.



You’re	Going	to	Copy	What?

This	person	is	called	the	copyeditor,	and	some	writers	love	this	person	and	some
writers	want	to	kill	this	person.

Here’s	why.

Where	your	 regular	editor’s	 job	was	 to	 tackle	your	work	 in	 the	broadest,	most
sweeping	 ways,	 the	 task	 of	 the	 copyeditor	 is	 to	 scrutinize	 your	 novel	 line	 by
excruciating	line.

This	is	not	as	bad	as	it	sounds	…	and	then	again	it	can	be.

Words	of	Wisdom

No	passion	in	the	world	is	equal	to	the	passion	to	alter	someone	else’s	draft.

—H.	G.	Wells

What	 the	copyeditor	specifically	does	 is	 look	for	all	 the	grammatical	mistakes,
the	 changes	 in	 tense,	 point	 of	 view,	 punctuation,	 syntax,	 spelling,	 and	 usage.
Copyeditors	 are	 also	 good	 at	 getting	 the	 foreign	 words	 and	 locales	 right;	 the
facts	 of	 infinite	 variety	 of	 esoterica,	 and	 all	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 details	 that	 most
people	don’t	notice,	but	can	ruin	the	reading	experience	for	someone	who	does.

We’ve	all	had	the	experience	of	reading	something	we	know	is	wrong,	and	that
seems	to	blow	the	credibility	and	enjoyment	right	out	of	the	book.	Copyeditors
are	supposed	to	keep	that	from	happening,	and	most	of	the	time,	they	do	a	great



job.

In	fact,	the	only	time	you	might	have	trouble	with	one	is	when	he	decides	your
style	or	your	tone	is	off	and	starts	rewriting	you.	Usually,	I’ve	seen	this	happen
in	 dialogue—where	 you	 may	 have	 people	 speaking	 in	 fragments	 and
ungrammatically.	 Some	 copyeditors	 insist	 on	 making	 everybody	 speak	 like
English	professors,	and	that	just	doesn’t	always	cut	it.

So,	if	and	when	your	novel	gets	copyedited,	try	to	keep	things	in	balance	and	tell
yourself	it’s	all	for	the	best.



Don’t	Believe	All	Those	Jokes	About	Agents

Literary	 agents	 are	 also	very	plentiful	 in	 the	publishing	 industry.	They	 are	 the
people	who	“represent”	you	and	your	novel	in	the	marketplace.	They	send	your
manuscript	to	the	editors,	and	they	negotiate	the	terms	of	the	purchase	…	if	there
is	 one.	 They	 also	 take	 care	 of	 the	 legal	 details	 in	 your	 agreement	 with	 the
publisher.	They	are	combination	talent	managers	and	lawyers.

There	are	lots	of	jokes	about	agents.	Most	of	them	are	as	bad	as	this	one:

An	agent	opened	 the	door	of	his	BMW,	when	suddenly	a	car	came	along
and	hit	 the	door,	 ripping	 it	off	completely.	When	 the	police	arrived	at	 the
scene,	the	agent	was	complaining	bitterly	about	the	damage	to	his	precious
BMW.

“Officer,	look	what	they’ve	done	to	my	Beeeemer!!!”	he	whined.

“It’s	worse	than	that,”	said	the	policeman.	“Didn’t	you	realize	that	your	left
arm	was	torn	off!?”

“Oh	 no	 …,”	 replied	 the	 agent,	 finally	 noticing	 the	 bloody	 left	 shoulder
where	his	arm	once	was,	“Where’s	my	Rolex?!”

Most	agents	are	more	considerate	than	that.	Let’s	see	why.



You	Can’t	Get	a	Degree	in	It

Literary	agents	don’t	attend	universities	 to	 learn	their	craft.	Most	of	 them	have
roots	 in	 publishing	 as	 previous	 editors,	 mailroom	 clerks,	 sales	 force	 reps,
reviewers,	or	even	printers	or	publishers.

Most	 successful	 writers	 have	 literary	 agents.	 But	 then	 again,	 a	 lot	 of
unsuccessful	writers	have	them,	too.	That	doesn’t	really	mitigate	my	belief	that
having	an	agent	is	an	absolute	necessity	in	the	world	of	modern	publishing.

The	plain,	simple	fact	 is	 that	editors	pay	far	more	attention	to	manuscripts	 that
are	submitted	under	the	cover	letter	of	a	literary	agency	than	the	ones	coming	in
blind	and	naked	from	the	writers	themselves.

You	need	 an	 agent.	How	do	 you	 get	 one?	And	what	 kind	 of	 an	 agent	 do	 you
want?

There	 are	 writers’	 magazines,	 websites,	 and	 annual	 almanacs	 and	 “market
encyclopedias”	that	provide	listings	of	many	of	the	legitimate	literary	agencies.
Many	of	them	are	based	in	New	York	because	that	city	has	been	the	traditional
seat	of	publishing	power	and	influence.	Plus,	it	was	always	easier	to	take	a	walk
or	a	subway	around	town	to	hand-deliver	a	manuscript	or	have	an	office	chat	or
a	lunch	with	a	prospective	editor.	Agents	in	Minneapolis	can’t	do	that.

Personal	contact	is	very	important.	Editors	get	to	know	agents	and	some	of	them
even	become	friends.	If	your	work	gets	the	attention	of	an	agent,	he	or	she	will
ensure	that	some	of	the	editors	they	know	will	get	a	look	at	it.

Trade	Talk



The	 most	 well-known	 market	 encyclopedia	 is	 called	 the	 LMP,	 which	 is
shorthand	 for	The	Literary	Market	Place.	 It	 is	a	huge	annual	book	 full	of
every	 conceivable	 type	 of	 information	 about	 the	 publishing	 industry.	 In
addition	to	the	names	and	addresses	of	all	the	publishers	in	the	USA,	it	also
has	a	very	comprehensive	list	of	literary	agents.	You	can	find	it	in	most	big
libraries.



Getting	Their	Attention

Following	are	a	few	strategies	for	getting	the	attention	of	a	literary	agent:

•	Do	 the	 research.	 Get	 a	 comprehensive	 listing	 of	 agents	 and	 start
making	 calls,	 sending	 query	 letters,	 sample	 chapters,	 and	 e-mails.	 If	 you
have	any	prior	publishing	credits,	this	is	time	to	dress	them	up	and	put	them
on	parade.

•	Face	to	face.	If	you	can	spend	a	little	time	in	New	York	City,	do	it.
Make	calls,	 tell	 the	receptionists	you’re	 in	 town	looking	for	an	agent,	and
you	want	to	make	an	appointment.	There	is	no	substitute	for	meeting	face-
to-face.	When	agents	and	editors	can	connect	a	face	and	a	personality	to	the
sheet	of	paper,	things	begin	to	happen.	If	you’re	shy,	get	over	it.	

Tom’s	Tips

If	 you’ve	 had	 a	 commission-only	 job	 where	 you	 had	 to	 bug	 people
because	you	had	 to	 try	 to	 sell	 them	something,	 then	you’re	 ahead	of
the	game.	You’ll	have	to	sell	yourself	as	well	as	your	work	to	get	an
agent.	 Get	 used	 to	 it:	 Salesmanship	 and	 personality	 are	 part	 of	 the
equation.	Taking	 no	 for	 an	 answer	 is	 simply	 not	 an	 option.	Whether
you	like	it	or	not—you	just	became	a	salesperson.

•	Where	 they	 hang	 out.	 You	 should	 also	 consider	 cruising	 places
where	 agents	 are	 going	 to	 be	 found.	 The	 world	 of	 publishing	 is	 full	 of
events	where	all	the	publishers,	editors,	and	agents	convene	as	an	excuse	to
do	 a	 lot	 of	 drinking	 and	 partying.	 There	 are	 book	 fairs,	 booksellers’



expositions,	and	conventions	for	fans	of	genre	fiction,	awards	banquets,	and
other	organizations	and	“societies”	dedicated	to	the	world	of	books.

You	 can	 find	 listings	 for	 many	 of	 these	 events	 in	 compendia	 like	 the
previously	mentioned	Literary	Market	Place,	Publishers	Weekly	magazine,
and	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 newsletters	 devoted	 to	 the	 doings	 of	 various	 genre
organizations	 like	 the	 Mystery	 Writers	 of	 America,	 the	 Horror	 Writers
Association,	and	many	others.

If	you	go	 to	 these	kind	of	events,	hang	out	 in	 the	bar—you’ll	 find	agents
who	will	 talk	 to	 you.	That’s	 how	 I	met	my	 first	 agent.	 I	was	 attending	 a
convention	 of	 science	 fiction	 and	 fantasy	 writers	 and	 I	 was	 at	 the	 bar
listening	 to	everybody	 talk.	One	guy	was	 saying	he’d	 just	moved	 to	New
York,	 hung	 out	 his	 shingle,	 and	 was	 here	 at	 the	 convention	 looking	 for
some	new	clients	so	he	could	get	started(!).

You	 can	 correctly	 assume	 I	 homed	 in	 on	 him	 like	 a	 JDAM	missile,	 and
started	 selling	 myself.	 We	 became	 pretty	 good	 buddies	 and	 had	 a	 good
relationship	 for	 years.	 Another	 young	 client	 my	 agent	 picked	 up	 right
around	 the	 same	 time	 ended	 up	 having	 a	 pretty	 fair	 career	 himself—his
name	was	Stephen	King.

•	The	specialist.	There	are	many	agents	who	have	a	specific	kind	of
book	they	do	best.	Either	fiction	or	nonfiction;	genres	like	science	fiction,
mystery,	romance,	biography,	how-to,	self-help,	etc.

If	your	novel	definitely	 falls	 into	a	 readily	 recognizable	category	and	you
plan	to	keep	writing	in	the	same	genre,	you	will	probably	be	happier	with
an	agent	who	 specializes	 in	 that	particular	 category.	 It’s	 a	good	bet	he	or
she	 already	 knows	most	 of	 the	 editors	 in	 that	 genre	who	 are	 looking	 for
good	 material.	 Despite	 their	 workload,	 all	 editors	 are	 always	 looking	 to
develop	new	writers	 in	 the	hopes	 that	 one	of	 them	becomes	big	 and	 they
can	claim	they	“discovered”	them.

•	 Other	 writers.	 If	 you	 immerse	 yourself	 in	 publishing,	 you	 will
eventually	 meet	 other	 writers.	 They	 tend	 to	 hang	 out	 at	 the	 same	 places
where	the	agents	gather.	You	will	probably	become	friendly	with	enough	of
them	to	get	referred	to	a	variety	of	agents.	You’ll	also	get	to	hear	the	inside



story	on	who’s	hot	and	who’s	not.



A	Few	Final	Thoughts

The	previous	information	should	give	you	an	idea	about	where	and	how	to	find
an	agent.	You	may	change	agencies	a	few	times	in	your	career,	but	that’s	okay.
It’s	a	matter	of	 finding	someone	who	 likes	your	work	and	with	whom	you	get
along	personally.

Also	remember	that	any	“agent”	who	wants	to	charge	you	a	“reading	fee”	is	not
an	agent.	He	is	a	professional	 reader,	who	will	give	you	a	critique	 that	may	or
may	not	be	worth	his	fee.

Lastly,	you	should	realize	that	your	agent	usually	becomes	a	pretty	good	friend
—a	confessor	and	confidant.	He	can	really	be	the	best	thing	that	ever	happens	to
your	career.	For	a	long	time,	agents’	commissions	were	10	percent	of	whatever
they	earned	for	you.	Now	they	want	15	…	what	else	is	new?

A	Likely	Story

A	writer	discovers	that	someone	who	runs	a	regional	distributor-ship	was	a
heated	 rival	 back	 in	 high	 school.	 The	 rival	 is	 doing	 everything	 he	 can	 to
destroy	the	writer’s	book	in	the	marketplace.	What	happens?



People	You	Never	Thought	About	…	Until	Now

This	group	we	need	 to	know	about	are	a	varied	and	sundried	 lot.	They	are	 the
people	who	can	really	help	make	your	novel	a	success,	and	for	that	reason,	you
should	be	as	nice	as	possible	 to	all	of	 them.	But	don’t	get	 the	wrong	idea.	 I’m
not	advocating	duplicity	or	subterfuge	…	just	common	sense.



Book	City!	Book	World!	Book-a-Rama!

After	your	book’s	pub	date	arrives,	you	are	going	to	be	very	anxious	to	see	it	on
the	shelves	and	display	tables	of	every	bookstore	you	enter.	You	will	most	likely
keep	 checking	 on	 how	many	 copies	 remain	 in	 your	 neighborhood	 stores,	 and
even	cop	 to	 turning	 it	 face-out	 if	 it’s	 on	 the	 shelf	with	 just	 the	 spine	 exposed.
Don’t	 feel	badly.	Every	writer	does	 it.	But	 there’s	a	 lot	more	you	can	do	with
bookstores—whether	 it’s	 a	 small,	 local	mom	’n’	pop	or	 the	 latest	mega-super-
giga-chain	store.

First	thing	is	to	go	into	all	the	bookstores	in	your	area	and	make	friends	with	the
owners	or	managers.	Even	if	you’re	shy	or	feel	self-conscious	about	telling	them
you	wrote	a	book,	get	past	 it,	get	over	 it.	Bookstore	owners	are	usually	people
who	 like	books	and	 love	 to	meet	 real	writers.	Many	of	 them	are	closet-writers
and	dream	of	publishing	their	own	books	someday,	and	will	enjoy	meeting	you.

Tom’s	Tips

Readings,	book	discussion	groups,	and	signings	are	all	good	ways	for	you
to	interface	with	your	local	and	regional	bookstores.	Don’t	expect	lines	out
the	door	like	you	may	have	seen	for	bestselling	“celebrity”	writers.	The	best
way	 to	 look	 at	 it	 is	 with	 a	 dash	 of	 zen—reminding	 yourself	 that	 even	 a
thousand-mile	journey	must	begin	with	but	a	single	step.

Why	are	you	doing	this?	You	want	the	bookstore	owners	and	managers	to	make
sure	that	your	book	gets	displayed	prominently.	Also,	you	want	to	be	involved	in



any	 book	 or	 sales	 “events”	 the	 store	 may	 plan	 during	 its	 promotional	 year.
Depending	on	the	size	of	your	 town	or	city,	 the	size	and	type	of	store,	and	the
target	 audience,	 these	 events	 could	be	very	big	 and	helpful	 in	 introducing	you
and	your	book	to	your	potential	readership.

The	 thing	 to	 remember	 here	 is	 that	 you	 should	 do	whatever	 you	 can	 to	make
your	readers	notice	you,	and	make	sure	 that	your	 local	stores	 take	care	of	you.
They	will	if	they	know	you’re	there.



Taking	It	to	Another	Level

A	 publicist.	 Do	 you	 need	 one?	 The	 idea	 of	 paying	 someone	 to	 promote	 your
book	may	sound	 like	a	bad	 idea,	but	 it	 can	be	a	big	plus	 if	you	have	 the	 right
book	and	the	right	person	doing	the	publicity.

However,	the	honest	truth	here	is	that	most	new	writers	don’t	have	the	money	to
hire	 a	professional	publicist,	whose	 fees	 are	usually	 far	more	 than	 the	 average
first	novel	advance	(which	can	be	as	low	as	$2,500).

Most	 publishers	 have	 their	 own	 publicity	 department,	 but	 their	 budgets	 are
usually	 reserved	 for	 the	 books	 that	 received	 the	 highest	 advances	 and	 require
some	good	old	American	drum-beating	to	ensure	enough	sales	to	earn	back	the
initial	expenditure.	So	unless	they	paid	you	six	figures	for	your	novel,	it	would
be	wise	not	to	expect	a	great	deal	of	effort	from	your	publisher.

This	does	not	mean	that	you	cannot	get	publicity,	but	you	may	need	to	generate
it	yourself.	For	now,	I	just	want	to	make	you	aware	of	publicity	and	how	it	fits
into	the	entire	picture.

Make	some	decisions	about	whether	you	will	hire	people	or	do	it	yourself,	and
then	do	it.



Reviews	Can	Make	You	or	Break	You

I	 can’t	 stress	 the	value	of	good	book	 reviews	enough.	Some	writers	believe	 to
the	contrary,	but	they	can	make	a	difference.	The	problem	is	getting	your	book
reviewed.	 And	 reviewers	 who	 work	 for	 the	 biggest	 venues	 often	 ignore	 new
novels.

Words	of	Wisdom

The	only	reason	I	didn’t	kill	myself	after	I	read	the	reviews	of	my	first	book
was	because	we	have	two	rivers	in	New	York	and	I	couldn’t	decide	which
one	to	jump	into.

—Wilfrid	Sheed

I	am	sitting	in	the	smallest	room	in	my	house.	I	have	your	review	in	front	of
me.	Soon	it	will	be	behind	me.

—Max	Reger

There	isn’t	a	lot	you	can	do	about	it,	but	I	do	have	one	idea	that	can’t	hurt.	Get	a
list	of	 reviewers	 from	your	publisher	or	editor,	which	will	give	you	 the	names
and	addresses	of	everybody	who	receives	review	copies	of	their	new	titles	each
month.	Then	write	 them	 a	 personal	 note,	 introducing	 yourself	 as	 a	 new	writer
and	 telling	 them	that	you	 look	forward	 to	 their	 reading	your	novel	and	sharing
their	opinions.	Keep	it	short	and	sweet.



Address	the	envelope	in	your	handwriting.	That’s	important	because	most	mail
is	machine-printed	and	very	cold.	Your	handwriting	makes	it	personal	and	they
will	remember	your	name	when	your	book	hits	their	desk.



The	People	Who	Buy	Your	Book

The	most	important	people	in	publishing	are	your	readers.	These	are	the	people
who	see	your	book	on	the	shelf	or	the	display	table,	see	someone	else	reading	it
on	an	airplane,	or	 take	a	 recommendation	from	a	friend	who’s	 reading	 it—and
they	do	the	most	wonderful	thing:	They	go	out	and	buy	your	book.	These	people
are	your	best	friends	in	the	world.

And	for	most	of	the	history	of	this	business,	they	were	the	ones	you	had	the	least
contact	 with.	 For	many,	 many	 years,	 I	 spent	 my	 time	 writing	 with	 very	 little
feedback	from	my	readership.	Every	once	in	a	while	(several	times	a	year),	my
publisher	 would	 forward	 a	 fan	 letter	 to	 me.	 Normally,	 I	 heard	 nothing,	 and
worked	in	the	vacuumlike	atmosphere	of	zero	feedback.

But	since	the	advent	of	the	Internet	and	e-mail,	the	relationship	between	writers
and	 readers	 has	 become	 a	 very	 interesting	 one.	 I	 receive	 countless	 e-mail
messages	about	my	books,	plus	I	can	track	comments	and	reviews	through	many
websites	 devoted	 to	 discussion	 groups	 of	 books,	 and	 also	 several	 sites	 with
“forums”	and	groups	of	topics	where	I	can	log	on	and	talk	directly	with	people
who	are	reading	my	work.

There	is	an	old	idea	that	you	cannot	know	you	need	something	you	never	had	in
the	 first	 place.	 Reader	 feedback	 is	 one	 of	 those	 things.	 I	 never	 knew	 how
important	and	perhaps	necessary	it	was	to	keep	me	be	as	sharp	and	interesting	as
I	could	be	to	my	audience.

As	 you	 continue	 to	 grow	 as	 a	 novelist,	 never	 forget	 that	 there	 are	 people	 out
there	 who	 part	 with	 their	 cash	 to	 read	 you.	 Seek	 them	 out.	 Make	 yourself
accessible	 to	 them.	 Don’t	 fall	 into	 that	 “celebrity”	 trap—you	 don’t	 want	 to
distance	yourself	from	your	readers.	Be	nice	to	them	and	they	will	be	more	than
nice	to	you.



How	You	Get	Your	Book	from	Here	to	There

There	is	one	final	group	of	people	who	have	a	hand	in	your	fate	and	your	career
as	a	writer	of	novels.	People	you	probably	haven’t	thought	about	…	if	you	knew
they	existed	at	all.	They	are	known	by	many	names—wholesalers,	distributors,
and	 on	 a	more	 local	 level,	 jobbers.	What	 they	 do	 is	 order	 your	 book	 in	 large
quantities	 (well,	 we	 can	 all	 hope	 they’re	 large)	 and	 move	 them	 around	 the
country	to	a	variety	of	places	that	sell	them	at	retail	price.

Trade	Talk

Whether	they	are	called	wholesalers,	distributors,	or	jobbers,	these	guys	get
your	 hardcover	 into	 the	 bookstores	 (chains	 and	 mom	 ’n’	 pops)	 and	 the
libraries	 (a	market	many	 people	 forget).	 For	 your	 paperbacks,	 they	 cover
the	newsstands,	the	airports	and	train	stations,	the	big	super	stores	like	Wal-
Mart,	convenience	stores,	and	every	other	possible	venue	for	a	book.

Sadly,	 just	 like	 the	 book	 reviewers,	 there	 is	 very	 little	 opportunity	 for	 contact
with	distributors	and	 jobbers.	So	what	do	you	do?	Again,	 I	would	 recommend
sending	 out	 personal	 letters	 to	 whomever	 you	 can	 locate	 who	 may	 have	 any
chance	 of	 handling,	 shipping,	 or	 displaying	 your	 book.	 Don’t	 forget,	 these
people	have	gotten	into	the	habit	of	moving	books	around	from	trucks	to	boxes
to	shelves	and	back	again,	and	they	think	about	their	product	about	as	much	as	if
it	were	a	can	of	peas.	If	they	are	somehow	reminded	that	each	book	they	handle
is	a	product	of	years	of	worry	and	doubt,	of	bravado	and	dreams,	it	will	mean	a
lot	more	to	them.



Tom’s	Tips

Track	 down	 the	 local	 jobbers	 in	 your	 town,	 county,	 the	major	 cities,	 and
even	 the	 whole	 state.	 Spend	 a	 few	 days	 driving	 around	 and	 introducing
yourself	to	the	people	who	put	your	book	on	the	shelves.	Bring	coffee	and
donuts.	Bring	a	smile.	Let	them	connect	your	face	with	your	name	on	your
book.	 It	 will	 mean	 so	much	 to	 them.	 They	will	 remember	 you	 and	 your
book,	 and	 they	 will	 take	 care	 of	 you—give	 you	 longer	 and	 better	 shelf
space	and	life.	Louis	L’Amour	did	this	when	he	was	young	and	unknown,
and	 he	 always	 swore	 that	 being	 friends	with	 his	 distributors	made	 him	 a
bestselling	writer.

The	Least	You	Need	to	Know

•	 Editors	 can	 help	 you	 make	 your	 novel	 better.	 A	 good	 editor	 asks
questions	 that	will	make	 you	 think	 and	 explain	why	 you	wrote	what	 you
wrote.

•	It	is	almost	essential	to	have	a	literary	agent	who	is	connected	to	the
publishing	industry	who	knows	plenty	of	editors	willing	to	read	your	book.

•	Booksellers	and	publicists	want	to	see	your	book	do	well.	If	you	have
the	 time	 and	 the	 money,	 you	 should	 seriously	 think	 about	 investing	 in
signings,	tours,	and	a	personal	publicity	campaign.

•	It	 is	 important	 to	be	aware	of	 the	other	people	who	will	have	some
influence	over	the	fate	of	your	novel.	Reviewers,	librarians,	and	distributors
are	all	people	you	should	know.



Appendix	A

Interviews	with	Bestselling	Writers



William	Peter	Blatty

William	 Peter	 Blatty	 was	 born	 in	 New	 York	 City	 on	 January	 7,	 1928,	 to
Lebanese	immigrant	parents.	He	graduated	from	Jesuit	prep	school	in	Brooklyn,
New	 York,	 then	 Georgetown	 University	 in	 1950,	 followed	 by	 George
Washington	 University	 where	 he	 studied	 for	 a	 Master’s	 degree	 in	 English
Literature.

His	 books	 are:	 Which	 Way	 to	 Mecca,	 Jack?,	 John	 Goldfarb,	 Please	 Come
Home!,	 I	 Billy	 Shakespeare!,	 Twinkle,	 Twinkle,	 “Killer”	 Kane,	 The	 Exorcist,
The	Ninth	Configuration,	I’ll	Tell	Them	I	Remember	You,	Legion,	Demons	Five,
Exorcists	Nothing,	and	Elsewhere.

He	has	 also	written	many	 screenplays,	 including	John	Goldfarb,	Please	Come
Home!,	A	Shot	in	the	Dark,	The	Ninth	Configuration,	The	Great	Bank	Robbery,
What	Did	You	Do	in	the	War,	Daddy?,	The	Exorcist,	and	The	Exorcist	III.

In	addition,	his	work	has	been	honored	by	such	awards	as	the	Academy	Award
for	 Best	 Screenplay	 (The	 Exorcist);	 a	 Golden	 Globe	 for	 Best	 Writing	 (The
Exorcist),	a	Golden	Globe	for	Best	Writing	(The	Ninth	Configuration),	a	Gabriel
Award	 (Insight	 segment:	 “Watts	 Made	 Out	 of	 Thread”),	 the	 American	 Film
Festival	Blue	Ribbon	Award	 (“Watts	Made	Out	of	Thread”),	 and	 the	Lifetime
Achievement	Award	from	Horror	Writers	Association.

When	did	you	realize	you	wanted	to	be	a	writer?

I	never	did	want	to	be	a	writer;	I	wanted	to	be	either	a	teacher	or	an	actor.	But	I
seemed	always	to	be	writing.	From	grammar	school.	My	first	“published”	work
was	a	poem	about	milk	that	appeared	in	the	New	York	City	Dental	News	when	I
was	in	the	third	grade,	and	in	fifth	grade	I	won	a	dollar	for	having	written	one	of
the	Ten	Best	 letters	about	 the	beauty	and	wonder	of	Captain	Future	Comics.	 I
just	 wanted	 to	 see	 my	 name	 in	 print.	 Then	 I	 read	 a	 hilarious	 short	 story	 by
Robert	Bloch	called	“A	Good	Knight’s	Work,”	and	decided	I	wanted	to	do	that
—make	 people	 laugh.	 So	 in	 high	 school	 and	 college	 I	 wrote	 and	 published
humorous	pieces	in	the	school	papers	and	journals.	Still,	I	had	no	light	guiding
me	to	be	a	writer.	That	didn’t	appear	until	I	realized	I	would	love	not	to	have	to
go	to	an	office	every	day.	Anyway,	that	was	my	perception	of	the	matter.	Oddly,
though,	when	in	my	senior	year	at	Georgetown	I	sought	the	advice	of	one	of	my
professors	about	which	Master’s	degree,	in	English	or	Philosophy,	to	pursue	as
preparation	 for	 teaching,	 he	 looked	 puzzled	 for	 a	 moment,	 and	 then	 said,



“Teaching?	I’d	always	thought	you	would	want	to	write.”

At	what	age	did	you	attempt	to	write	your	first	novel?

Thirty	one.

What	was	it	about	(theme,	genre,	etc.)?

A	comic	 romp	based	partly	on	my	boyhood,	but	mostly	my	experiences	while
living	 and	 working	 in	 Beirut	 as	 a	 member	 of	 the	 United	 States	 Information
Service.	It	was	called	Which	Way	to	Mecca,	Jack?

Did	you	ever	take	any	writing	classes	to	learn	the	craft	of	writing	a	novel?
Or	specific	instruction	(seminar,	workshop,	etc.)?

No,	none	of	the	above.	I	learned	how	to	write	prose	by	reading,	and	when	I	was
hired	 to	 write	my	 first	 screenplay,	 the	 producer—William	 Bloom—taught	me
the	format	and	mechanics	in	about	half	a	day.

Is	 writing	 the	 only	 “job”	 you’ve	 ever	 had?	 If	 not,	 what	 else	 did	 you	 do
career-wise,	and	how	did	it	help	or	hinder	your	writing?

After	graduation	from	college,	I	sold	Electrolux	vacuum	cleaners	door-to-door,
drove	a	Gunther	beer	truck,	worked	as	a	United	Airlines	ticket	agent.	After	that,
I	was	an	Air	Force	officer	for	four	years,	then	an	editor	for	USIS,	then	Publicity
Director	 for	 the	University	of	Southern	California,	 and	 finally	before	 full-time
writing	 I	 worked	 as	Director	 of	 Public	 Relations	 at	 Loyola	University	 of	 Los
Angeles.	How	did	it	all	help?	It	put	me	in	direct	contact	with	life,	people,	and	the
external	universe.

What	misconceptions,	if	any,	did	you	have	about	the	writing	and	publishing
field	when	you	were	first	getting	started?

I	thought	that	if	your	book	was	really	good	the	public	would	buy	a	lot	of	copies.

I	believe	I	was	wrong	about	this.

It	 is	 often	 said	 that	 if	 you	 can	 write	 a	 good	 short	 story,	 you	 can	 write
anything.	Do	you	agree?

I	do.	The	discipline	required	for	the	writing	of	a	fine	short	story	or	short-short	is
the	most	exacting	and	most	unforgiving	of	all	 the	 literary	 forms.	My	only	 real
course	 in	writing,	 actually,	was	 swallowing	whole	 a	 book	 of	 short	 stories	 that
had	appeared	 in	This	Week	magazine,	with	a	 tutorial	on	each	of	 the	 stories	by
Stuart	Beech,	editor	of	This	Week.	Perhaps	I	should	add	to	that	a	course	I	took	in
high	 school	 called	 “Imitation,”	 in	 which	 we	 were	 required	 to	 rewrite	 a



paragraph’s	worth	 of	 classic	writing	 by	 retaining	 the	 literary	 forms,	 figures	 of
speech	and	cadences,	but	totally	changing	the	subject.

Do	you	write	many	short	stories?

Many.	Only	one	was	published,	in	a	magazine	called	Sleuth.

What	specific	writers	influenced,	inspired,	and	therefore	instructed	you?

S.	 J.	Perelman,	 James	Thurber,	Stephen	Leacock,	Robert	Nathan,	 and	Graham
Greene.

When	you	are	not	reading	fiction,	what	do	you	like	to	read?

Articles	or	books	about	the	paranormal,	cosmology,	religion,	and	the	afterlife.

How	would	describe	your	own	“style”?

I	 can’t,	 it	 changes	 too	 often	 and	 too	 radically.	 In	 my	 comic	mode,	 I’ve	 been
described	 by	 The	 New	 York	 Times	 as	 “a	 gifted	 virtuoso	 who	 writes	 like
Perelman.”	Hardly	fits	the	style	of	Exorcist,	Legion,	The	Ninth	Configuration,	or
Which	Way	to	Mecca,	Jack?	And	the	style	in	each	of	these	novels	differs	from
every	other.

I	know	 this	 is	 the	question	we	always	 get,	 but	 aspiring	novelists	 really	do
need	to	know:	Where	do	you	get	your	ideas?

Sometimes	 in	 the	 shower	 or	 when	 thinking	 of	 something	 other	 than	 writing.
However,	the	trigger	that	opens	the	taps	to	the	unconscious—which	produces	the
“inspiration”—is	 a	 lot	 of	 conscious	 and	 very	 hard	 thinking	 leading	 up	 to	 that
point.

How	long,	on	the	average,	does	it	take	you	to	go	from	initial	idea	to	finished
draft	(ready	to	submit)?

Today,	 the	question	 is	 academic.	But	prior	 to	The	Exorcist,	 it	was	 about	 three
months	from	start	to	finish.	Exorcist	took	almost	a	year.

Can	 you	 describe	 your	 writing	 process	 for	 us—do	 you	 develop	 character
profiles	and	outlines	for	your	novels	before	writing	them,	or	do	you	let	your
characters	and	ideas	develop	as	you	write?

Ordinarily,	I	have	one	or	two	characters	firmly	in	mind	before	I	start	writing,	as
well	 as	 a	 general,	 if	 not	 vague,	 idea	 of	 how	 the	 plot	 will	 unfold.	 Then	 the
unconscious	“reveals”	things	to	me,	like	where	I’m	heading	and	what	my	ending
is	going	to	be.



Do	you	ever	encounter	“writer’s	block”	and	if	so,	how	do	you	overcome	it?

The	best	remedy	for	writer’s	block	I	know	of	was	given	to	me	by	Robert	Kirsch,
the	now	deceased	editor	of	The	Los	Angeles	Times	Book	Review.	He	advised	me
to	set	my	alarm	clock	for	some	ungodly	hour	of	the	night,	heed	its	angry	buzz,
then	stagger	over	to	the	typewriter	and	start	typing.	Anything.	“Hello.	My	name
is	Bill.	How	are	you?”	Anything.	Then	something	happens,	the	breakthrough.	I
have	always	admired	this	method	as	a	theory	only,	since	my	habit	was	to	write
all	 through	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 night.	 But	 in	 principle	 it	 sounds	 right:	 You’re
tapping	into	your	dream	life.

How	did	you	get	past	the	initial	barriers	of	criticism	and	rejection?

I	wept	openly.	It	helps,	I	swear	to	God.

What	are	the	best	and	worst	aspects	of	writing	for	a	living,	in	your	opinion?

The	best	aspect:	Your	time	is	your	own,	you	don’t	have	to	write.

The	worst	aspect:	Your	time	is	our	own,	you	don’t	have	to	write.

Can	writing	well	be	taught	to	someone	who	does	not	write	well?

This	is	probably	a	harsh	judgment,	but	my	own	feeling	is	that	if	the	music	isn’t
there	 to	 begin	with,	 you	 just	 can’t	 teach	 it.	 The	 result	might	 have	 form,	 but	 I
suspect	it	will	be	soulless.

In	relationship	to	sheer	talent,	how	important	would	you	rate	discipline	and
time-management	to	being	a	successful	novelist?

To	be	a	good	novelist,	these	are	extremely	important.	Moreover,	my	dearest	and
now	departed	friend	James	Goldman	(The	Lion	in	Winter)	once	advised	me	that
the	“more	you	do	it	(writing,	 that	is),	 the	easier	it	gets.”	But	to	be	a	successful
novelist,	you’d	best	have	a	ton	of	luck.	When	my	novel	The	Exorcist	was	in	its
fourth	week	of	publication,	no	one	was	reading	it	and	dealers	were	returning	it
by	the	carload.

Then,	on	the	day	before	my	departure	from	New	York	City,	I	was	sitting	in	The
Four	Seasons,	picking	at	a	consolation	lunch	my	editor	was	treating	me	to,	when
Harper	and	Row	telephoned	to	our	table	and	told	me	to	race	to	the	studio	where
Dick	Cavett	was	taping	his	show	and	replace	a	guest	who	had	fallen	out.	I	had
once	preauditioned	 for	 the	 show,	but	was	 advised	not	 to	 hold	my	breath.	So	 I
guessed	that	they	chose	me	because	I	was	closest	to	the	studio	and	was	the	only
potential	guest	who	could	make	it	there	on	time	for	the	taping.



Well,	I	threw	down	my	napkin	and	ran	all	the	way:	If	you	wanted	to	push	a	book
back	 then,	 the	premiere	way	 to	do	 it—even	more	 so	 than	 today’s	Oprah—was
that	show.	So	I	got	there,	breathless,	got	into	make-up	and	waited	in	the	Green
Room	for	my	turn,	the	so-called	“author’s	spot,”	which	would	comprise	the	final
five	or	six	minutes	of	the	show.	But	then	fate	indeed	became	the	hunter:	The	first
guest	was	deemed	a	bore	and	got	the	hook	after	one	segment,	and	the	next	guest
was	not	only	dull	but	was	decidedly	boxed	to	the	eyeballs,	so	he	got	the	hook	as
well.	I	was	the	only	remaining	guest.	I	came	out	on	stage	and	Cavett,	God	bless
him,	said:	“Mr.	Blatty,	I’ve	got	to	be	honest	with	you,	I	haven’t	read	your	book.”
I	said	something	like,	“Well,	shall	I	tell	you	about	it?”	Cavett,	said,	“Please!”	I
wound	up	doing	a	43-minute	monologue	about	my	novel,	and	less	than	10	days
later	 almost	 fell	 down	when	 I	 saw	 it	 at	 #4	 on	Time	magazine’s	 bestseller	 list.
Was	it	all	meant	to	be?	I	tend	to	think	the	answer	is	…	yes.

If	you	were	to	give	an	aspiring	novelist	one	piece	of	advice,	what	would	you
tell	him?

Make	sure	you	also	have	a	day	job.



Janet	Evanovich

Janet	Evanovich	is	The	New	York	Times	#1	bestselling	author	of	 the	Stephanie
Plum	series.	Her	latest	novel,	To	the	Nines,	appeared	in	July,	2003.

When	did	you	realize	you	wanted	to	be	a	writer?

I	decided	I	wanted	to	try	writing	somewhere	in	my	early	30s.	I	thought	it	would
be	fun	to	write	a	novel,	sell	it	to	the	movies,	and	get	lots	of	money.

What	was	your	first	book	about	(theme,	genre,	etc.)?

My	first	book	was	about	a	fairy	who	was	expelled	from	a	fairy	forest	in	Ireland
and	shipped	off	to	America.

Did	 you	 ever	 take	 any	 writing	 classes,	 or	 specific	 instruction	 (seminar,
workshop,	etc.)	to	learn	the	craft	of	writing	a	novel?

I	 took	 a	 couple	 creative	 writing	 courses	 as	 an	 adult.	 They	 were	 all	 pretty
worthless.	 After	 I	 published	 my	 first	 novel,	 I	 joined	 Romance	 Writers	 of
America	and	I	found	some	of	the	conference	classes	to	be	helpful.

Is	writing	the	only	“job”	you	ever	had?	If	not,	what	else	did	you	do	career-
wise,	and	how	did	it	help	or	hinder	your	writing?

I’ve	 never	 exactly	 had	 a	 career.	 I	 worked	 as	 a	 customer	 service	 rep	 for	 an
insurance	company	and	a	hospital	supply	company	(think	colostomy	bags).	I	was
a	waitress	(disaster).	I	did	telephone	soliciting.	I	was	a	file	clerk.	I	sold	used	cars
for	half	a	day.

How	do	you	feel	about	the	distinctions	often	expressed	about	“commercial”
versus	“literary”	novels?

I	think	the	distinction	is	bogus.

What	misconceptions,	if	any,	did	you	have	about	the	writing	and	publishing
field	when	you	were	first	getting	started?

I	thought	it	was	going	to	be	easy.	I	thought	you	stayed	home	and	wrote	books.

How	have	things	(technology,	society,	culture,	and	literature)	changed	since
you	got	started?

The	 frontlist	 has	 replaced	 a	 lot	 of	 the	midlist.	 Eccentric,	 reclusive	 authors	 are
barely	tolerated	(it’s	actually	easier	to	be	dead).	The	computer	has	replaced	the



electric	typewriter.

It	 is	 often	 said	 that	 if	 you	 can	 write	 a	 good	 short	 story,	 you	 can	 write
anything.	Do	you	agree?

No.

Do	you	write	many	short	stories?

I	did	one	for	a	Mary	Higgins	Clark	anthology.	I	probably	won’t	do	another	one.
It’s	not	cost-effective.

What	specific	writers	influenced,	inspired,	and	therefore	instructed	you?

Robert	B.	Parker	and	Carl	Barks.

When	you	are	not	reading	fiction,	what	do	you	like	to	read?

Catalogues.

How	would	describe	your	own	“style”?

Jersey	girl	cooked	down	to	a	tasty	reduction	sauce.

I	know	 this	 is	 the	question	we	always	 get,	 but	 aspiring	novelists	 really	do
need	to	know:	Where	do	you	get	your	ideas?

Movies,	newspapers,	television,	and	past	history.

How	long,	on	the	average,	does	it	take	you	to	go	from	initial	idea	to	finished
draft	(ready	to	submit)?

Four	months.

Can	 you	 describe	 your	 writing	 process	 for	 us—do	 you	 develop	 character
profiles	and	outlines	for	your	novels	before	writing	them,	or	do	you	let	your
characters	and	ideas	develop	as	you	write?

I	 develop	 a	 small	 outline,	maybe	 two	 or	 three	 pages,	 so	 I	 understand	 the	 plot
line.	Really	it’s	a	timeline	of	action.	I	don’t	feel	compelled	to	stick	to	it	totally
but	I	usually	stay	pretty	close.

Do	you	ever	encounter	“writer’s	block”	and	if	so,	how	do	you	overcome	it?

I	don’t	believe	in	writer’s	block.	I	show	up	for	work	every	day	and	I	put	my	time
in.	Some	days	 I	 only	write	 a	 paragraph	or	 two	but	 I	 never	 leave	with	 a	 blank
screen.

How	did	you	get	past	the	initial	barriers	of	criticism	and	rejection?



I	 took	 responsibility	 for	 the	 failure	 of	my	 product,	 and	 I	 never	 doubted	 that	 I
could	learn	to	make	it	better.

What	are	the	best	and	worst	aspects	of	writing	for	a	living,	in	your	opinion?

The	best	aspect	of	writing	is	the	pleasure	of	approaching	the	computer	fresh	each
morning	with	new	ideas,	a	cup	of	coffee,	and	the	cat.	The	worst	part	of	writing	is
the	end	of	 the	day	and	 the	end	of	 the	book	when	you	 realize	you’ve	not	done
enough	and	never	will.

Can	writing	well	be	taught	to	someone	who	does	not	write	well?

Some	 parts	 of	 writing	 can	 be	 taught—pacing,	 for	 instance.	 The	 music	 of	 a
sentence	probably	can’t	be	taught.

In	relationship	to	sheer	talent,	how	important	would	you	rate	discipline	and
time-management	to	being	a	successful	novelist?

They	are	essential.

If	you	were	to	give	an	aspiring	novelist	one	piece	of	advice,	what	would	you
tell	her?

Never	hold	anything	back	for	the	next	book.	Always	go	for	it.	And	be	brave.



Elizabeth	Hand

Elizabeth	Hand	is	the	author	of	seven	novels—Winterlong,	Aestival	Tide,	Icarus
Descending,	Waking	the	Moon,	Glimmering,	Black	Light,	and	Mortal	Love.	She
also	wrote	 two	story	collections—Last	Summer	at	Mars	Hill	and	Bibliomancy:
Four	Novellas.	With	Paul	Witcover,	she	created	and	wrote	the	post-punk,	post-
feminist	 cult	 comic	 series,	 Anima.	 She	 has	 also	 done	 numerous	 film
novelizations	and	two	Star	Wars	books	for	young	readers.

Her	 fiction	 has	 received	 the	 Nebula,	 World	 Fantasy,	 James	 M.	 Tiptree	 Jr.,
Mythopoeic	Society,	 and	 International	Horror	Guild	 awards.	 In	 2001,	 she	was
the	 recipient	 of	 an	 Individual	 Artist’s	 Fellowship	 from	 the	 Maine	 Arts
Commission	and	the	National	Endowment	for	the	Arts.	She	is	a	noted	reviewer
and	 critic,	 a	 regular	 contributor	 to	The	Washington	 Post	 Book	World,	 Village
Voice	Literary	Supplement,	and	Fantasy	and	Science	Fiction,	among	others.	She
studied	 playwriting	 and	 cultural	 anthropology	 at	 Catholic	 University	 in
Washington,	D.C.,	where	she	lived	for	many	years.

Her	most	recent	novel	is	Mortal	Love,	a	tale	of	erotic	and	creative	obsession	set
in	London.	She	lives	on	the	coast	of	Maine	with	her	partner,	critic	John	Clute,
and	her	two	children.	She	is	at	work	on	a	new	book	called	Crossing	the	Dream
Meridien.

When	did	you	realize	you	wanted	to	be	a	writer?

In	1962,	when	I	was	 five	years	old,	my	mother	 took	me	 to	see	The	Wonderful
World	 of	 the	 Brothers	 Grimm,	 a	 movie	 with	 great	 George	 Pal	 Puppetoon
sequences	 for	 the	 fairy	 tales,	 and	 the	 beautiful	 young	 Laurence	 Harvey	 as
Wilhelm	Grimm.	Toward	the	end	of	the	film,	Wilhelm	is	ordered	to	stop	wasting
his	time	writing	fairy	tales.	His	heart	is	broken,	and	his	spirit.	He’s	upstairs	in	his
bed,	dying,	when	 in	his	delirium	he’s	visited	by	all	 the	characters	he’s	written
about.	 Jack	 the	Giant	 Killer	 and	 the	Giant,	 Little	 Red	 Riding	Hood,	 the	 Frog
Prince,	 Thumbelina—they	 all	 come	 into	 his	 room	 and	 tell	 him	 that	 unless	 he
continues	to	write	about	them,	unless	he	gives	them	names	and	tells	their	stories,
they	will	all	disappear.	They	will	all	be	forgotten;	they’ll	all	die.

And	so	Wilhelm	drags	himself	from	his	bed	to	his	desk	and	starts	to	write	again:
His	life	is	saved,	and	everyone	else’s.

I	 saw	 that	 and	 thought	 to	myself:	 “That’s	 it:	 that’s	 what	 I’m	 going	 to	 do.”	 It
made	an	enormous	impression	on	me—I	don’t	think	I	could	even	read	or	write



yet!	But	that	was	it,	for	me.	That’s	what	I	was	going	to	do	with	my	life.

At	what	age	did	you	attempt	to	write	your	first	novel?

I	started	writing	ghost	stories	when	I	was	seven	or	eight.	I	was	in	great	demand
at	 slumber	 parties	 and	 campouts.	My	 first	 attempt	 at	 a	 book	was	when	 I	was
about	ten.

It	 was	 a	 thrilling	 account	 of	 the	 life	 of	 a	 kangaroo	 in	 the	 Australian	 outback
called	Saiab,	The	Red	Kangaroo.	My	father	had	his	secretary	type	it	up	for	me.	I
think	 it	 was	 fifty	 pages	 long,	 single-spaced.	 I	 can	 still	 remember	 the	 thrill	 of
seeing	my	words	in	typeface	on	a	page—one	of	those	atavistic	moments.

I	worked	at	stories	for	years	but	never	really	finished	anything.	I	was	in	college
when	I	first	started	trying	to	write	a	novel,	a	Delanyesque	science	fantasy	set	in
Washington,	 D.C.,	 where	 I	 was	 attending	 university.	 Elements	 of	 that	 book
ultimately	found	their	way	into	Winterlong,	my	first	novel,	and	also	Waking	the
Moon,	my	fourth.	But	I	didn’t	seriously	try	to	write	a	book	until	I	was	in	my	late
twenties,	 and	 even	 then,	 I	 kind	 of	 backed	 into	 it.	 I’d	 written	 a	 novella	 called
“The	Boy	in	the	Tree,”	a	science	fantasy	set	in	a	far-future	D.C.	The	story	was
bought	 for	Bantam’s	Spectra	Special	Edition	 series,	 and	 even	 though	 it	 stands
alone	very	well,	for	some	reason	I	decided	to	keep	going	with	it.

Actually,	I	decided	to	write	a	completely	different	storyline,	which	became	one
of	the	two	strands	of	Winterlong,	and	even	though	the	two	stories	really	didn’t
seem	to	correspond	whatsoever,	I	thought:	The	hell	with	it,	I’ll	make	it	work.	So
I	had	the	protagonists	of	the	two	parallel	stories	be	twins	separated	at	birth.	I	was
very	conscious	that	it	was	a	weird	hybrid—a	supernatural	novel	set	in	the	future,
very	atmospheric,	not	at	all	plot-driven,	with	Shakespearean	overtones—the	sort
of	thing	that	only	an	extremely	young,	inexperienced	writer	would	ever	attempt
to	get	away	with.	But	I	was	able	to	sell	it	to	Bantam	on	the	basis	of	“The	Boy	in
the	Tree”	and	several	hundred	pages	and	an	outline.

Did	 you	 ever	 take	 any	 writing	 classes	 or	 specific	 instruction	 (seminar,
workshop,	etc.)	to	learn	the	craft	of	writing	a	novel?

No.	I	was—and	I	am—pretty	much	a	seat-of-the-pants	writer.	I	took	one	writing
class	in	college,	and	I	did	study	playwriting,	but	I	was	too	young	and	arrogant	to
get	much	out	of	that.	I	didn’t	think	I	had	anything	to	learn,	and	the	upshot	was	it
took	me	much	longer	to	actually	get	published.

But	 I	 don’t	 think	 this	 was	 a	 bad	 thing,	 necessarily.	 I	 had	 always	 taken	 very
seriously	Rimbaud’s	 dictum	 that	 “to	 be	 a	 poet,	 one	must	 become	 a	 visionary.



One	becomes	a	visionary	through	a	deliberate	derangement	of	all	the	senses.”	I
told	myself	that	I	would	give	myself	till	the	age	of	thirty	to	experience	as	much
as	I	could.	After	that,	I	would	knuckle	down	to	work.

And	 that’s	 kind	 of	what	 I	 did.	 Through	my	 twenties,	 I	 had	 different	 jobs,	 not
very	good	ones.	I	did	work	for	a	number	of	years	at	the	Smithsonian’s	National
Air	 and	Space	Museum,	which	was	 at	 once	 extremely	 dull	 and	 exhilarating.	 I
had	a	very	low-level	job,	but	at	that	time,	a	Smithsonian	ID	gave	you	the	run	of
all	the	museums	on	the	Mall,	as	well	as	the	National	Gallery.	So	I	got	to	wander
around	behind	the	scenes	amidst	all	this	fabulous	stuff.	And	that	experience	has
found	its	way	into	a	lot	of	my	work,	from	Winterlong	and	Waking	the	Moon	to
various	short	stories.

For	many	years	I	also	worked	off	and	on	as	a	home	health-care	aide.	While	I	was
still	in	high	school	I	worked	at	a	nursing	home,	which	turned	out	to	be	one	of	the
best	things	I	ever	did.	It	gave	me	contact	with	people	I	would	never	have	cause
to	 know—people	 who	 were	 old,	 or	 disabled,	 or	 mentally	 ill—and	 made	 me
realize	how	little	I	actually	knew	about	the	real	world.	I’ve	lived	with	terminally
ill	people	since	then,	and	I	cared	for	both	of	my	grandmothers	when	they	were
ill,	 and	 a	 few	 years	 ago	 helped	 care	 for	 one	 of	my	 dearest	 friends	 as	 he	was
dying	of	 brain	 cancer.	 I	 sometimes	 think	 that	 I	would	go	 into	hospice	work	 if
ever	I	were	to	stop	writing.

All	 these	 were	 humbling,	 terrifying,	 transcendental	 experiences	 that	 I	 am	 so
grateful	 to	 have	 had.	 They	 taught	 me	 patience,	 and	 forced	 me	 to	 think	 of
someone	other	 than	myself.	They	also	 taught	me	 that	 this	world	does	offer	 its
moments	 of	 transcendence,	 though	when	we	 are	 experiencing	 them	 they	 look
like—they	are—grief,	or	fear,	or	horror.	I	believe	very	strongly	that	if	an	artist
has	 a	 duty—and	 I	 think	we	do—it’s	 to	 transform	 that	 raw	 terrifying	 stuff	 into
something	transcendental.

I	think	writing	workshops	can	be	useful	to	a	writer	once	she	has	established	her
own	 voice.	Workshops	 and	writing	 groups	 are	 good	when	 you’re	 starting	 out,
mostly	 for	 the	 encouragement	 you	 receive.	 In	 my	 late	 twenties,	 I	 took	 a
workshop	 at	 the	Writer’s	Center	 in	D.C.	with	Richard	Grant,	who	 encouraged
me	a	great	deal.	Around	the	same	time,	I	was	invited	to	join	The	Vicious	Circle,
a	group	that	included	Ted	White,	Steve	Brown,	Dave	Bischoff,	and	a	few	others.
Charles	 Sheffield	 had	 been	 a	member	 at	 one	 point,	 and	Kathy	Goonan	 joined
after	I	left.	All	those	people	helped	me	immensely	when	I	was	hacking	away	at
what	became	Winterlong,	by	making	me	feel	that	I	really	did	have	readers,	even
if	there	were	only	five	or	six	of	them.



But	I	don’t	feel	that	writing	can	be	taught,	per	se.	Talent	can	be	watered	like	a
flower,	but	it’s	really	up	to	the	writer	to	grow	herself.	And	I	don’t	think	anything
can	take	the	place	of	real	world	experience—what	are	you	going	to	write	about,
if	you	don’t	go	off	and	have	adventures?

How	do	you	feel	about	the	distinctions	often	expressed	about	“commercial”
versus	“literary”	novels?

If	 you’re	 talking	 about	 the	 limitations	 of	 genre	 labels,	 that’s	 a	 marketing
concern.	I’m	sure	there	are	writers	out	there	who	sit	down	with	the	intention	of
writing	 a	 “commercial”	 novel,	 but	 I’m	 not	 one	 of	 them.	 At	 the	 end	 (or
beginning)	of	the	day,	I	write	for	myself.	I	do	the	best	job	I	can,	hold	myself	to
the	 standards	 I’ve	 set	 for	myself,	 and	hope	 for	 the	 best.	There’s	 no	 predicting
market	 forces,	 especially	 now.	 If	 you	 try	 to	 tailor	 your	 work	 for	 a	 particular
market—say,	write	 a	 lesbian	 romantic	 techno	cat	 thriller	because	 that’s	what’s
hot—well,	you’re	dooming	yourself	 to	disappointment,	unless	 that’s	what	you,
in	your	heart	of	hearts,	really	want	to	write.

Of	course	writing	 is	 like	everything	else:	Sometimes	a	book	or	a	writer	comes
completely	 out	 of	 left	 field	 and	 surprises	 everyone.	 And	 maybe	 you’re	 that
writer.	So	the	most	important	thing	is	to	just	stick	with	it.

As	 far	 as	 purely	 commercial	 fiction	 goes,	 I	 do	 hack	 work,	 work-for-hire
novelizations	 and	 the	 like—to	 supplement	my	 income	 and	 underwrite	my	 real
work.	I	try	to	do	a	good	job	with	these,	but	there’s	obviously	not	the	same	spark
or	creative	control	that	I	have	with	my	more	serious	writing.	But	the	commercial
work	can	be	 fun—it’s	not	emotionally	 taxing,	and	 there’s	a	 sort	of	adrenaline-
surge	in	writing	fast,	cheap,	and	out	of	control.

What	misconceptions,	if	any,	did	you	have	about	the	writing	and	publishing
field	when	you	were	first	getting	started?

I	was	pretty	well	informed	about	how	difficult	it	would	be	to	get	published.	And
it	 was.	 I	 guess	 what	 surprised	 me	 was	 how	 much	 success—I	 don’t	 mean
financial	 success,	 but	 just	 connecting	 with	 an	 agent	 or	 editor	 or	 publisher—
depends	on	 serendipity.	Being	 in	 the	 right	 place	 at	 the	 right	 time,	meeting	 the
right	person.	Like	falling	in	love!

As	Woody	Allen	said	(I	think	it	was	Woody	Allen),	most	of	success	depends	on
just	showing	up.	 In	my	case,	 it	was	going	 to	a	few	science	fiction	conventions
and	meeting	the	right	people.	I	didn’t	talk	about	my	own	work,	or	say	that	I	was
a	struggling	writer.	I’ve	always	felt	my	work	should	speak	for	itself,	so	I’d	talk



to	 people,	 and	 later	 if	 they	 were	 interested	 in	 me—and	 I	 was	 lucky	 in	 that
usually	they	were—they	looked	at	my	stuff.

How	have	things	(technology,	society,	culture,	literature)	changed	since	you
got	started?

Well,	obviously	the	Internet	and	e-mail	have	changed	everything	about	the	way
we	 connect	 with	 other	 people—writers,	 readers,	 editors,	 publishers.	 But	 I	 can
also	remember	the	first	time	I	used	a	personal	computer,	when	I	was	working	at
NASM	in	the	early	1980s.	I	never	learned	to	touch	type,	and	while	I	adored	my
typewriter	it	was	just	torment	for	me	to	revise.

But	 I	 tell	 you,	 I	 sat	down	at	 that	PC	at	NASM	and	 thought:	 “This	 is	going	 to
change	my	life.”	I	started	writing	on	it	at	work,	and	then	I	got	one	at	home,	and
it	 really	 did	 transform	 everything.	 I	 think	 it	was	Robert	 Silverberg	who	wrote
that	word	processing	was	going	to	change	the	way	writers	work—among	other
things,	they	make	it	possible	to	write	very,	very,	very,	very,	VERY	long—and	he
was	absolutely	correct.

The	downside,	of	 course,	 is	 that	 there	are	 fewer	 readers	 than	 there	used	 to	be.
And	 many	 of	 those	 readers	 just	 aren’t	 widely	 read.	 There	 are	 always	 a	 few
literary	 novels	 that	 break	 through	 to	 the	 bestseller	 lists,	 but	 then	 there	 are
hundreds,	thousands	of	worthwhile	books	that	don’t	get	discovered.	But	we’re	in
the	middle	of	a	 small-press	 revolution,	 too,	which	 is	making	 it	possible	 for	all
these	great	offbeat	writers	to	get	published	and	in	many	cases	build	a	substantial
readership	based	on	web-generated	word-of-mouth.

We’ve	also	 seen	our	culture	colonized	by	what	used	 to	be	genre	 literature	and
genre	 culture.	 Comics,	 science	 fiction,	 fantasy,	 thrillers	 and	 mysteries,	 the
supernatural—all	 of	 these	 things	 have	been	mainstreamed	 to	 the	 point	 that	we
don’t	even	blink	anymore	at	someone	walking	down	the	street	in	a	cape	and	high
heels,	green	hair,	and	wings	tattooed	on	her	back.

People	 spend	 their	 free	 time	 immersed	 in	 other	 worlds:	 role-playing	 games,
computer	 games,	 Internet	 romances	 where	 you	 never	 see	 the	 other	 person,
movies	 that	show	us	 things	we	couldn’t	have	 imagined	 just	a	decade	ago.	 In	a
way	this	ups	the	ante	for	a	creative	writer,	but	it’s	also	exhilarating.

It	 is	 often	 said	 that	 if	 you	 can	 write	 a	 good	 short	 story,	 you	 can	 write
anything.	Do	you	agree?

No.	That’s	like	saying	if	you	can	craft	a	good	pop	song,	you	can	write	an	opera.
Maybe	you	can,	but	one	doesn’t	necessarily	follow	the	other.	I’ve	written	some



decent	short	stories,	but	writing	the	perfect	novel	continues	to	evade	me.	It’s	like
the	difference	between	being	a	sprinter	and	a	marathon	runner.	I	was	great	at	the
hundred-yard	dash,	but	distance	running	killed	me.	A	novel	demands	a	degree	of
commitment,	 stamina	and	discipline	 that	a	 short	 story	doesn’t.	 I’ve	had	novels
grow	out	of	stories,	and	I’ve	written	novels	that	would	probably	have	been	better
off	as	stories.

Do	you	write	many	short	stories?

I	 wish	 I	 could	 write	 more	 short	 fiction.	 I	 write	 very,	 very	 slowly,	 about	 a
thousand	words	a	day.	It’s	very	painstaking	work,	and	I	rewrite	obsessively.	So
it	 can	be	years	between	novels	 for	me,	and	 the	current	publishing	marketplace
doesn’t	like	that.	Editors	want	you	to	crank	out	a	book	every	year.	It’s	like	Elvis
Costello	 said:	 “They	 give	 you	 nineteen	 years	 to	 make	 your	 first	 album,	 and
twelve	months	for	your	second.”	Short	stories	keep	your	work	in	the	public	eye;
they	reassure	your	readers	that	you’re	still	alive	and	doing	your	job.

But	 I	 love	doing	short	stuff.	The	narrative	 trajectory	 is	always	much	clearer	 to
me	 than	 it	 is	 in	 a	novel.	 I	write	 intuitively;	 I’ve	never	been	good	at	 outlining.
When	 I’m	 writing	 a	 story,	 as	 opposed	 to	 a	 novel,	 characters	 and	 situations,
settings,	come	to	me	almost	fully	formed.	I	 just	sort	of	set	 the	characters	 loose
and	let	them	talk	to	me,	and	then	I	write	down	what	they	say.

Whereas	a	novel	is	more	like	making	a	big-budget	film.	Sometimes	I	realize	I’ve
miscast	a	character,	and	everything	comes	to	a	standstill	while	I	come	up	with	a
replacement.	Characters	show	up	drunk,	or	pregnant,	or	they	don’t	show	up	at	all
when	I	need	them.	Or	I	realize	the	location’s	wrong,	and	I	have	to	spend	weeks
or	 months	 finding	 a	 new	 one.	 With	 a	 novel,	 I	 can	 throw	 out	 hundreds	 and
hundreds	of	pages,	sometimes	literally	starting	from	scratch	after	a	year’s	work.
Heartbreaking.	 This	 hardly	 ever	 happens	 with	 my	 short	 fiction.	 But	 there’s
always	 the	 hope	 that	 as	 I	 get	 older	 and	 more	 experienced,	 novels	 will	 come
easier	to	me.

What	specific	writers	influenced,	inspired,	and	therefore	instructed	you?

From	my	childhood	and	early	adolescence,	J.	R.	R.	Tolkien,	C.	S.	Lewis,	Gerald
Durrell,	Lawrence	Durrell,	E.	R.	Eddison,	Hope	Mirrlees,	William	Shakespeare,
Oscar	Wilde,	Lord	Dunsany,	Angela	Carter,	 Jorge	Borges,	 Samuel	R.	Delany,
Jack	 Vance,	 Thornton	 W.	 Burgess,	 Lewis	 Carroll,	 T.	 H.	 White,	 Rudyard
Kipling,	A.	Merritt.	Lots	of	ghost	story	writers—Arthur	Machen,	M.	R.	James,	J.
Sheridan	 Le	 Fanu,	 Algernon	 Blackwood,	 and	 Charles	 Dickens.	 All	 the	 great
fantasists;	 all	 the	 authors	 in	 Lin	 Carter’s	 Adult	 Fantasy	 Series	 from	 the	 late



1960s	and	early	1970s.

Those	were	the	books	that	made	me	who	I	am.

As	an	adult,	John	Crowley,	M.	John	Harrison,	Gene	Wolfe,	Robert	Stone,	Laurie
Colwin,	Noel	Coward,	Tom	Stoppard,	Paul	Bowles,	Robert	Aickman,	and	Peter
Ackroyd.

I’ve	 always	 been	 hugely	 impacted	 by	 books	 about	 writing	 and	 writers,	 much
more	so	than	by	any	writing	workshop	or	class.	Lin	Carter’s	A	Look	Behind	The
Lord	 of	 the	 Rings	 was	 a	 revelation	 to	 me	 when	 I	 was	 eleven	 or	 twelve.	 He
showed	 all	 the	 sources	 for	 Tolkien’s	 work—the	 Eddas,	 the	 Nibelunglied,
“Beowulf,”	 Icelandic	sagas,	 the	works.	 I	 read	 them	all.	 I	 read	“Beowulf”	 in	an
edition	with	 old	 English	 on	 one	 side	 of	 the	 page	 and	 standard	English	 on	 the
other.	I	read	“The	Faerie	Queen”—that	was	a	mistake.	I	was	precocious,	and	my
mother	 encouraged	me—all	 I	wanted	 for	my	 thirteenth	 birthday	was	Borges’s
Book	of	Imaginary	Beings,	and	she	got	it	for	me.	She	also	took	me	to	the	city	to
see	 Broadway	 plays,	 and	 to	 the	 American	 Shakespeare	 Theater	 to	 see	 all	 of
Shakespeare	in	rep	[repertory	theatre].

I	 was	 incredibly	 lucky,	 to	 be	 imprinted	with	 great	 literature	 and	 theater	 at	 an
early	age.	It	was	like	an	inoculation	against	all	the	disappointments	of	later	life.
Grief	 and	 loss	 and	 disappointment	 came,	 as	 they	 inevitably	 do,	 but	 I	 was	 far
better	able	to	cope	than	if	I	hadn’t	read	all	those	books	and	seen	all	those	plays.

I	 started	 being	 serious	 about	 writing	 in	 1983.	 That	 was	 when	 I	 bought	 John
Gardner’s	On	Becoming	a	Novelist—the	best	 book	 about	writing	 ever	written.
It’s	not	a	lesson	in	writing,	but	as	its	title	states,	in	becoming	an	artist.	How	to
understand	your	own	nature,	your	strengths;	how	to	train	your	body	and	mind	to
become	a	writer’s.	Gardner	saw	writing	as	a	vocation,	a	sacred	calling.	It’s	not
fashionable	 these	days,	but	 it’s	what	 I’ve	always	believed.	One	of	 the	greatest
honors	 of	 my	 life	 was	 when	 I	 was	 asked	 to	 give	 an	 address	 at	 Binghamton
University,	where	Gardner	taught.	He’d	died	many	years	before,	but	I	spoke	of
how	much	he	meant	to	me,	how	his	work	had	mentored	me	and	made	it	possible
for	me	to	write.	If	ever	I	think	of	someone	looking	over	my	shoulder	while	I’m
at	work,	it’s	John	Gardner	I	imagine	there.

Another	 book	 that	 had	 a	 great	 impact	 on	 me	 was	 Jack	 Sullivan’s	 Elegant
Nightmares,	a	scholarly	study	of	ghost	stories.	I	read	that	book	and	took	notes,
especially	on	the	chapter	called	The	Visionary	Ghost	Story.

And	John	Crowley’s	work	has	influenced	me	tremendously.	Reading	him	is	like



watching	Prospero	at	work.	He	is	one	of	our	greatest	living	writers.

When	you	are	not	reading	fiction,	what	do	you	like	to	read?

I	don’t	really	read	much	fiction	anymore;	not	for	pleasure,	anyway.	I	do	a	lot	of
book	reviews	and	literary	criticism,	so	I’m	always	reading	something,	but	that’s
part	of	my	 job.	For	 fun	 I	 compulsively	 read	biographies—on	writers,	 painters,
musicians,	 poets.	 I’m	 always	 trying	 to	 figure	 out	 how	 it	 works,	 the	 creative
process.

It’s	a	great	mystery	to	me,	and	I	guess	on	some	level	I	hope	it	can	be	dissected,
discovered	and	learned	from	a	person’s	life.

I	also	love	abstruse	difficult	tomes	on	mythology	and	folklore—Carlo	Ginzburg,
Jane	 Harrison.	 I	 studied	 anthropology	 in	 college,	 so	 anything	 about	 ancient
Greece	or	Rome,	the	Middle	East,	Mesopotamia	…	the	more	obscure	the	better.
And	anything	about	Victorian	England	or	the	French	Symbolists;	anything	about
Shakespeare.	Books	about	the	theater.

And	every	day	I	read	as	many	magazines	and	newspapers	as	I	can,	so	I	can	keep
up	on	what’s	going	on	outside	of	rural	Maine,	where	I	live.

How	would	you	describe	your	own	“style”?

Overheated.	But	I’m	trying	to	rein	it	in	a	bit.	I’m	a	stylist,	and	a	sensualist;	my
work	is	driven	by	character,	atmosphere	and	theme,	not	plot.	I’m	always	aware
that	 plot	 is	 not	 my	 strong	 point,	 so	 I	 try	 to	 keep	 my	 pacing	 brisk.	 I	 can	 do
narrative,	in	that	“Come	here	and	let	me	tell	you	a	story!”	kind	of	way,	but	I’m
not	 good	 at	 what	 my	 editors	 call	 “the	 ticking	 clock.”	 I	 work	 on	 a	 kind	 of
submolecular	 level,	 trying	 to	get	 the	words	and	sentences	right.	Probably	more
like	writing	poetry.

I	know	 this	 is	 the	question	we	always	 get,	 but	 aspiring	novelists	 really	do
need	to	know:	Where	do	you	get	your	ideas?

I	get	a	lot	of	my	ideas	from	my	dreams.	I	guess	because	I’ve	been	writing	for	so
long,	 a	 sort	 of	narrative	DNA	has	gotten	 coded	 into	my	unconscious	mind,	 so
that	even	when	I’m	sleeping	my	brain	creates	fairly	coherent	stories.	I’m	a	lucid
dreamer,	and	what	they	call	an	epic	dreamer;	I	also	have	episodes	of	parasomnia,
when	I	act	out	my	dreams.

When	 it	 comes	 to	 characters,	 I	 nearly	 always	base	 them	on	people	 I	 know,	or
have	known.	I	use	myself,	or	aspects	of	myself,	a	lot.

Ditto	settings:	I’m	very	affected	by	landscape.	I’m	lucky	in	that	I	can	absorb	a



sense	of	place	in	a	relatively	short	time,	so	that	I	can	then	recreate	it	on	the	page,
without	necessarily	having	spent	a	great	deal	of	time	there.	I	always	do	a	lot	of
research,	and	have	people	check	my	facts	for	me,	to	make	sure	I	get	everything
as	accurate	as	I	can.

How	long,	on	the	average,	does	it	take	you	to	go	from	initial	idea	to	finished
draft	(ready	to	submit)?

A	book	generally	takes	me	18	months.	But	my	most	recent	novel,	Mortal	Love,
took	me	over	four	years.	Stories	take	me	a	month	or	a	few	months.	So	there’s	no
real	average.	I	can	crank	out	a	review	or	an	essay	in	a	day.

Can	 you	 describe	 your	 writing	 process	 for	 us—do	 you	 develop	 character
profiles	and	outlines	for	your	novels	before	writing	them,	or	do	you	let	your
characters	and	ideas	develop	as	you	write?

I	 usually	 have	 a	 grand	 schematic	 in	 my	 head—I	 tend	 to	 work	 with	 mythic
themes	a	lot,	so	I’ll	know	that	a	work	is	going	to	be	about	the	Orpheus	myth,	or
that	of	the	great	goddess,	or	Dionysos;	whatever.	In	that	sense	I	know	what	I’m
doing	on	 the	big	 scale,	 and	 I’ll	 research	heavily,	 sometimes	 for	 years,	 reading
everything	 I	 can	 on	 a	 myth	 or	 mythic	 cycle—ancient	 texts,	 primary	 texts,
modern	treatments,	the	works.	I’ll	have	a	setting	or	settings	in	mind,	a	place	I’ve
lived	 or	 that	 I	 know	well;	 if	 possible,	 I’ll	 try	 to	 spend	 some	 time	 there	 to	 get
myself	primed.

Once	I’ve	steeped	myself	in	all	this	stuff,	I	get	to	work.	I	always	have	an	outline
or	 proposal,	 but	 it	 usually	 isn’t	 very	 useful	 to	 me—it’s	 not	 a	 road	 map.	 I’d
probably	write	a	lot	faster	if	I	worked	according	to	a	careful	outline,	but	I	have
an	 inherent	belief	 in	 the	process	of	writing,	of	discovery,	of	 surprise.	 I	 always
figure	 that	 if	 a	 character	 does	 something	 I	 don’t	 expect,	 then	 the	 reader	 will
probably	 be	 surprised	 as	well.	And	 I	 often	 have	 to	 reconfigure	 characters—in
Mortal	Love,	a	pivotal	character	was	originally	written	as	a	male	transvestite.	At
some	point	I	realized	he	just	wasn’t	working	for	me—for	one	thing,	I’d	used	a
similar	 figure	 in	 other	 books.	 So	 he	 became	 a	 genuine	 androgyne,	 and	 at	 that
point	his/her	role	in	the	novel	became	much	more	focused.

Over	 the	years	 I’ve	found	 that	 I	 really	need	 to	fall	 in	 love	with	a	character	 for
him	or	her	to	work	for	me.	And,	just	like	in	real	life,	I	can’t	force	that	level	of
emotion	or	 engagement.	 Sometimes	 I’ll	 gradually	 fall	 in	 love	with	 a	 character
over	months	or	even	years;	sometimes	it	happens	all	at	once.	Sometimes	it	never
happens	at	all.	But	I	think	a	certain	emotional	force	comes	through	in	my	work,
if	I’ve	done	it	right—I	can	make	a	reader	fall	in	love	with	my	people.



I	feel	very	strongly	that	stories	should	be	driven	by	character,	not	plot.	A	reader
should	turn	those	pages	because	she	wants	to	see	what	decision	a	character	will
make,	not	to	see	whether	or	not	a	bomb	will	explode	in	Chapter	Five.

Do	you	ever	encounter	“writer’s	block”	and	if	so,	how	do	you	overcome	it?

Boy,	that’s	the	kind	of	question	that	jinxes	you!

There	 was	 a	 period	 in	 my	 mid-twenties,	 before	 I	 was	 writing	 professionally,
when	I	didn’t	write	 for	about	 two	years—terrifying.	 I	would	pray	 that	at	 some
point	it	would	come	back	to	me,	and	eventually	it	did.	But	it	was	horrible.

Nowadays	 I	might	 go	 for	 a	 few	days	 or	 a	week	 or	 two	without	writing,	 but	 I
can’t	afford	not	to	work.	I’m	fairly	disciplined,	so	if	the	muse	isn’t	there	for	my
novel,	I’ll	work	on	a	review,	or	a	story.	If	all	else	fails,	reading	a	great	novel	will
almost	always	spur	me	to	start	working	again.

How	did	you	get	past	the	initial	barriers	of	criticism	and	rejection?

I	used	 to	 store	 all	my	 rejection	 letters	 in	 the	 freezer.	 I	 still	 have	 them	 (they’re
thawed	now).	I	was	lucky	in	that,	even	though	it	took	a	while,	I	ultimately	sold
everything	 I	 ever	 wrote.	 Everything	 except	 the	 first	 story	 that	 I	 sent	 around,
“King	Heroin.”	And	even	that	I	pillaged	years	later,	in	Black	Light.

I	think	you	have	to	maintain	an	incredible	balance	between	humility	and	ego—
between	 the	 realization	 that	 an	 individual	 story	might	 not	work	 and	might	 be
improved,	 and	 an	 essential	 belief	 that	 what	 you	 create	 is	 in	 some	 way
worthwhile.

There’s	a	great	Beach	Boys	song	from	Pet	Sounds,	an	alternate	take	of	“I	Know
There’s	an	Answer”	called	“Hang	On	to	Your	Ego.”	I	think	every	writer	should
have	that	phrase	memorized—that	and	the	title	song	from	Lou	Reed’s	Magic	and
Loss,	which	is	about	despair	and	creativity,	failure	and	the	struggle	to	continue
to	create	in	the	fact	of	loss.

“Magic	and	Loss”	uses	the	image	of	passing	through	a	terrible	fire,	of	coming	to
grips	with	despair	and	failure	and	seeing	the	flame	that	consumes	and	damages
you,	as	 that	which	also	 impels	you	 to	create.	“As	you	pass	 through	 fire,	 try	 to
remember	 its	 name.”	 I	 have	 a	 ring	 of	 flames	 tattooed	 on	 my	 upper	 arm,	 to
remind	me	of	that,	every	waking	moment	of	my	life.

What	are	the	best	and	worst	aspects	of	writing	for	a	living,	in	your	opinion?

Well,	 the	 best	 part	 is	 doing	 what	 one	 loves,	 having	 the	 ability	 and	 the
opportunity	to	create	the	world	that	one	wants	to	live	in.	And	the	bad	part	is	that



not	everyone	loves	it	as	much	as	you	do.	You’re	at	the	mercy	of	readers,	editors,
market	forces,	a	million	things	that	you	have	no	control	over.	And	these	things
dictate	whether	your	kids	eat,	whether	the	mortgage	gets	paid,	whether	or	not	the
car	gets	fixed,	whether	or	not	you	go	to	the	doctor	when	you’re	sick.	It’s	a	very
difficult	life	in	many	ways,	and	I	think	many,	if	not	most,	of	us	make	a	financial
sacrifice	if	we	choose	to	write	full-time.

That’s	 why	 it’s	 useful	 to	 think	 of	 it	 as	 a	 calling.	 I	 do	 think	 there’s	 a	 sacred
quality	to	the	act	of	creation,	and	if	you	can	think	of	yourself	as	tapping	into	that,
it	makes	it	easier	to	drive	the	sacred	Volvo	with	three	hundred	thousand	miles	on
it.

Mickey	 Spillane	 had	 a	 great	 line	 about	 writing.	 “Get	 your	 ass	 in	 a	 chair:	 a
miserable,	lonely	life.”

Can	writing	well	be	taught	to	someone	who	does	not	write	well?

Maybe.	What	can	be	taught	is	reading	well,	preferably	when	one	is	very	young.

Over	 the	 years	 I’ve	 taught	 numerous	 workshops	 and	 classes,	 and	 I’ve	 been
astounded	 by	 how	 badly	 read	 many	 aspiring	 writers	 are.	 They’ve	 never	 read
except	what	they	have	to	read	for	high	school	or	college;	they	don’t	read	for	fun
and	enlightenment,	or	to	learn.

Yet	they	think	they	can	write.	And	with	very,	very	few	exceptions,	they	can’t.	In
my	 experience,	 almost	 every	 single	 promising	 writer	 I’ve	 ever	 had	 in	 a
workshop	has	been	well-read—every	writer	who’s	gone	on	to	have	a	career,	and
win	awards,	and	make	a	 living	from	writing.	How	many	people	would	 think	 it
possible	 to	 become	 a	 concert	 pianist	 without	 ever	 listening	 to	 Chopin,	 or
spending	hours	at	practice,	or	even	simply	listening	to	the	radio?	Yet,	I’ve	met
hundreds	 of	 people	who	 think	 it’s	 possible	 to	 become	 a	writer	without	 having
read	a	book	that	wasn’t	assigned	to	 them	by	an	English	 teacher.	It’s	a	 tragedy.
And	it’s	stupid.

You	learn	to	write	by	reading	and	by	writing.	Period.	Genius	can’t	be	nurtured,
but	 talent	 can.	 Whether	 or	 not	 you	 eventually	 get	 published	 is	 another	 thing
entirely.

In	relationship	to	sheer	talent,	how	important	would	you	rate	discipline	and
time-management	to	being	a	successful	novelist?

It’s	as	important	to	a	novelist	as	it	is	to	a	lawyer,	or	a	parent,	or	a	heart	surgeon.
The	difference	is	that	a	writer	has	to	be	her	own	boss.	And	often	you’re	working



without	 a	 paycheck	 even	 remotely	 in	 sight,	 so	 you	 have	 to	 have	 an	 incredible
amount	of	discipline,	as	well	as	blind	faith	and	good	luck,	to	keep	going.

I	try	to	write	a	thousand	words	a	day,	as	many	days	as	I	can.	Sometimes	I	write
less,	sometimes	more.	If	I	don’t	hit	my	mark,	I	try	not	to	berate	myself.	It’s	like
what	Beckett	said:	“Try.	Fail.	Try	again.	Fail	better.”

Sometimes	it’s	the	best	we	can	hope	for,	to	have	the	chance	to	fail	better.

If	you	were	to	give	an	aspiring	novelist	one	piece	of	advice,	what	would	you
tell	them?

Marry	money.	Or	inherit	it.

Other	 than	 that,	 I’d	say	make	sure	you	 love	what	you’re	doing—really	 love	 it,
more	than	anything	else	on	Earth.	Because	it	will	break	your	heart,	over	and	over
and	over	again;	and	if	you	don’t	truly	love	it,	it	will	drive	you	to	despair.

But	if	you	do	love	it,	 it	will	make	everything	else,	all	 the	failures	and	setbacks
and	 successes	 and	 near-misses	 of	 your	 everyday	 life,	 seem	 something	 like
transcendence.
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Distinguished	Writing	Award	in	the	criticism	category.	He	has	been	nominated
for	 the	Pulitzer	Prize	many	times,	and	has	been	a	finalist	 in	1995	and	1996.	In
2003,	 he	 won	 the	 Pulitzer	 for	 his	 “authoritative	 film	 criticism	 that	 is	 both
intellectually	rewarding	and	a	pleasure	to	read.”

He	is	also	the	author	of	many	novels,	including	The	Master	Sniper,	The	Second
Saladin,	 The	 Spanish	 Gambit,	 Target,	 The	 Day	 Before	 Midnight,	 Point	 of
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Black	Light,	Time	to	Hunt,	Hot	Springs,	and	Pale	Horse	Coming.	He	also	wrote
two	nonfiction	books:	Violent	Screen	and	The	Beatles	Literary	Anthology.

When	did	you	realize	you	wanted	to	be	a	writer?

I	never	didn’t	realize	I	wanted	to	be	a	writer.	I	knew	from	an	extremely	early	age
that	 this	 is	what	I	had	to	do.	My	first	manifestations	were	for	drawing.	I	had	a
vivid	 imagination	for	drawing	but	 I	 realize	now	that	 the	drawings,	 the	finished
product,	 weren’t	 the	 point—the	 process	 was	 the	 point.	 I	 was	 drawing,	 I	 was
fantasizing,	 I	was	basically	 telling	a	story.	The	finished	drawing	was	gibberish
because	 the	 story	was	 changing	 as	 it	went	 along.	So	 that	was	my	 first	 idea	of
storytelling.	 I	 was	 an	 imaginative	 kid	 powerfully	 attracted	 to	 stories	 from	 the
very,	very	beginning.

At	what	age	did	you	attempt	to	write	your	first	novel?

Age	 nine.	 I	 dictated	 it	 to	my	mother,	who	 grew	 bored	 very	 quickly.	And	 she
typed	very	quickly.	After	she	left	in	a	huff,	I	typed	three	more	paragraphs.	It	was
the	’50s—what	can	I	say?	Six	paragraphs	…	at	age	nine	…	that’s	not	bad.

I	loved	to	read.	I	was	really	affected	by	a	series	of	books	by	R.	Stanley	Bowen,
who	wrote	boys’	adventure	novels	during	World	War	II.	I	discovered	them	in	the
1950s.	There	were	two	series:	One	was	Dave	Dawson	and	the	Royal	Air	Force;
the	other	was	Red	Randall	and	the	American	Army	Air	Force.	I	read	all	the	ones



I	could	get	my	hands	on.	I	think	it	probably	had	to	do	more	with	my	style	than
Hemingway	 and	 Faulkner.	 I	 mean	 they	 sank	 so	 deep	 in.	 I’m	 just	 a	 pathetic
imitation	R.	Stanley	Bowen.	It	was	about	an	American	teenager	flying	Spitfires
and	shooting	down	Nazis,	and	I	loved	it.

What	was	it	about	(theme,	genre,	etc.)?

It	was	 Steve	Hunter’s	 version	 of	Dave	Dawson	 and	 the	Royal	Air	 Force.	My
hero	was	probably	named	something	like	Jack	Jones	or	Bill	Bailey.	The	first	and
the	last	names	had	to	have	matching	initials.	I	don’t	know	why.

Did	you	ever	take	any	writing	classes	to	learn	the	craft	of	writing	a	novel,	or
specific	instruction	(seminar,	workshop,	etc.)?

Yes.	I	was	identified	very	early	in	my	life	as	a	writer.	I	was	very	lucky	to	have	a
great	education.	You	got	a	great	education	in	the	’50s,	and	very	early	on	I	was	a
total	 utter	 loser.	 I	 was	 a	 crappy	 athlete,	 I	 wasn’t	 tough,	 I	 wasn’t	 particularly
attractive.	 I	was	a	baby	who	cried	a	 lot,	whose	 feelings	were	 really	sensitively
hurt,	but	whenever	we	had	to	write	a	story,	my	story	was	one	of	the	stories	read.
The	teachers	back	then	were	smart	enough	to	recognize	talent,	and	to	encourage
talent,	 and	 you	 know—they	 invented	 my	 life.	 God	 bless	 them.	 I	 don’t	 know
where	I’d	be.	I’d	be	selling	shoes	at	Sears	in	Schenectady	if	it	weren’t	for	those
teachers	who	said	 to	me:	“You’re	special.	You	can	be	somebody.	This	 is	what
you’re	good	at;	and	nobody	else	in	here	is	as	good	at	that	as	you	are.”	And	that
just	followed	me	through	my	entire	education.	That	was	a	constant	from	the	third
grade	 through	 college.	 I	 was	 always	 identified	 for	 that	 gift	 and	 it	 became	 the
foundation	of	my	identity	from	a	very	early	age.

Is	 writing	 the	 only	 “job”	 you’ve	 ever	 had?	 If	 not,	 what	 else	 did	 you	 do
career-wise,	and	how	did	it	help/hinder	your	writing?

No,	I	was	a	soldier	for	 two	years,	a	gardener	for	four	years,	a	newspaper	copy
reader	in	college	and	a	book	review	editor.	I	didn’t	get	a	job	as	a	writer	until	I’d
been	 in	 the	newspaper	business	 for	10	years	and	 that	 actually	probably	helped
me.	Having	edited	people	for	so	long	I	realized	I	burned	out	on	it.	I	didn’t	care
about	other	people.	 I	 just	built	up	 this	 intensely	narcissistic	overdrive.	 I	had	 to
stop	 being	 involved	 in	 other	 peoples’	 writing	 and	 that	 was	 it.	 I	 had	 to	 be
involved	 in	 my	 own	 writing.	 That’s	 sort	 of	 a	 reflection	 of	 the	 blind,	 cool
narcissism	 of	 the	 writing	 profession.	 We	 all	 are	 suffering	 from	 narcissistic
personality	disorder.	I	mean,	the	very	act	is	somewhat	arrogant.	I	mean,	oh	gosh,
what	 I	 do	 is	 so	 important,	 you	 should	make	 room	 for	 it	 in	 your	 pathetic	 and
nothing	little	lives.



How	do	you	feel	about	the	distinctions	often	expressed	about	“commercial”
versus	“literary”	novels?

I	could	do	a	number	here.	But	the	truth	is,	for	what	I	do,	it’s	probably	not	wise	to
think	or	brood	too	much	on	that.	There	are	certain	things	you	can’t	change;	they
are	 just	 there.	 They’re	 part	 of	 the	 fabric	 of	 the	 culture,	 so	 I’m	 just	 going	 to
concentrate	on	what	 I	do,	 and	do	 it	 as	well	 as	 I	 can	do	 it.	What	 someone	else
wants	to	call	it,	however	they	want	to	categorize	it,	that’s	nothing	I	can	control.	I
just	try	to	pay	no	attention	to	it.	I	think	a	lot	of	what	you	do	when	you	reach	a
certain	point	 in	your	career	 is	 tune	stuff	out.	You’ve	 just	got	 to	concentrate	on
your	work,	and	not	be	worried	about	outside	influences.	It’s	 just	better	 to	keep
yourself	pure	and	simple.

What	misconceptions,	if	any,	did	you	have	about	the	writing	and	publishing
field	when	you	were	first	getting	started?

I	 thought	 it	 would	 be	 more	 noble.	 There	 was	 a	 very	 strange	 difference	 from
journalism.	I	mean,	what	I	learned,	coming	into	it	from	the	newspaper	business,
was	that	in	the	newsroom,	we	have	absurd	ideas	about	our	own	“sanctity.”	What
I	mean	by	that	is	we	would	never	talk	about	selling,	we	would	never	talk	about
advertisers,	never	talk	about	the	crass	aspect	of	merchandising	a	newspaper.	But
when	you	get	into	publishing	industry	(if	you	finally	manage	to	get	into	it)	you
realize	 that’s	 all	 they	 ever	 talk	 about.	 They	 don’t	 care	 about	 literature	 or
anything.	 They	 just	 have	 to	 figure	 out	 how	 to	 sell	 this	 stuff.	 You	 learn	 how
important	the	sales	force	is.	It’s	a	market-driven	unit	of	the	economy.

How	have	things	(technology,	society,	culture,	literature)	changed	since	you
got	started?

I	 feel	 that	my	 career	 has	 encompassed	 the	 arc	 of	 the	 information	 revolution.	 I
started	working	 in	 ball-point	 pen	 on	 yellow	 legal	 pad,	 and	 now	 I	 sit	 at	 a	 blue
screen	 tapping	 away.	 I’ve	 gone	 from	 legal	 pad	 to	 typewriter	 to	 electric
typewriter	to	primitive	computer	to	sophisticated	computer.

However,	 I’m	 still	 stuck	 in	 the	 early	 ’90s;	 I’m	way	behind	 everyone	 else.	My
computer	is	nothing	but	a	dedicated	typing	machine.	I’m	not	Internet-connected.
I	don’t	have	e-mail	at	home.	I	just	know	that	if	I	get	e-mail	and	the	Internet	in
here,	I’m	finished.	I	have	benefited	from	the	great	changes.	When	I	started	out,	I
always	 felt	 that	 one	of	my	great	 advantages	over	 anyone	who	 is	 competing	 in
this	great	 field	(particularly	 in	 the	entry	 level),	was	 that	 I	could	do	 the	work.	 I
mean,	 the	 business	 of	 taking	 a	manuscript	 through	 four	 or	 five	 drafts	 was	 an
enormous	burden	of	physical	labor	because	you	had	to	retype	it.	You	typed	it;	it



was	all	done	on	the	energy	of	your	forearms.

When	 that	 changed,	 we	 all	 moved	 to	 computers	 and	 suddenly	 the	 physical
energy	 of	 writing	 was	 lessened	 by	 about	 70	 percent—which	 meant	 that	 a	 lot
more	lazy	people	could	finish	books.	I	 think	most	talented	people	are	lazy	so	I
really	feared	those	people.	If	there	are	too	many	of	them,	I’m	out	of	business.	It
turned	 out	 they	 were	 just	 as	 lazy	 with	 the	 computer	 as	 they	 were	 with	 a
typewriter.

It	 is	 often	 said	 that	 if	 you	 can	 write	 a	 good	 short	 story,	 you	 can	 write
anything.	Do	you	agree?

No!	I	don’t	agree.	I	think	that	literary	talents	are	very	specific	and	people	can’t
always	be	that	multi-talented.	It’s	like	a	sport.	I	always	compare	a	literary	talent
or	writing	talent	 to	athletic	 talent.	You	can	be	a	pretty	good	athlete,	but	you’re
really	an	outstanding	basketball	player.	You	couldn’t	play	professional	tennis	or
you	 couldn’t	 play	 professional	 football,	 but	 in	 this	 one	 area	 of	 basketball	 you
have	 very	 specific	 talent.	 It	 meshes	 perfectly	 with	 your	 physical	 package	 and
your	 intellectual	 package.	 I	 think	 that’s	 true	 of	 writing.	 People	 are	 naturally
fiction	 writers	 or	 nonfiction	 writers.	 People	 are	 naturally	 dramatists,	 or	 prose
writers,	or	they’re	poets.

They’re	 all	 subtly	 different	 from	 each	 other.	 I	 think	 short	 story	 writers	 and
novelists	are	very	different.	Short	story	writers	have	a	lot	of	trouble	with	novels
because	they	understand	the	microworld	of	the	word	and	the	sentence.	Somehow
they	don’t	have	 a	natural	 talent	 for	understanding	 the	 rhythm	of	 a	 larger	 story
spread	out	over	600	pages.	Whereas	a	novelist	has	a	 lot	of	 room	and	 it’s	very
hard	to	be	that	incisive	to	get	something	into	a	few	pages.	I’m	not	a	good	short
story	writer.	Every	short	 story	 I	write	 is	 just	 too	short;	 I	can	 feel	 it	 fighting	 to
become	a	novel.

Do	you	write	many	short	stories?

I	have	no	interest	in	writing	short	stories.

What	specific	writers	influenced,	inspired,	and	therefore	instructed	you?

Hemingway	is	where	my	idea	of	a	novelist	came	from.	As	obsolete	as	that	image
is,

I	 still	 can’t	 escape	 it.	 It’s	 like	 faith,	 you	 know	 you	may	 see	 through	 it	 but	 in
some	real	basic	level	you	still	believe.	I	love	John	Le	Carre,	the	elegance	of	his
writing.	I	went	through	a	period	when	I	read	and	was	influenced	by	writers,	but



I’m	 out	 of	 that	 now.	 I	 read	 very	 little.	 I	 don’t	 read	 my	 competitors,	 my
colleagues.	I	don’t	read	much	fiction.	I’ve	retreated	into	my	own	little	world	and
I’m	just	interested	in	that.	I’m	kind	of	hermetically	sealed	off,	because	I	tend	to
be	 a	mimic—if	 I	 come	 across	 something	 I	 like,	 I	 steal	 it.	 I	 don’t	 want	 to	 be
caught	stealing	too	much.

When	you	are	not	reading	fiction,	what	do	you	like	to	read?

I	don’t	 read	many	books.	When	 I	do	 read	books,	 I	 read	biography	and	history
almost	exclusively;	 I	 find	nonfiction	more	 interesting.	 I	 just	don’t	 read	a	 lot	of
fiction	 anymore.	 I	 have	 an	 incredibly	 busy	 schedule.	 Plus,	 being	 both	 a	 film
critic	and	a	novelist,	I	probably	get	enough	of	stories.	I’m	a	great	believer	in	the
need	for	stories,	so	much	so	that	narrative	is	almost	like	a	drug	to	me.	But	I	get
enough,	so	I	don’t	read	much	fiction.

I	know	 this	 is	 the	question	we	always	 get,	 but	 aspiring	novelists	 really	do
need	to	know:	Where	do	you	get	your	ideas?

The	trick	 isn’t	getting	 the	 idea—the	 trick	 is	discriminating	between	good	ideas
and	 bad	 ideas.	 I	 get	 a	 lot	 of	 ideas.	 Ideas	 are	 always	 popping	 into	 my	 head
because	 I	 suspect	 I	 have	 a	 kind	 of	 a	 “story	 brain.”	 It’s	 always	 conjuring	 up
possibilities,	but	only	one	out	of	a	hundred	is	powerful	and	resonant	enough	for
me	 to	 somehow	 develop.	 If	 I	 have	 a	 good	 idea,	 it	 carries	 with	 it	 a	 charge	 of
energy	 that’s	 very,	 very	 intense.	 I	 consider	myself	 lazy.	Look,	 I’ve	written	 12
novels	in	22	years	while	working	full-time	for	a	newspaper	as	a	writer.	I’m	lazy
as	 hell,	 and	 I	 couldn’t	 do	 this	 much	 work	 if	 the	 ideas	 weren’t	 provocative.	 I
don’t	have	the	discipline	or	the	will	to	do	it	as	a	conscious	effort.	The	only	way	I
can	do	it	is	if	the	ideas	generate	the	energy,	and	they	take	over	my	imagination
so	powerfully	that	I	have	to	work	on	it.

How	long,	on	the	average,	does	it	take	you	to	go	from	initial	idea	to	finished
draft	(ready	to	submit)?

I	don’t	submit	at	this	point	in	my	career.	I’m	lucky	enough	that	I	can	sell	books
on	my	 reputation.	So	what	 I	 submit	 is	 an	outline.	 It’s	not	 that	 every	outline	 is
accepted.	I’ve	had	several	outlines	that	they’ve	said	to	me:	“You	know,	I	don’t
think	this	is	going	to	work.	Try	something	else.”

But	I’m	not	in	a	position	anymore	where	I	would	write	a	book	on	spec.	The	last
book	I	wrote	on	spec	was	Dirty	White	Boys.	I	just	knew	I’d	have	trouble	selling
it,	and	 it	did	cost	me	a	publisher	and	an	agent	who	didn’t	want	anything	 to	do
with	it.	Actually,	it	may	have	been	some	subtle,	psychological	gaming	going	on



there	 inside	my	own	mind,	because	 I	profited	 from	 leaving	 that	agent	and	 that
publisher.	And	yet,	had

I	made	a	decision	to	say	you’re	fired	and	I’m	through	with	you,	I	just	couldn’t
have	done	that.	I’m	not	ambitious	enough	to	hurt	people	to	advance	myself.	So
my	subconscious	found	a	way	to	make	these	changes	happen	without	me	having
to	be	a	bastard—a	very	peculiar	thing	that	happened	in	my	career.

The	 time	 from	start	 to	 finish	 is	getting	 shorter.	 It	 took	a	year	 to	go	 from	 final
manuscript	to	actual	physical	book.	But	now	it	can	be	done	in	five	to	six	months,
so	that	also	means	that	the	pressure	on	us	to	produce	books	faster	has	grown;	and
I’ve	 been	 asked	 on	 several	 occasions	 in	 my	 life,	 Pale	 Horse	 Coming	 as	 an
example,	where	the	idea	of	that	book	was	to	do	it	very	quickly.	And,	in	fact,	the
book	is	the	way	it	is	in	part	because	it	was	done	very	quickly—in	seven	months.
Dirty	White	Boys	was	also	done	in	seven	months.	For	a	number	of	years,	the	first
5	or	6	books	were	all	the	same—they	took	19	months	to	write.	Point	of	Impact
took	about	 three	years.	 It	would	not	work.	 I	had	 to	 take	 it	 apart	and	start	over
several	times.	I	lost	contact	with	it.	I	gave	up	on	it.	If	it	weren’t	for	a	very	gifted
editor	who	believed	in	it	simply	on	the	basis	of	the	fact	that	one	of	the	characters
had	 the	 same	name	 as	 her	 son,	 the	 book	would	 have	 been	my	Waterloo.	That
would	have	been	the	book	that	finished	me	as	a	writer.	But	I	stuck	with	it,	and
subsequently	it’s	done	very	well	in	the	market.	And	now	the	books	take	about	a
year.	 Part	 of	 that	 is	 because	 I’m	 not	 doing	 the	 laborious	 retranscribing	 of
chapters.

Can	 you	 describe	 your	 writing	 process	 for	 us—do	 you	 develop	 character
profiles	and	outlines	for	your	novels	before	writing	them,	or	do	you	let	your
characters	and	ideas	develop	as	you	write?

I	 very	 much	 believe	 in	 outlines.	 I	 had	 so	 much	 trouble	 with	Point	 of	 Impact
because	 I	didn’t	 really	have	a	very	good	outline.	 I	drifted	 randomly	across	 the
landscape	for	two	years	and	I	learned	that	the	last	place	I	want	to	be	is	figuring
out	what	happens	next	at	4	A.M.	So	now	I	outline	very,	very	exhaustibly.

I	hear	this	all	the	time	when	writers	say:	“Oh,	I	don’t	want	to	know	how	it	comes
out;	 I	 just	 trust	myself	 to	 figure	 out	 how	 it	 comes	 out.”	Boy,	 I	want	 to	 know
where	the	commas	are.	I	want	to	know	where	the	semicolons	are	before	I	start.	I
usually	have	a	destination	in	mind.	One	of	the	things	that	keeps	me	writing	is	the
fact	I’m	trying	to	get	to	a	scene	that	I	can’t	wait	to	write.	But	I	always	put	that
off	and	reward	myself	by	getting	in	the	time.	Although	invariably,	when	I	do	get
there,	I’m	never	in	a	good	mood	because	I’ve	put	too	much	pressure	on	myself,



and	it	doesn’t	come	out	as	well	as	I’d	hope	it	would.	Nevertheless,	that	“treat”	of
getting	there	sort	of	drives	you.

Do	you	ever	encounter	“writer’s	block”	and	if	so,	how	do	you	overcome	it?

I’ve	never	really	had	it.	I	don’t	have	time	for	it.	I	think	one	of	the	reasons	is	the
newspaper	job,	and	that	keeps	me	supple.	I	have	to	write	three	or	four	pieces	a
week	so	I	never	lose	steam.	It’s	not	like	those	reflexes	go	sour	or	get	stale.

How	did	you	get	past	the	initial	barriers	of	criticism	and	rejection?

Like	everyone	else:	poorly.	Like	everyone	else,	I’ve	had	reviews	from	idiots	that
I	felt	were	“so	unfair	to	my	sensitiveness,”	and	the	only	lesson	I’ve	had	in	this
business	 is	 that	you’re	 in	 it	 for	 the	 long	 term	and	you	can’t	get	 too	upset.	 It’s
baseball;	it’s	not	football.	It’s	a	long	season	and	you’re	going	to	have	slumps	and
you’re	 going	 to	make	 errors	 and	you’re	 going	 to	 get	 bad	breaks.	But	 over	 the
long	haul,	your	talent	is	going	to	express	itself	at	its	own	level.	And	that’s	what
keeps	you	going.

What	are	the	best	and	worst	aspects	of	writing	for	a	living,	in	your	opinion?

The	best	aspect	 is	 that	you	feel	 tired	at	 the	end	of	 the	day	but	you	feel	you’ve
done	good	work,	enjoying	and	embracing	the	accomplishment	 instead	of	being
obsessed	with	the	outcome.

The	worst	aspect	 is	 the	 temptation	 to	become	bitter	simply	because	careers	are
so	whimsical.	Maybe	you’ll	be	lucky;	maybe	you	won’t.	Maybe	you’ll	get	that
big	review	and	maybe	you	won’t.	And	maybe	someone	who	seems	to	be	much
less	talented	will	have	a	much	better	career	than	you.	I	think	that	if	you’re	going
to	do	this,	you	have	to	find	some	way	to	get	yourself	through	the	paranoia	and
the	 bitterness	 of	 the	 process.	 I	 read	 Hemingway’s	 biography	 and	 learned
something	interesting.	As	much	as	he’d	accomplished,	he	ended	up	angry,	bitter,
and	alone.	So	that’s	the	pitfall.	I	will	consider	myself	a	success	if,	at	the	age	of
75,	 I’m	 not	 bitter	 over	 someone	 getting	 what	 I	 think	 I	 deserved	myself.	 You
know	that	way	lay	horror	and	destruction.

Can	writing	well	be	taught	to	someone	who	does	not	write	well?

I	don’t	think	so.	It’s	talent.	The	only	way	to	find	out	if	you	have	that	talent	is	to
write.	But	it’s	very	much	like	a	sports	talent.	I	could	not	hit	a	major	league	curve
ball.	 It’s	not	 in	my	genes.	It	doesn’t	matter	how	much	I	want	 to	or	how	hard	I
work	 on	 it.	 I	 don’t	 have	 the	 hand-eye	 coordination,	 acuity	 of	 vision,	 and	 the
courage	to	face	a	major	league	curve	ball.	I	could	not	do	it.	It	doesn’t	matter	how



much	I	want	it.	You	know,	it	just	isn’t	going	to	happen.

The	smartest	thing	you	can	do	as	a	writer	is	to	be	honest	with	yourself	about	the
level	of	your	talent	and	understand	what	is	in	your	reach	and	what	is	not	in	your
reach.	When	I	started	out	in	the	newspaper	business	I	was	surrounded	by	great
writers.	Everyone	was	going	to	be	a	great	novelist.	I	just	wanted	to	write	some
thrillers.	The	years	have	passed	and	I’ve	written	13	thrillers,	made	a	fair	amount
of	money	and	had	a	lot	of	fun,	and	none	of	those	people	have	written	their	great
novels.	I	understood	what	I	could	do.	I	understood	that	I	had	a	definite	narrative
gift	to	do	a	certain	kind	of	book	pretty	well	and	I	focused	on	that.	That	was	my
target	and	it	just	so	happened	that	it	was	a	popular	genre	for	my	kind	of	book.	It
was,	and	still	remains,	sort	of	a	significant	commercial	entity.	What	I	wanted	to
be	was	 a	 professional	writer,	 and	 I	 had	 no	 sort	 of	 vaporous	 illusions	 of	 being
Dostoyevsky.	If	my	books	have	any	merit,	they	acquired	that	merit	honestly	by
the	fruit	of	labor—as	opposed	to	a	function	of	my	great	genius,	of	which	I	have
absolutely	none.

In	relationship	to	sheer	talent,	how	important	would	you	rate	discipline	and
time-management	to	being	a	successful	novelist?

It’s	50	percent.	The	two	most	important	words	you	write	in	a	book	are:	The	End.
I	don’t	know	why	people	give	up.	If	you	can’t	finish	the	thing,	you	lose.	You’re
finished;	 it	 doesn’t	matter	 how	much	 talent	 you	 have.	 It	 just	 doesn’t	matter.	 I
always	 hear	 the	 story	 of	 Robert	 Stone’s	 agent	 pulling	 out	 crumpled-up	 pages
from	a	wastebasket,	pressing	 them	and	submitting	 them,	and	getting	a	contract
after	he	had	quit	the	biz.	Maybe	so,	but	that’s	the	exception.	The	reality	is:	You
have	to	work	hard.	You	have	to	work	regularly	and	if	you	can’t	 teach	yourself
how	 to,	 then	 you’re	 going	 to	 fail	 no	 matter	 how	 talented	 you	 are.	 So	 many
talented	 people	 aren’t	 closers.	 They’re	 not	 finishers,	 and	 their	 lives	 become
nothingness.	They	live	the	bitter	lives	because	they	expected	so	much	and	did	so
little.	Us	grinds	and	dorks,	hey,	we	put	the	hours	in	at	the	computer	and	they	just
dreamed.	Somehow	we	ended	up	so	much	better	off	than	they	did.

If	you	were	to	give	an	aspiring	novelist	one	piece	of	advice,	what	would	you
tell	them?

Know	 your	 own	 talent,	 your	 own	 voice,	 and	 your	 own	 genre,	 and	 work
specifically	toward	that	as	a	goal.	Be	sensible	about	what	is	possible.	Don’t	think
you’re	Dostoyevsky	just	because	you	want	to	be	Dostoyevsky.	You	have	to	treat
it	as	a	profession	at	some	point	and	treat	yourself	as	a	journeyman—as	opposed
to	treating	yourself	as	a	gift	to	the	human	race	from	God.	And	maybe	in	doing



that	you	will	become	that	gift.	You’re	sure	not	going	to	get	it	any	other	way.



Richard	Matheson

Richard	Matheson	was	born	in	New	Jersey	in	1926,	and	has	lived	and	worked	in
California	since	1951.	He	has	been	called	“one	of	the	most	important	writers	of
the	twentieth	century”	by	Ray	Bradbury,	and	his	work	has	inspired	many	other
notable	authors.	Stephen	King	cites	Matheson	as	“the	author	who	influenced	me
most	as	a	writer,”	and	Dean	Koontz	says,	“We’re	all	a	lot	richer	to	have	Richard
Matheson	among	us.”

Even	 if	 you’ve	 never	 heard	 of	 him,	 you’ve	 almost	 certainly	 seen	 some	 of	 his
work.	In	addition	to	novels	 in	 the	mystery,	science	fiction,	horror,	fantasy,	and
western	 genres,	 Matheson	 has	 been	 a	 prolific	 writer	 of	 film	 and	 television
scripts.	 He	wrote	 the	 script	 for	 some	 of	 the	most	memorable	 episodes	 of	The
Twilight	Zone,	including	“Nightmare	at	20,000	Feet”	(you	remember—William
Shatner	sees	a	gremlin	on	the	wing	of	the	plane	…),	“The	Invaders,”	and	“Little
Girl	Lost.”	He	also	wrote	episodes	of	Have	Gun,	Will	Travel,	Night	Gallery,	and
Star	Trek	 (among	 them	“The	Enemy	Within,”	 in	which	Kirk	 is	 split	 into	good
and	evil	halves).

Several	of	Matheson’s	novels	and	stories	have	been	made	into	films,	 including
The	 Shrinking	 Man	 (filmed	 as	 The	 Incredible	 Shrinking	 Man	 in	 1957),	 I	 Am
Legend	(filmed	twice,	once	as	The	Last	Man	on	Earth	starring	Vincent	Price	in
1964,	and	again	as	The	Omega	Man	starring	Charlton	Heston	in	1971),	and	Bid
Time	Return	(filmed	as	Somewhere	in	Time	starring	Christopher	Reeve	and	Jane
Seymour	in	1980).	Matheson	also	wrote	the	scripts	for	Stephen	Spielberg’s	first
feature	 film,	Duel;	 the	 TV-movie	The	 Night	 Stalker,	 which	 drew	 a	 record	 75
million	 viewers	 on	 its	 first	 broadcast;	 and	 several	 of	 Roger	 Corman’s	 Edgar
Allan	Poe	 films,	 including	House	 of	Usher	 (1960),	The	Pit	 and	 the	Pendulum
(1961),	and	The	Raven	(1963).

Over	a	career	spanning	five	decades,	Matheson	has	won	numerable	prestigious
awards,	 including	 the	World	 Fantasy	 Convention’s	 Life	 Achievement	 Award,
the	Bram	Stoker	Award	for	Life	Achievement,	the	Hugo	Award,	the	Edgar	Allan
Poe	Award,	the	Golden	Spur	Award,	and	the	Writer’s	Guild	Award.

When	did	you	realize	you	wanted	to	be	a	writer?

I	was	 just	 a	kid	when	 I	had	 little	poems	and	 stories	published	 in	 the	Brooklyn
Eagle;	I	must	have	been	seven	or	so.	A	true	writer	always	knows;	it	draws	him



in	inevitably.	I	 think	it’s	a	part	of	creativity.	Coming	out	of	the	Depression	the
only	thing	I	could	afford	was	typewriter	and	paper.	I	would	have	written	music	if
I	had	had	a	family	who	had	a	grand	piano	and	the	wherewithal	to	do	that.	I	might
have	 done	 that.	 I’ve	 acted	 and	would	 have	 pursued	 that	 if	 there	 had	 been	 any
possibility.	 But	 I	 chose	 the	 most	 practical	 route	 and	 I	 think	 it’s	 the	 most
rewarding	route	anyway.

At	what	age	did	you	attempt	to	write	your	first	novel?

Fourteen.

What	was	it	about	(theme,	genre,	etc.)?

That	was	something	that	a	Danielle	Steel	person	would	write	back	then.	I	was	a
Christian	Scientist	at	the	time	and	I	got	this	idea	about	a	young	woman	who	had
fallen	down	a	flight	of	stairs,	smacked	her	head,	and	never	aged	no	matter	how
many	 years	 went	 by.	 I	 called	 it	 The	 Years	 Stood	 Still.	 It	 had	 all	 kinds	 of
characters,	 multiple	 locations	 and	 times:	 Africa,	World	War	 I.	 It	 was	 kind	 of
crazy	trying	to	write	authoritatively	about	England	and	World	War	I.	At	that	age
you’re	too	stupid	to	know	that	you	don’t	know	anything.	After	that,	I	always	did
research.

Did	you	ever	take	any	writing	classes	to	learn	the	craft	of	writing	a	novel,	or
specific	instruction	(seminar,	workshop,	etc.)?

I	took	writing	classes	at	the	University	of	Missouri.	I	don’t	think	you	can	teach
writing.	The	best	value	of	a	writing	class	is	that	you	are	forced	to	write	material
and	then	sit	with	various	people	in	the	class	who	read	it	and	analyze	it	and	that’s
all	there	is	to	it.	You	can’t	teach	writing,	though.

Is	 writing	 the	 only	 “job”	 you’ve	 ever	 had?	 If	 not,	 what	 else	 did	 you	 do
career-wise,	and	how	did	it	help	or	hinder	your	writing?

Like	 all	writers,	 I	 have	 had	 every	 kind	 of	 job.	When	 I	 got	 out	 of	 the	Army	 I
worked	in	a	place	called	Petty	and	Wherry	(I	don’t	know	why	I	remember	that
name).	They	sold	huge	wheels	that	you	would	have	on	machinery,	and	I	used	to
pack	them	and	send	them	out.	All	through	high	school	I	worked	at	a	place	called
Merritt	Farms,	a	cheese	store	in	New	York.	I	don’t	 think	they	exist	anymore.	I
learned	how	to	make	packages.	I	can	still	make	a	package	for	mailing.	I	learned



how	to	tear	string	without	a	knife.	That	was	a	great	accomplishment.	I	got	to	the
point	where	I	could	whack	off	a	piece	of	cheese	for	a	pound—and	get	exactly	a
pound!	That’s	probably	a	greater	accomplishment	than	all	the	books	I’ve	written.

How	do	you	feel	about	the	distinctions	often	expressed	about	“commercial”
versus	“literary”	novels?

I	remember	the	little	religious	statement	from	college—there	are	three	types	of
story:	 the	 literary,	 the	glossy,	and	 the	pulp.	 I	came	to	 the	conclusion	 that	 there
are	only	good	stories	and	bad	stories.	I’ve	read	better	stories	in	pulp	magazines
than	I	read	in	literary	magazines.

In	literary	magazines,	plot	doesn’t	seem	to	be	one	of	 their	central	 interests	and
that	 carries	 into	 movies	 today.	 I	 heard	 about	 a	 producer	 saying	 “I	 don’t	 care
about	story	anymore.”	They’re	just	so	interested	in	effect.

Story	is	everything.	That’s	what	holds	the	audience.

What	misconceptions,	if	any,	did	you	have	about	the	writing	and	publishing
field	when	you	were	first	getting	started?

None.	I	knew	nothing	about	it	so	I	just	figured	if	I	wrote	something	worthwhile
somebody	would	buy	it.	Fortunately,	the	first	short	story	I	published	was	unique
enough	so	that	an	agent	approached	me	and	asked	if	he	could	handle	me.

I	wrote	a	novel,	a	huge	one;	 I	don’t	know,	 it	was	about	700	 to	800	pages.	My
agent,	the	one	above,	said	this	is	unpublishable,	and	I	had	no	confidence	in	my
work	back	then	and	I	believed	him	so	it	got	stuck	in	a	drawer.	This	same	agent,
when	 I	 wrote	 A	 Stir	 of	 Echoes,	 he	 said,	 again,	 this	 is	 unpublishable;	 you’re
writing	about	things	that	are	not	interesting.	I	got	so	ticked	off	that	I	contacted
Don	Congden	and	he	sold

A	Stir	of	Echoes	and	this	first	agent	said	well	obviously	Congden	did	a	massive
rewrite.	I	did	nothing.

I	wish	I	had	Harlan	Ellison’s	chutzpah—I	would	have	done	the	same	thing	with
Come	Figures,	Come	Shadows.	 It	was	 just	 the	beginning.	 It	was	going	 to	be	a
huge	novel	and

I	wrote	just	part	of	Part	One,	but	I	got	discouraged	by	an	editor	who	said	“Only
Matheson	could	or	would	write	this	novel.”	So	I	put	that	away,	too.



Do	you	think	an	agent	is	necessary	to	a	novelist	these	days?

Sure,	sure.	To	send	stuff	out,	and	wait,	and	wait.	Then	you	get	 it	back	and	it’s
rejected.	You	know,	an	agent	is	absolutely	necessary.

It	 is	 often	 said	 that	 if	 you	 can	 write	 a	 good	 short	 story,	 you	 can	 write
anything.	Do	you	agree?

Not	necessarily.	The	novel	is	quite	a	long	drink	of	water	to	be	involved	in	and
people	always	say	the	short	story	is	 the	most	difficult	form.	I	suppose	it	 is.	To
my	 knowledge,	 I	 never	 really	 mastered	 the	 form.	 I	 wrote	 short	 stories	 for	 a
number	 of	 years.	 I	 probably	 have	 85	 of	 them.	 They	were	 all	well-plotted	 and
some	of	them	had	a	sociological	aspect.	But	I	never	really	felt	that	I	mastered	the
short	story	by	any	means	at	all.

I	never	knew	what	science	fiction	was.	I	never	read	it	in	my	life	up	to	that	point.
When	I	wrote	“When	I	Met	a	Woman”	people	said:	“Oh,	that’s	about	a	mutant.”
I	asked	what	a	mutant	was.	There	were	about	50	to	60	science	fiction	magazines
in	the	market.	So	I	thought—my	mother	raised	a	practical	boy—I	guess	I’ll	try
writing	science	fiction.

As	every	writer	does,	they	write	a	story	where	the	couple,	as	they	try	to	escape,
turn	out	to	be	Adam	and	Eve.	That’s	de	riguer	for	writing	a	first	science	fiction
tale,	I	think.

Do	you	write	many	short	stories?

Not	any	more.	But	I	have	written	hundreds.

What	specific	writers	influenced,	inspired,	and	therefore	instructed	you?

Ray	 Bradbury—he	 wrote	 me	 a	 letter	 when	 I	 had	 just	 a	 couple	 of	 stories
published.	There	was	a	story	in	Galaxy	called	“Third	from	the	Sun.”	He	said	that
he	had	finished	a	story	himself	about	a	couple	escaping	from	a	bad	regime,	and
in	his	story	they	were	going	to	the	past.	In	my	story	they	were	going	to	another
planet;	but	he	 said	 it	 even	had	 the	 same	scene	where	 the	wife	wonders	 if	 they
should	lock	the	front	door.	He	was	very	encouraging.	I	think	he	always	had	been
to	young	writers.	He	was	an	inspiration	to	all	of	us.	He	himself	has	commented
that	 when	 he	 first	 started	 out	 he	 was	 terrible.	 He	 worked	 and	 worked	 and
worked.



A	good	story	will	always	last.

I	know	 this	 is	 the	question	we	always	 get,	 but	 aspiring	novelists	 really	do
need	to	know:	Where	do	you	get	your	ideas?

Initially,	 when	 I	 read	 science	 fiction—I	 had	 to	 take	 a	 crash	 course	 because	 I
knew	nothing	about	it—without	 thinking,	I	automatically	became	imitative	and
derivative.	Actually,	I	was	a	very	ardent	moviegoer	as	a	kid	and	I	think	most	of
my	ideas	came	from	the	movies.

I	 saw	Bela	Lugosi’s	Dracula	 and	 I	 thought	 to	myself:	Well,	 if	 one	vampire	 is
scary,	what	if	the	world	was	full	of	vampires?	That	became	I	Am	Legend.

Then	I	saw	a	comedy	where	Ray	Milland	put	on	Aldo	Ray’s	hat,	and	Aldo	Ray’s
head	 was	 so	 much	 bigger	 that	 the	 hat	 went	 down	 and	 over	 his	 ears,	 which
provided	a	laugh	in	the	movies.	But	to	me	it	provided	an	idea—what	if	a	guy	put
on	his	own	hat	and	that	hat	was	too	big?	Shrinking	Man.

Actually,	most	of	the	ideas	I	had,	the	good	ones,	came	from	poor	movies.	If	you
see	 a	 good	 movie,	 you’re	 absorbed	 by	 it.	 If	 you	 see	 a	 lousy	 movie,	 you’re
distracted.

How	long,	on	the	average,	does	it	take	you	to	go	from	initial	idea	to	finished
draft	(ready	to	submit)?

Putting	 it	 together	was	 probably	more	 time-consuming.	 The	writing	 of	 it	 took
two	to	 three	months.	I	would	write	up	to	 the	point	where	I	was	writing	twenty
pages	a	day.	That	decreases	more	and	more	as	the	years	go	by.	But,	if	you	write
ten	pages	a	day,	in	three	months	you	have	a	novel.

Do	you	ever	encounter	“writer’s	block”	and	if	so,	how	do	you	overcome	it?

I	never	did.	Fortunately,	I	don’t	even	know	what	it	is.	But	when	you	have	four
children	and	a	wife	to	support,	you	know	writer’s	block	becomes	untenable.	So	I
just	went	on	writing	every	day.	I	used	to	write	six	days	a	week,	leaving	one	day
off	for	my	family.	My	wife	got	me	down	to	five	days.

How	much	are	you	writing	nowadays?

Nothing.	 I	 haven’t	 written	 anything	 for	 a	 long	 time.	 I	 had	 a	 novel	 that	 was
published	last	year—Backpacking.	That	was	the	last	thing	I	wrote.



How	did	you	get	past	the	initial	barriers	of	criticism	and	rejection?

You	have	 to	be	stubborn.	For	 the	 last	 I	don’t	know	how	many	years,	 I	always
wrote	the	entire	novel	figuring	that	even	if	some	people	didn’t	like	it,	someone
would	publish	it.

What	are	the	best	and	worst	aspects	of	writing	for	a	living,	in	your	opinion?
What	do	you	think	is	the	hardest	part	of	being	a	writer?

The	ability	to	just	write	day	after	day	after	day.	I’m	not	disciplined	at	all,	but	I
found	 that	 compulsion	 served	 adequately.	 I	 wanted	 to	write	 these	 things.	 I’ve
never	written	anything	that	I	wasn’t	interested	in.

In	relationship	to	sheer	talent,	how	important	would	you	rate	discipline	and
time-management	to	being	a	successful	novelist?

Very	important.	The	difference	between	being	a	working	writer	and	a	dreamer	is
the	discipline	to	write	down	what	you	think	about.	A	lot	tougher	to	do	than	you
can	imagine.

If	you	were	to	give	an	aspiring	novelist	one	piece	of	advice,	what	would	you
tell	them?

It’s	a	fallacy	that	you	should	write	what	you	know	about.	You	should	write	what
interests	you.



Peter	Straub

Peter	Straub	was	born	 in	Milwaukee,	Wisconsin,	 lived	 for	 a	decade	 in	 Ireland
and	England,	and	now	lives	in	New	York	City.

He	 is	 the	 author	 of	 sixteen	 novels	 (including	 two	 collaborations	with	 Stephen
King),	 two	collections	of	poetry,	and	 two	collections	of	shorter	 fiction.	He	has
won	 four	Bram	Stoker	Awards,	 two	World	Fantasy	Awards,	 a	British	Fantasy
Award,	and	an	International	Horror	Guild	Award.	In	1998,	he	was	named	Grand
Master	at	the	World	Horror	Convention.

His	 newest	 novel,	 lost	 boy	 lost	 girl,	 is	 being	 published	 by	 Random	House	 in
October,	2003.

When	did	you	realize	you	wanted	to	be	a	writer?

The	best	answer	I	can	give	to	that	question	is	the	following.	Early	one	evening	in
the	mid-1950s,	 I	was	watching	an	episode	of	Father	Knows	Best	 in	which	 the
son,	Bud,	who	was	 played	 by	 a	 doomed	 little	 actor	 named	Billy	Gray,	 had	 to
prepare	 a	 homework	 assignment.	He	 put	 the	 implements	 on	 the	 table,	 and	 for
about	 a	 second	 and	 a	 half,	 there	 was	 a	 shot	 of	 a	 perfectly	 sharpened	 pencil
arrayed	 slantwise	 atop	 a	pad	of	 clean	white	 lined	paper.	 I	 gasped;	 I	 thought	 it
was	one	of	the	most	moving,	most	beautiful,	most	spectacular	things	I	had	ever
seen	in	my	life.	I	must	have	been	about	12.	It	was	like	a	religious	experience.

At	what	age	did	you	attempt	to	write	your	first	novel?

I	must	 have	been	24—it	was	 the	 second	year	 of	my	marriage,	 and	 the	 second
year	of	my	teaching	job	(the	only	job	I	ever	had,	and	after	one	more	year,	I	quit).

What	was	it	about	(theme,	genre,	etc.)?

It	was	mainly	about	the	vanity	of	the	infant	author,	his	absolute	cluelessness,	and
how	very	many	books	he	had	read.	It	was	in	the	form	of	a	diary,	and	the	diarist
referred	to	everyone	by	his	or	her	first	initials.

Did	 you	 ever	 take	 any	 writing	 classes,	 or	 specific	 instruction	 (seminar,
workshop,	etc.)	to	learn	the	craft	of	writing	a	novel?



When	I	was	a	second-semester	freshman	at	the	University	of	Wisconsin,	I	took	a
creative	writing	course.	I	didn’t	learn	a	thing,	but	it	was	pretty	enjoyable.	There
was	a	stunning	young	woman	who	sat	in	the	first	row.	We	all	called	her	“the	big
Indian,”	but	she	wasn’t	an	Indian,	and	she	wasn’t	all	that	big.

Is	 writing	 the	 only	 “job”	 you’ve	 ever	 had?	 If	 not,	 what	 else	 did	 you	 do
career-wise,	and	how	did	it	help	or	hinder	your	writing?

As	I	said	earlier,	 I	had	a	 teaching	 job.	From	1966	 to	1969,	 I	 taught	English	 to
prep-school	 boys	 at	 the	 University	 School	 of	Milwaukee.	 I	 wasn’t	 capable	 of
writing	anything	worthwhile	in	those	days,	but	if	I	had	been,	the	job	would	have
been	a	tremendous	interference.

How	do	you	feel	about	the	distinctions	often	expressed	about	“commercial”
versus	“literary”	novels?

I	think	this	distinction	is	sometimes	valid,	as	in	the	case	of	James	Patterson,	and
sometimes	not,	as	in	the	case	of	Robert	Stone.

What	misconceptions,	if	any,	did	you	have	about	the	writing	and	publishing
field	when	you	were	first	getting	started?

Well,	I	knew	nothing	at	all,	so	I	hardly	had	any	misconceptions.	I	just	waited	to
see	what	would	happen.	After	my	first	novel	was	accepted,	for	about	ten	minutes
I	thought,	“Oh	wow,	this	means	I’m	going	to	be	rich	and	famous,”	but	that	went
away	in	a	hurry.	I	must	have	been	infected	by	Youngblood	Hawke.

It	 is	 often	 said	 that	 if	 you	 can	 write	 a	 good	 short	 story,	 you	 can	 write
anything.	Do	you	agree?

Not	at	all.	Remember	Katherine	Anne	Porter?	Short	stories	require	a	different	set
of	muscles	than	those	involved	in	writing	a	novel.

Do	you	write	many	short	stories?

I	wish	I	did.	Actually,	I	wish	I	wrote	more	novellas.	I	probably	write	one	or	two
short	stories	a	year.

What	specific	writers	influenced,	inspired,	and	therefore	instructed	you?



This	is	a	long,	long	list,	so	I’ll	give	you	the	short	form.	Thomas	Wolfe,	Sinclair
Lewis,	John	O’Hara,	Ernest	Hemingway,	F.	Scott	Fitzgerald,	William	Faulkner,
Raymond	 Chandler,	 Henry	 James,	 John	 Ashbery,	 Stephen	 King,	 Donald
Harington,	Paul	Scott.

When	you	are	not	reading	fiction,	what	do	you	like	to	read?

Biographies	and	autobiographies	of	writers,	poetry,	Eve	Sedgwick,	books	about
jazz.

How	would	describe	your	own	“style”?

I’d	 say	my	 style	 is	more	or	 less	orderly,	with	occasional	manic	breakdowns.	 I
like	to	find	the	really	right	word,	which	is	often	an	unexpected	word.

I	know	 this	 is	 the	question	we	always	 get,	 but	 aspiring	novelists	 really	do
need	to	know:	Where	do	you	get	your	ideas?

I	 don’t	 think	 anybody	 knows	 the	 answer	 to	 that	 question.	 Ideas	 turn	 up	 by
themselves,	sometimes	perfectly	attired,	sometimes	in	rags.	The	longer	you	sit	at
your	desk,	the	more	ideas	you	get.	All	ideas	are	not	equal,	however.	Some	must
be	 turned	 away	 at	 the	 door	 and	 sent	 off	 to	 tempt	 some	 other,	 less	 fastidious
writer.

How	long,	on	the	average,	does	it	take	you	to	go	from	initial	idea	to	finished
draft	(ready	to	submit)?

This	varies	wildly.	On	the	average,	though,	it	takes	from	about	a	year	and	a	half
to	 two	 years.	 My	 latest,	 though,	 a	 novel	 called	 lost	 boy	 lost	 girl,	 took	 about
seven	or	eight	months.

Can	 you	 describe	 your	 writing	 process	 for	 us—do	 you	 develop	 character
profiles	and	outlines	for	your	novels	before	writing	them,	or	do	you	let	your
characters	and	ideas	develop	as	you	write?

This	 also	 varies	 from	 book	 to	 book.	 I	 like	 to	 begin	with	 as	much	material	 as
possible	in	hand—that	is,	a	good	knowledge	of	the	characters,	and	a	reasonably
accurate	idea	of	what	happens	in	the	first	third	of	the	book.	Very	often,	the	book
grabs	 the	 wheel	 and	 drives	 itself	 somewhere	 previously	 unknown,	 not	 even



guessed	at.

Do	you	ever	encounter	“writer’s	block”	and	if	so,	how	do	you	overcome	it?

I	hate	the	whole	idea	of	writer’s	block.	I	don’t	believe	in	it.	It	should	never	be
mentioned	in	respectable	company.

How	did	you	get	past	the	initial	barriers	of	criticism	and	rejection?

What	criticism	and	rejection?	I	have	no	idea	what	you	are	talking	about.

What	are	the	best	and	worst	aspects	of	writing	for	a	living,	in	your	opinion?

The	best	aspects	of	writing	for	a	living:	Your	time	is	your	own,	you	have	no	boss
and	no	competition,	you	can	do	exactly	what	you	wish	to	do.	The	worst	aspects
of	writing	 for	 a	 living:	You	 are	 absolutely	 alone	 all	 of	 the	 time,	 you	might	 as
well	 be	 in	 solitary	 confinement;	 and	 this	 condition	 leads	 to	 dizzying	 mood
swings	and	a	tendency	to	apply	fantasy	to	everyday	life.

Can	writing	well	be	taught	to	someone	who	does	not	write	well?

No.	 It	would	 be	 an	 unbelievably	 horrible	 task,	 like	 committing	 surgery	 on	 an
infant	puppy.

In	relationship	to	sheer	talent,	how	important	would	you	rate	discipline	and
time-management	to	being	a	successful	novelist?

These	things	are	pretty	important.	If	you	can’t	make	yourself	sit	at	your	desk	for
hour	after	hour	and	day	after	day,	you’ll	never	get	anything	done.	In	fact,	you’d
turn	out	to	be	the	kind	of	louse	who	goes	around	saying	he	has	“writer’s	block.”

If	you	were	to	give	an	aspiring	novelist	one	piece	of	advice,	what	would	you
tell	them?

I’d	say—start	reading	like	a	demon	at	the	age	of	six	and	never	stop.



Whitley	Strieber

Whitley	 Strieber	 is	 the	 author	 of	 seventy-four	 books	 and	 three	 hundred	 short
stories.	He	has	published	 twenty	of	 the	books	and	 thirty	of	 the	 stories.	He	has
also	written	ten	film	scripts,	nine	of	which	have	been	turned	into	digital	files	and
stored	in	a	computer.	One	was	made	into	a	movie.

Mr.	Strieber	is	a	Grand	Knight	of	the	Teutoberger	Wald,	the	ancient	order	of	the
descendants	of	the	German	Cherusii	tribe	who	defeated	the	legions	of	the	Roman
general	Varus	 in	 the	Teutoberger	 forest	 in	9	A.D.	He	 is	 also	 a	member	of	 the
Sons	of	the	American	Revolution	and	has	danced	in	the	Follies	Bergere.

Mr.	Strieber	is	noted	for	his	extensive	collection	of	phasmids	and	is	a	member	of
the	 board	 of	 the	 British	 Stick	 Insect	 Foundation.	 He	 is	 also	 a	 leader	 in	 the
campaign	to	link	the	phasmid	protection	organization	to	Ducks	Unlimited,	and	is
the	creator	of	the	signature	recipe	for	phasmid	soup.

For	 many	 years,	 Mr.	 Strieber	 performed	 onstage	 with	 a	 six-foot-tall
ventriloquist’s	dummy	called	Robert	A.	Fredricks.	Their	act	ended	in	1976,	after
Mr.	Fredricks	was	broken	up	in	a	fight.

Mr.	Strieber	was	captured	and	eaten	by	aliens	in	December	of	1985.	Despite	this,
he	 can	 be	 found	 on	 his	 website,	 www.unknowncountry.com.	 With	 twenty
million	hits	a	month,	 it	 is	 the	 largest	website	of	 its	kind	 in	 the	world.	Also	 the
only	one	of	its	kind.

When	did	you	realize	you	wanted	to	be	a	writer?

Age	six.	I	stole	my	mom’s	highball	and	drank	it,	then	wrote	a	story	called	“The
Moon	Come	Up	Over	 the	Valley.”	There	was	 no	moon.	There	was	 no	 valley.
This	was	my	introduction	to	the	concept	of	fiction.

At	what	age	did	you	attempt	to	write	your	first	novel?

I	 finished	my	 first	 novel	 at	 the	 age	of	 17.	 It	was	 called	Little	Paradise.	 It	 has
never	been	published.

What	was	it	about	(theme,	genre,	etc.)?

It	 was	 about	 the	 inner	 journey	 of	 an	 angst-ridden	 late	 adolescent	 attempting
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without	much	success	to	attune	his	hormonal	being	to	civilized	society.	In	other
words,	it	was	about	me	at	the	age	of	17.

Did	 you	 ever	 take	 any	 writing	 classes,	 or	 specific	 instruction	 (seminar,
workshop,	etc.)	to	learn	the	craft	of	writing	a	novel?

I	took	a	writing	course	at	the	University	of	Texas	that	was	fairly	pointless.	But
then	 I	 discovered	Dick	Humphries	 at	 Columbia.	 He	was	 one	 of	 the	 very	 few
truly	great	writing	teachers.	His	brilliant	innovation	was	to	have	students	discuss
work	 in	 seminar,	 but	 without	 reference	 to	 the	 author.	 So	 work	 got	 discussed
objectively.	He	 gave	me	 a	Cornell	Woolrich	 fellowship,	which	 enabled	me	 to
attend	the	course	for	a	very	productive	year.

As	a	teenager,	I	was	greatly	helped	by	Bro.	Martin	McMurtry	at	my	high	school,
Central	Catholic	in	San	Antonio.	He	used	to	give	me	his	own	stories	to	read	and
critique,	which	made	me	feel	very	much	like	a	fellow	writer.	And	he	encouraged
me	to	believe	that	I	could	write.

I	 do	 not	 think	 that	 there	 is	 any	 general	 craft	 to	writing	 a	 novel.	 There	 are	 no
rules.	If	you	write	something	a	couple	of	hundred	pages	long	that	is,	in	general,
untrue,	then	you	are	a	novelist.	Novelistic	styles	are	as	individual	as	faces.	The
important	 thing	 is	 to	 let	 your	 voice	 come	 through	 with	 complete	 clarity	 and
honesty.	However	you	accomplish	that	is	up	to	you.	If	the	method	you	hit	upon
happens	to	draw	readers,	then	you	can	publish	your	work.	If	not,	then	it	becomes
a	part	of	your	spirit.

Is	 writing	 the	 only	 “job”	 you’ve	 ever	 had?	 If	 not,	 what	 else	 did	 you	 do
career-wise,	and	how	did	it	help/hinder	your	writing?

I	 worked	 as	 an	 advertising	 executive	 from	 1970	 until	 1978	 when	 I	 sold	 The
Wolfen.	 I	 enjoyed	 my	 work	 a	 great	 deal.	 Mostly,	 it	 involved	 lunching	 with
clients	and	having	a	good	time,	with	a	modicum	of	marketing	thrown	in.	I	was
not	 a	 copywriter	 but	 an	 account	 executive.	 My	 work	 involved	 delivering	 the
capabilities	 of	 the	 agency	 to	 the	 client,	 finding	 and	 fulfilling	 their	 advertising
needs.	 I	 wrote	 after	 work	 and	 on	 weekends.	 There	 were	 seven	 failed	 novels,
many	tries	at	getting	an	agent,	many	rejections	from	publishers.	I	still	have	these
novels,	and	some	of	them	are	damned	odd.	My	first	reading	by	a	member	of	the
public	came	when	an	agent	who	had	intensely	disliked	one	of	my	efforts	rejected
it	by	tossing	it	in	a	mailbox	without	a	wrapper.	A	postman	gathered	up	the	heap
of	pages	and	found	my	address	on	the	title	page.	He	brought	it	to	me	on	his	day



off,	a	Saturday.	He	and	his	wife	had	read	it	and	they	thought	it	was	just	great.	It
was	called	Catherine’s	Bounty.	My	wife	said	to	me:	“See,	you’re	a	writer,	 this
proves	it.”	Well,	sort	of.

How	do	you	feel	about	the	distinctions	often	expressed	about	“commercial”
versus	“literary”	novels?

This	distinction	means	nothing	to	me	and	little	more	to	the	culture	at	large.	It’s	a
social	 thing.	 Novels	 either	 last	 or	 they	 don’t	 because	 of	 the	 characters	 they
portray.	If	they	happen	to	attract	a	large	audience,	they’re	called	commercial.	If
not,	 then	they’re	 literary.	Anthony	Powell’s	 twelve	novel	sequence	A	Dance	to
the	Music	of	Time	is	going	to	be	immortal,	not	because	it	pretends	to	linguistic
innovation,	 but	 because	 it	 portrays	 characters	 to	 sublime	 perfection.	 It’s	 a
breathtaking	 achievement.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 “commercial”	 novelist	 Stephen
King’s	creation	of	Misery	Chastain	is	a	fabulous	achievement,	also.

As	 we	 in	 our	 culture	 have	 become	 more	 and	 more	 able	 to	 see	 ourselves	 as
individuals,	to	identify	an	“I”	within	that	is	more	than	a	reflection	of	our	place	in
our	 social	 context,	 the	 novel	 has	 taken	 on	 more	 and	 more	 meaning	 for	 us.
Reading	a	good	novel	 is	a	constant	process	of	comparison—we	are	comparing
our	moral	predicament	 to	 the	moral	predicament	of	 the	characters.	Novels	 that
matter	 enable	 practically	 anybody	 to	 say,	 “yes,	 this	 situation	 has	 meaning	 to
me.”	It’s	why	Don	Quixote	and	Ulysses	will	always	and	forever	be	remembered,
and	Mrs.	McIntosh	My	Darling,	for	all	its	bravado	and	courage,	will	slip	into	the
past.

As	far	as	commercial	vs.	literary	is	concerned,	if	a	novel	isn’t	entertaining,	it’s
not	a	novel	but	something	else,	perhaps	a	moral	statement	or	what	I	believe	they
now	 call	 a	 “text.”	All	 good	 novels	 betray	 a	 similar	 nervousness	 and	 humility:
They	are,	like	Molly	Bloom,	deceptively	eager	to	entertain.

What	misconceptions,	if	any,	did	you	have	about	the	writing	and	publishing
field	when	you	were	first	getting	started?

I	had	all	the	misconceptions.	I	was	basically	a	bum	looking	for	a	way	to	live	in	a
nice	house	and	still	be	a	bum.	I	 thought	writing	novels	would	enable	me	to	do
that.	Type	it	out,	send	it	in,	get	a	check	back.	Neat.

Not	so	neat.	When	I	actually	began	to	write,	I	found	my	whole	being	involved.	I
found	myself	digging	into	myself	in	truly	terrifying	ways.	My	novels	became	a



kind	of	occult	 journey	 into	my	own	dark	heart.	What	had	seemed	at	seventeen
like	a	 lark	became	a	phenomenal	and	 terrible	spiritual	undertaking	 that	 I	could
not	and	cannot	resist.

As	far	as	the	marketing	end	goes,	I	just	write	what	I	want	to	write	and	hope	that
somebody	will	publish	 it.	 I	 am	really,	 really	 interested	 in	conveying	enormous
amounts	 of	 significant	 content	 in	 very	 simple	 ways.	 I’m	 interested	 in	 the
elegance	 and	 universality	 of	 language,	 and	 its	 potential	 to	 touch	 souls	 with
unexpectedly	intense	gentleness.	For	this	reason,	because	it	seems	so	simple,	my
own	work	 is	 pretty	 much	 dismissed	 by	 this	 age	 that	 prizes	 a	 sort	 of	 baroque
innovation	 in	 its	prose.	 Important	 fiction	must	not	contain	ordinary	metaphors,
for	example.	But	 I	am	interested	 in	ordinary	metaphors,	 in	charging	 them	with
new	and	unexpected	 energy.	A	book	 like	The	Forbidden	Zone	 is	 considered	 a
piece	of	 irrelevant	 trivia.	However,	 it	 is	anything	but.	It	was	a	great	success	as
literature.	I	guess	I’m	misunderstood,	poor	widdle	me!	(Do	you	pay	by	the	word
or	by	the	whine?)

How	have	things	(technology,	society,	culture,	literature)	changed	since	you
got	started?

Cars	get	better	gas	mileage.	The	computer	has	made	it	easy	to	steal	votes.	Lots
of	people	who	used	to	smoke	no	longer	do	so.	Television	is	no	longer	fun.	Music
is	dead.

Mick	 Jagger,	oddly	enough,	 is	not.	Soul	Mountain	 has	been	published.	Turtles
now	get	cancer,	but	flowers	still	don’t.

It	 is	 often	 said	 that	 if	 you	 can	 write	 a	 good	 short	 story,	 you	 can	 write
anything.	Do	you	agree?

If	you	can	write	a	good	first	sentence,	you	can	write	anything.

Do	you	write	many	short	stories?

I	love	to	write	short	stories,	but	I	keep	them	mostly	to	myself.	I	published	a	book
of	my	stories	called	Evenings	with	Demons,	Stories	from	Thirty	Years.	It	was	a
private	publication,	 though.	My	stories	are	 the	treasure	of	my	soul,	and	I	don’t
want	 to	 expose	 them	 to	 critics	 who	 are	 only	 interested	 in	 punishing	 me	 for
having	written	Communion	.	Either	I	am	to	be	ignored	or	panned,	that	is	my	fate
for	 having	 committed	 to	 paper	 an	 ancient	 and	 terrible	 truth	 about	 the	 human



condition.

What	specific	writers	influenced,	inspired,	and	therefore	instructed	you?

The	writers	I	love	the	most	are	legion.	I	read	Finnegan’s	Wake	aloud	to	myself
when	I	was	twenty	and	remained	drunk	on	the	words	for	years.	Faulkner	is	my
god.	Anthony	Powell	 is	my	 god.	 Peter	 Straub	 is	my	 god.	Gunter	Grass	 is	my
god.	Julian	Green	is	my	god.	Gao	Xinjiang	is	my	god.	Marcel	Proust	is	my	god.
Fyodor	Dostoyevsky	is	my	god.	Malcom	Lowry	is	my	god.	Thomas	Wolf	is	my
god.	Beneath	 the	 black	 foam	 of	 immediate	 life,	 rides	 a	 great	 ocean	 of	 perfect
souls.

When	you	are	not	reading	fiction,	what	do	you	like	to	read?

Right	 now	 I	 am	 reading	 Moustafa	 Gadalla’s	 The	 Egyptian	 Mystics	 and	 the
newest	book	by	Laurence	Gardner,	Lost	Science	of	the	Sacred	Ark.	They	are	in
the	process	of	recovering	the	mystical	and	alchemical	secrets	of	ancient	Egypt.
When	 we	 recover	 what	 we	 lost	 there,	 we	 will	 recover	 our	 lost	 humanity	 and
replace	the	smart	bombs	with	compassionate	souls.	I	also	like	to	read	about	close
encounters,	especially	the	simple	stories	of	ordinary	people,	because	it	is	out	of
these	stories,	now	scorned	by	the	high,	that	a	new	world	will	be	born.	Can	you
imagine	how	absurd	Marcus	Aurelius	would	have	thought	the	stories	of	a	Jewish
revolutionary	come	back	from	the	dead	that	were	being	whispered	by	his	slaves
behind	the	backstairs?	It’s	 the	same	with	the	tales	of	alien	abduction.	They	are
really	 stories	 of	 the	 future.	 Do	 I	 think,	 therefore,	 that	 aliens	 are	 real	 and	 that
these	stories	will	some	day	be	prized	for	their	historical	moment?	I	have	no	idea.
I’m	 not	 even	much	 interested.	 I	 am	writing	 about	 the	 spirit	 of	 the	 culture,	 its
zeitgeist,	 not	 the	 bricks	 and	 stones	 of	 alien	 office	 buildings	 on	 some	 distant
planet,	where	they	plan	tours	to	Earth,	to	suck	at	the	souls	of	the	holy.

I	read	to	find	a	ladder	to	heaven,	basically.

How	would	describe	your	own	“style”?

It’s	 like	riding	a	bicycle,	 to	achieve	a	style.	Actually,	 for	me,	 the	word	style	 is
more	 important	 than	 the	 word	 voice.	 I	 am	 interested	 in	 the	 power	 of
juxtaposition	more	than	I	am	the	flavor	of	my	sentences.	That	makes	me	more	or
less	minor,	but	I	like	being	minor.	You	can	find	out	much	more,	because	when
you	are	major,	everybody	hides	their	sins	from	you.	People	feel	free	to	bully	me,



to	 tell	me	 to	my	 face	 that	 they	 think	my	work	 is	 junk,	 to	 laugh	 at	me	 and	 to
pretend	never	to	have	heard	of	me.	How,	if	I	was	a	great	voice,	could	I	ever	get
the	 chance	 to	 see	 into	 the	 secret	 world	 of	 my	 oppressors?	 Recently	 a	 critic
reviewed	my	book,	Confirmation,	in	some	newspaper.	He	said	that	the	publisher,
St.	Martin’s	Press,	should	be	“punished”	for	having	published	it.	The	interesting
thing	was,	this	review	was	not	published	until	five	years	after	the	book	came	out.
You	know	you	are	doing	something	right	when	people	carry	their	hatred	of	you
that	far.

I	know	 this	 is	 the	question	we	always	 get,	 but	 aspiring	novelists	 really	do
need	to	know:	Where	do	you	get	your	ideas?

All	good	ideas	come	out	of	desperation.	It	is	not	a	matter	of	cobbling	together	a
clever	concept,	but	of	being	frantic	to	write	something	down.	I	shared	the	same
editor	 as	 Jacqueline	 Susann.	 She	 wrote	 with	 that	 frantic	 dedication,	 the	 same
desperation	 that	 gripped	Marcel	 Proust	 and	Malcolm	Lowry.	He	 reported	 that
she	could	not	understand	why	she	was	not	respected.	Well,	neither	could	I.	Her
prose	is	a	gaggle,	her	stories	are	a	mess,	but	those	characters,	my	God,	they	are
brilliant,	and,	in	the	end,	that’s	what	matters	in	a	novel.	As	far	as	planning	goes,
I	am	working	on	a	novel	right	now.	I	have	no	plan	at	all.	I	have	no	idea	where	it
will	go.	I	don’t	even	know	what	it’s	about.	But	the	characters	do.	They’re	over
there	on	the	other	side	of	the	room	plotting;	I	can	hear	them.	They’re	whispering
about	how	to	do	me	in.

How	long,	on	the	average,	does	it	take	you	to	go	from	initial	idea	to	finished
draft	(ready	to	submit)?

Anywhere	from	twenty	or	thirty	years	to	a	couple	of	weeks.	I	had	my	book	The
Path	gestating	in	me	for	thirty	years.	The	novel	Catherine’s	Bounty	was	there	for
ten	years.	The	Wolfen	was	written	in	a	month.	Communion	was	a	year	of	bloody
agony	and	absolute	terror.	Lilith’s	Dream	had	been	floating	around	I	don’t	know
how	long.

I	 come	 across	 ideas	 kind	 of	 by	 accident.	 I’ll	 start	 thinking	 about	 a	 character
whose	life	has	interested	me	for	years.	Then,	all	of	a	sudden,	there	are	pages	that
start	coming	out.	I’m	not	big	on	control.

Can	 you	 describe	 the	 writing	 process	 for	 us—do	 you	 develop	 character
profiles	and	outlines	for	your	novels	before	writing	them,	or	do	you	let	your



characters	and	ideas	develop	as	you	write?

I	 write	 outlines	 in	 order	 to	 deceive	 editors	 into	 buying	 my	 stuff.	 They	 are	 a
separate	prose	form	that	has	nothing	to	do	with	my	work.	If	my	characters	aren’t
surprising	me,	I’m	in	trouble.

Do	you	ever	encounter	“writer’s	block”	and	if	so,	how	do	you	overcome	it?

I	don’t	believe	that	this	exists.

How	did	you	get	past	the	initial	barriers	of	criticism	and	rejection?

I	didn’t.	You	just	keep	going,	one	step	at	a	time,	like	a	soldier	on	the	battlefield.

What	are	the	best	and	worst	aspects	of	writing	for	a	living,	in	your	opinion?

Economically,	the	best	thing	is	getting	a	check	for	a	million	bucks.	The	worst	is
going	bankrupt.	I’ve	done	both.

Spiritually,	 the	 best	 thing	 is	 discovering	 the	 actual	 potential	 of	 human	 beings.
When	you	do	that,	there	is	a	sense	of	escaping	from	a	web	you	did	not	know	had
captured	you.

Intellectually,	the	best	thing	is	being	interested.	The	worst	is	when	you	are	not.
I’ve	never	written	anything	that	didn’t	absolutely	fascinate	me,	but	I	have	tried
and	it’s	soul	hell.

In	relationship	to	sheer	talent,	how	important	would	you	rate	discipline	and
time-management	to	being	a	successful	novelist?

Discipline	and	time	management	are	absolutely	crucial.	When	it’s	going	well,	I
can	 do	 10	 pages	 in	 a	 day.	Twenty,	when	 I’m	white	 hot.	But	 usually	 I	 am	not
white	 hot.	 Usually,	 I	 am	 struggling.	 The	morning,	 the	 empty	 page,	 the	 awful
sense	that	my	career	is	over.	Day	after	day.	The	key	for	me	is	to	sit	there	all	day,
no	matter	what.

If	you	were	to	give	an	aspiring	novelist	one	piece	of	advice,	what	would	you
tell	them?

Give	up	immediately.	Only	crazy	people	in	here.



Appendix	B

Glossary

This	a	compilation	of	every	term	I	could	think	of	that	you	may	ever	run	across	in
the	 world	 of	 writing	 and	 publishing.	 It’s	 probably	 not	 absolutely	 and	 totally
complete,	but	it	will	be	pretty	close.	If	you	know	what	all	this	stuff	means,	then
you’re	a	“real	man	(or	woman)	of	letters.”	Feel	good	about	it	for	a	few	minutes,
then	go	write	something.

abbreviations	 Shortened	 versions	 of	 words—used	 in	 vernacular	 and	 informal
styles.	Some	strict	grammarians	and	stylists	abhor	abbreviating	anything.	Ignore
them.

about	the	author	There’s	one	in	the	back	of	this	book	where	you	get	to	find	out
all	kinds	of	 cool	 stuff	 about	me.	These	are	usually	written	 in	 the	 third	person,
even	though	they’re	almost	always	written	by	the	author.

abstract	A	distillation	of	a	book,	story,	or	lecture	to	its	salient	points.	You	will
also	see	it	called	a	précis	or	summary.

acquisition	 editor	 The	 person	 at	 a	 publishing	 house	 who	 reviews	 submitted
material	and	decides	how	worthy	of	publication	 it	might	be.	Some	of	 them	are
also	involved	in	shepherding	it	into	production.

advance	 A	 portion	 of	 your	 writing	 fee	 paid	 to	 you	 up	 front,	 usually	 before
you’ve	turned	in	the	project.	It’s	paid	in	advance	of	you	(a)	finishing	the	project
or	 (b)	 the	 publication	 date.	 Hence	 the	 name.	 But	 it	 also	 means	 an	 advance
payment	against	the	expected	royalties	the	publisher	thinks	your	book	will	earn.
The	 amount	 varies	 depending	 upon	 so	many	 factors,	 it’s	 not	worth	 going	 into
them	here.	As	a	beginning	writer,	you’ll	probably	take	whatever	they	offer	with
a	big	smile	…	and	you	should.

agent	A	person	who	makes	his	 living	by	marketing	manuscripts	 to	 publishing



houses.	They	usually	charge	a	commission	that	can	range	from	10	to	15	percent,
and	I’ve	heard	some	who	are	asking	20	percent	(but	they	better	be	the	best	of	the
best).	A	good	agent	will	get	you	a	much	better	deal	than	you	can,	and	they	will
be	able	to	establish	you	and	sell	you	in	lots	of	foreign	countries.	Caveat:	Some
people	who	will	charge	you	a	reading	fee	also	call	themselves	“agents,”	but	they
are	not.

all	rights	If	you	grant	these	to	the	publication	buying	your	work,	it	means	they
own	 the	 right	 to	publish	where	and	when	 they	choose	as	often	as	 they	want—
throughout	 the	universe.	 In	other	words,	you	can	never	 re-sell	 the	work	again.
Good	thing	to	keep	in	mind	here:	never	sell	all	rights.

American	Booksellers	Association	 (ABA)	American	Booksellers	Association
is	a	nonprofit	trade	organization	devoted	to	meeting	the	needs	of	its	members—
independently	owned	bookstores	with	storefront	locations.

anthology	 A	 collection	 of	 short	 stories,	 novelettes,	 or	 novellas	 written	 by
various	 authors,	 compiled	 in	 one	 book	 or	 journal.	 They	 can	 be	 compiled
according	to	a	particular	theme	…	or	not.

appendix	What	 you’re	 looking	 at	 now.	 Stuff	 added	 to	 the	 back	 of	 a	 book	 to
make	it	more	informative	…	or	at	least	bigger.

argument	Aside	from	what	we	do	when	we’re	mad,	 it’s	also	a	 type	of	writing
when	you	make	an	assertion	or	 take	an	opinionated	stance	on	something	that’s
usually	 controversial.	 It’s	 always	 a	 good	 idea	 to	 present	 your	 argument	 with
reasoned	evidence.

attachments	 Files	 that	 are	 inserted	 as	 extra	 stuff	 in	 e-mail,	 or	 any	 photos,
graphs,	 or	 illustrations	 that	 accompany	 a	 manuscript.	 You	 usually	 use
attachments	for	a	nonfiction	book—so	don’t	do	this	with	your	fiction	novel.

audience	The	people	you’re	writing	for.	It’s	very	important	that	you	understand
who	they	are.



autobiography	The	writer’s	life	story	written	into	a	book.

back	matter	The	section	after	the	main	body	of	the	text.	This	is	also	not	really
for	 novels.	 But	 just	 so	 you	 know,	 it’s	 things	 like	 endnotes,	 the	 index,
bibliography,	appendixes,	and	the	about-the-author	entry.

backlist	 Publishing	 buzzword	 for	 titles	 publishers	 have	 done	 that	 are	 still	 in
print,	but	aren’t	part	of	the	“new”	stuff	coming	out	during	the	current	season.

bar	code	A	 label	consisting	of	 stripes	and	bars	printed	on	 the	back	cover	of	a
book.	 Used	 universally	 in	 the	 book	 industry	 for	 automated	 ordering	 and
inventory	systems.

binding	The	process	of	holding	all	 the	pages	 together	 in	a	 single	bound	book.
They	can	be	sewn,	glued,	or	spiraled.

bio	Abbreviation	for	biographical	stuff	(usually	brief)	about	the	author.

biography	An	in-depth	examination	of	the	life	of	someone	other	than	the	writer
telling	his	own	life	story.

blank	verse	Poetry	that	doesn’t	rhyme.

blueline	This	is	what	you	get	just	before	your	book	is	published.	It’s	a	“proof”
of	all	 the	pages	 (in	cheesy	blue	 ink)	exactly	 the	way	 they’ll	 look	when	bound.
With	the	advent	of	the	digital	age,	they	may	soon	be	obsolete.

blurb	A	brief,	very	positive	 review	of	your	book	or	you.	These	appear	on	 the
front	or	back	cover,	and	should	be	done	by	the	most	famous	or	credible	people
you	can	find.

boilerplate	A	contract	written	in	industry-standard	language.	You	hire	an	agent
so	he	or	she	can	make	changes	 to	 the	boilerplate,	which	can	be	better	 for	you,
especially	financially.



book	 A	 bound	 publication	 of	 49	 or	 more	 pages	 that	 is	 not	 a	 magazine	 or
periodical.

BookExpo	 America	 (BEA)	 It	 used	 to	 be	 called	 the	 ABA	 (the	 American
Booksellers	 Association	 Convention	 &	 Trade	 Exhibit).	 Usually	 a	 huge	 expo
where	publishers	hawk	 their	newest	offerings.	A	great	place	 to	get	 lots	of	 free
books.

bookmark	Computer-speak	for	the	saved	address	or	a	website	you	may	wish	to
visit	again.

books	in	print	A	gigantic	book,	maintained	by	R.	R.	Bowker,	which	lists	books
in	print	or	about	to	be	printed.	It’s	based	on	the	ISBN	numbers	assigned	by	each
publisher.

brainstorming	Heavy-duty	 thinking	 about	what	 you	 plan	 to	write.	Everybody
does	this	differently,	but	it	seems	to	help.

byline	The	name	of	the	person	who	wrote	the	piece	you’re	reading.

call	number	This	 is	one	of	 those	 terms	 that	only	makes	 sense	 if	you’re	doing
research	in	a	library—the	old-fashioned	way.	The	number	can	be	based	on	either
the	 Library	 of	 Congress	 system	 or	 the	 Dewey	 decimal	 system;	 if	 you	 don’t
understand	it,	go	ask	the	librarian.

camera-ready	When	everything	is	done	and	it’s	ready	for	 the	printing	press—
texts,	pictures,	cover	layout,	whatever.

chapbook	A	small	booklet	of	poetry,	 journal	entries,	or	stories.	Often	done	by
small	presses.

chronological	order	A	way	of	telling	your	story,	in	the	exact	time	sequence	in
which	everything	occurred.	Also	called	“linear	order.”



CIP	Short	for	Cataloging	in	Publication.	The	bibliographic	information	supplied
by	the	Library	of	Congress	and	printed	on	the	copyright	page	of	your	book.

clean	copy	A	manuscript	that	looks	nice—no	cross-outs,	errors,	coffee	rings,	or
fingerprints.

cliché	 An	 expression	 that’s	 been	 used	 so	 much,	 it	 has	 lost	 its	 power	 to
communicate	 well.	 “Clear	 as	 a	 bell”	 is	 one	 of	 thousands	 of	 examples.	 Avoid
using	these	phases.

clips	 Published	 examples	 of	 your	 writing	 that	 some	 publishers	 want	 you	 to
include	with	your	proposal.	They	can	be	photocopies	of	the	originally	published
works.	 They’re	 also	 referred	 to	 as	 “tear	 sheets”	 by	 old-timers	 who’ve	 been
around	before	photocopying	machines,	when	you	actually	had	to	rip	pages	out	of
your	personal	copies	of	your	published	work.	Technology	is	grand,	isn’t	it?

closing	scene	This	is	one	of	the	most	important	parts	of	your	story.	It’s	the	last
chance	to	make	your	point	and	leave	the	reader	with	a	valid	emotional	sense	of
completion.

column	inch	Buzzword	 for	 the	amount	of	 space	 in	one	 inch	of	 typesetting	 for
newspapers.	You	probably	will	never	need	to	know	or	employ	this,	but	knowing
it	makes	you	smarter.	So	there.

commercial	 novels	 A	 general	 (and	 sometime	 pejorative)	 term	 referring	 to
novels	 designed	 to	 appeal	 to	 a	 large	 audience.	Academics	 disdain	 commercial
fiction	for	reasons	known	only	to	their	narrow,	pointy	little	heads.	Commercial
novels	 are	 purchased	 by	 editors	 who	 tend	 to	 specialize	 in	 specific	 categories
such	 as	 thrillers,	 romance,	 mystery,	 science	 fiction,	 western,	 etc.	 (Also	 see
genre.)

contributor’s	copies	When	you	sell	your	writing,	you	want	these.	They	are	the
concrete	 proof	 you	were	 published,	 and	 you	 can	 drag	 them	 out	 to	 show	 your
grand-children.	Always	make	 sure	 your	 contract	 stipulates	 that	 you	get	 lots	 of



them—books,	magazines,	whatever.	Small	magazines	sometimes	offer	to	pay	in
copies	instead	of	cash.	(Also	called	“C.C.”)	Not	a	great	idea	for	you.

copyedit	 An	 editing	 run-through	 of	 your	 novel	 manuscript	 that	 checks	 for
grammar,	spelling,	punctuation,	and	other	“typos.”	Sometimes	a	copyeditor	will
also	check	other	details,	such	as	organization	and	clarity.

copyright	 All	 beginning	 writers	 worry	 about	 this	 concept	 because	 they’re
worried	 about	 their	 work	 being	 stolen.	 By	 U.S.	 law,	 anything	 you	 write	 is
automatically	 copyrighted	 as	 soon	 as	 you	 write	 it.	 But	 when	 your	 work	 is
published	it	should	be	accompanied	by	the	standard	notice	Copyright	©	DATE
by	AUTHOR’S	NAME.

cover	 art	 The	 original	 artwork,	 illustration,	 or	 graphic	 design	 of	 your	 book’s
dust	jacket.

cover	 letter	A	 very	 succinct	 letter	 (never	more	 than	 one	 page),	 included	with
your	manuscript	 as	 part	 of	 a	 submission	 packet,	 that	 introduces	 you	 and	 your
manuscript	 to	 the	editor.	Never	more	 than	one	page,	 it	 is	basically	used	 to	 list
any	prior	publication	credits	you	have,	so	do	it	fast,	then	get	out	of	Dodge.

creative	 nonfiction	 Articles	 or	 essays	 written	 in	 the	 first	 person.	 Used	 to	 be
called	the	“new	journalism.”	It’s	old	now.

credits	 A	 list	 of	 your	 publications	 or	 other	 writing	 qualifications.	 Your	 bona
fides.	 Despite	 what	 you	 might	 hear	 elsewhere,	 editors	 do	 tend	 to	 pay	 more
attention	to	writers	who	have	been	previously	published.

curtain	line	The	line	at	the	end	of	a	chapter	that	makes	the	reader	want	to	keep
reading.	The	thing	that	creates	a	“page-turner.”

CV	 Curriculum	 vitae,	 which	 can	 be	 a	 short,	 one-page	 resumé	 or	 a	 lengthy
detailed	list	of	education,	experience,	and	credits.



deadline	The	drop-dead	last	date	your	novel	is	due.	Never	miss	a	deadline	if	you
want	your	editor	to	keep	being	your	editor.

dialogue	 Capturing	 what	 your	 characters	 are	 saying	 and	 surrounding	 it	 with
quotation	marks.

distributor	A	 company	 that	 buys	books	 from	a	publisher	 or	 other	 distributors
and	 resells	 them	 to	 retail	 accounts.	 A	 company	 that	 provides	 services	 to
publishers,	such	as	warehousing,	fulfillment,	and	marketing	to	bookstores.

draft	Usually	seen	following	the	word	rough.	It’s	generally	an	early	version	of	a
story,	outline,	or	chapter	of	a	novel.	Early	drafts	work	on	plot	and	pacing	rather
than	style	and	grammar.

dramatic	arc	A	narrative	journey	of	discovery	that	carries	your	reader	from	the
first	 to	 the	 last	page.	Arcs	state	 the	problem	to	be	solved	and	work	 toward	 the
resolution.	You	can	actually	have	more	than	one	dramatic	arc	in	your	novel.	It’s
probably	better	that	way.

dramatic	narrative	The	kind	of	story	that	makes	a	good	novel.	It	uses	dramatic
tension	to	keep	the	reader	involved.

dummy	Usually	a	hand-drawn	approximation	of	what	a	page	will	 look	 like	 in
print.	These	are	most	often	used	for	books	with	lots	of	illustrations.

e-book	 or	 electronic	 book	 A	 book	 published	 in	 electronic	 form,	 usually
appearing	on	a	website	or	contained	on	a	CD-ROM	that	can	be	downloaded	to
computers	or	a	portable	reader.

editing	This	is	what	makes	your	writing	better.	Either	your	editors	will	help	you
or	 you	 will	 eventually	 learn	 to	 do	 it	 to	 your	 own	 work.	 It	 is	 more	 than	 just
checking	for	errors	of	grammar	and	logic	and	facts.	It’s	also	looking	for	subtle
ways	to	improve	the	narrative.



editing	service	A	company	that	will	copyedit,	revise,	or	even	rewrite	your	book.
Some	are	very	good.	Others	are	a	scam.	Try	 to	find	ones	with	references	from
well-known	writers’	organizations.

editor	The	person	on	a	publisher’s	staff	who	reads	and	edits	submissions.

editorial	 An	 article,	 typically	 concise	 and	 expressing	 an	 opinion	 or	 point	 of
view.	Usually	staff-written,	but	not	necessarily.

ellipsis	 Spaced	 periods	 (three	 or	 four)	 to	 indicate	 an	 omission	 from	 a	 quoted
passage	…	like	these.	They	can	also	be	used	in	a	stylistic	way	to	indicate	a	pause
in	dialogue	or	narrative.

electronic	rights	Permission	to	have	your	writing	appear	on	the	web.	Make	sure
you	understand	what	you’re	granting	if/when	you	agree	to	sell	such	rights.	The
actual	meaning	 and	 execution	of	 electronic	 rights	 are	 still	 being	 settled	out	 by
lawyers.

electronic	submission	A	manuscript	sent	to	a	publisher	by	e-mail	or	on	a	floppy
disk	or	CD-ROM.	It	can	be	a	story	or	an	entire	book	manuscript	which	has	been
created	on	word-processing	software.	This	 is	 the	preferred	way	publishers	now
wish	to	receive	submissions	already	accepted	for	publication.

em	 dash	 Punctuation	 mark	 used	 to	 signal	 that	 a	 pause	 longer	 than	 that	 of	 a
comma	but	not	as	long	as	that	of	a	period	will	follow.	You	can	also	use	it	as	a
formatting	and	layout	device.

entry	point	Where	 your	 story	 starts.	 The	 opening	 scene.	This	 is	 an	 important
choice,	 and	may	change	once	you’ve	 started	your	narrative,	 and	you	may	 find
you	have	to	go	back	and	change	it.	Revisions	are	part	of	the	writing	process.

epilogue	 Additional	 text	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 book,	 providing	 your	 reader	 with
additional	information.	Some	writers	use	them	as	“wrap-up”	chapters.



experimental	 fiction	 A	 loosely	 used	 term	 that	 usually	 describes	 fiction
innovative	in	content	or	style.	Sometimes	it’s	used	to	excuse	bad	writing.

e-zine	A	magazine	published	online	or	distributed	through	e-mail.

fair	 use	 A	 portion	 of	 the	 copyright	 law	 that	 allows	 small	 passages	 from
copyrighted	material	 to	be	used	without	 the	owner’s	permission—as	 in	a	book
review.

fanzine	Usually	refers	to	a	publication	produced	by	speculative	fiction	(science
fiction)	 fans,	 which	 features	 fan-written	 articles,	 reviews,	 opinions,	 and	 even
stories	about	characters	from	popular	published	stories.

fee	 The	 amount	 of	 money	 you	 receive	 for	 your	 writing.	 Different	 types	 of
writing	 projects	 may	 require	 different	 fees.	 Short	 fiction	 for	 magazines	 and
anthologies	 is	usually	paid	by	 the	word,	but	novels	are	paid	 through	an	agreed
upon	advance.

final	draft	The	final	version	of	your	manuscript	after	all	other	proofing,	editing,
and	revising	has	been	done.

first	electronic	rights	Similar	to	the	first	rights,	except	that	it	refers	specifically
to	your	work	appearing	on	the	web	or	some	other	electronic	media.

first	North	American	rights	Again,	similar	to	the	first	rights,	but	the	rights	are
more	 specifically	 nailed	 down	 to	Canada,	 the	United	 States,	 and	Mexico.	 The
rest	of	the	world	still	belongs	to	you.

first	rights	or	first	American	serial	rights	This	is	the	permission	you	grant	to
allow	your	work	to	be	published	for	the	first	time	…	but	only	one	time.	After	it
appears,	 you	 still	 retain	 all	 additional	 rights	 to	 sell	 for	 any	 other	 appearance,
reprint,	or	use.

first-person	point	 of	 view	A	narrative	 style	 in	which	 the	 story	 is	 told	by	one



character	who	refers	to	himself	as	“I.”

flash	fiction	Fiction	under	500	words.

flat	fee	This	is	also	called	“work-for-hire.”	It	applies	mainly	to	magazine	writing
although	some	book	publishers	will	try	to	get	new	writers	to	agree	to	such	a	set-
up.	It	means	you	retain	no	rights	and	you	get	no	royalties.	The	rule	here	is	never
agree	to	it.

follow-up	A	brief	note	to	check	on	the	status	of	a	submission	or	query.

font	The	style	of	letter	used	in	typesetting.

foreign	 rights	 Rights	 granted	 or	 sold	 that	 allow	 your	 novel	 to	 be	 printed	 and
sold	in	other	countries.	There	are	lots	of	foreign	countries.	This	is	a	great	source
of	additional	income.

format	 The	 way	 your	 manuscript	 looks.	 The	 layout	 which	 is	 defined	 by	 the
margins,	spacing,	font,	etc.	Standards	include	using	an	easy-to-read	font	such	as
Courier	 12-point	 (I	 prefer	 Times	 New	 Roman);	 inclusion	 of	 proper	 contact
information;	 double-spacing	 between	 lines;	 indention	 of	 paragraphs;	 one-inch
margins	all	around;	and	unjustified	right	margins.

formatting	The	act	of	creating	a	format.

formulaic	fiction	Fiction	that	follows	a	familiar	formula.	The	evil	scientist	who
tries	 to	 take	over	 the	world	and	 is	destroyed	by	his	own	creation	 is	a	very	old
formula.	The	“odd	man”	who	rebels	against	his	oppressive	society	is	another.

four-color	process	Using	the	major	colors	(magenta,	cyan,	yellow,	and	black)	to
produce	pictures	in	a	range	of	colors.	This	is	what	CMYK	is	all	about.

freelance	 Someone	who	works	 for	 himself.	Writers,	 editors,	 and	 artists	 all	 fit
this	mode.



front	matter	The	pages	in	your	book	that	appear	before	the	body	of	text—title
pages,	copyright	info,	dedication,	acknowledgments,	and	table	of	contents.

frontlist	These	are	the	new	books	being	featured	each	new	publishing	“season,”
and	are	usually	found	in	the	front	of	the	marketing	catalogue.

galley	The	pre-publication	copy	of	your	book	that	you	get	to	check	one	last	time
for	errors.	By	the	 time	you	get	galleys,	you	are	pretty	sick	of	seeing	it.	This	 is
also	what	is	sent	to	reviewers	so	they	have	enough	time	to	do	a	decent	review.

genre	Also	called	a	category,	this	is	a	specific	“type”	of	literature,	distinguished
by	 its	 form	 or	 content.	 Science	 fiction,	 romance,	 erotica,	 gothic,	mystery,	 and
western	are	all	genres.

geographic	 links	 Spatial	 references	 that	 place	 the	 reader	 in	 the	 story.	Usually
you	want	to	depict	places	that	are	universally	identifiable	to	the	reader.

ghost	 writer	 This	 is	 the	 real	 writer	 of	 a	 book	 but	 whose	 credit	 has	 been
attributed	to	someone	else	who	doesn’t	have	the	time	or	talent	to	do	it	himself.
Sports	figures,	celebrities,	and	politicians	often	employ	a	ghost	writer	when	they
need	to	have	a	book	out	there.

go-ahead	A	reply	from	an	editor	telling	you	to	write	what	you	proposed	in	your
initial	contact	with	the	publisher.

gothic	novel	A	genre	that	tells	a	story	involving	a	pretty	young	woman,	a	castle
or	mansion,	a	menace,	and	a	hero.	One	of	the	most	well-known	genres	because
it’s	considered	to	be	the	oldest	form	of	the	novel.

graphics	 The	 nontyped	 parts	 of	 a	 book	 such	 as	 drawings,	 illustrations,
photographs,	 charts,	 etc.,	 which	 are	 used	 to	 enhance	 the	 content	 of	 a	 book.
Novels	don’t	have	much	of	this	stuff.



guidelines	 The	 set	 of	 instructions	 an	 editor	 or	 publisher	 gives	 out	 to	 writers,
which	makes	 the	 act	 of	 submitting	material	 more	 uniform	 and	 tailored	 to	 the
particular	market.	(Also	called	“GL.”)

haiku	 A	 three-line,	 seventeen-syllable	 poetic	 form	 traditionally	 about	 nature.
Originally	Japanese,	but	you	probably	figured	that	out.

hard	copy	A	printout	of	the	manuscript.

hardcover	 Hard	 cloth	 over	 cardboard	 attached	 to	 a	 sewn	 or	 glued	 binding	 of
pages,	and	a	paper	dust	jacket.

historical	fiction	Fiction	set	in	the	past.	Lots	of	research	makes	these	successful.

hook	A	narrative	 trick	 that	 “hooks”	 a	 reader’s	 attention	 in	 the	 first	 paragraph,
and	keeps	him	reading.

hypertext	 Words	 in	 an	 electronic	 document	 that	 are	 linked	 to	 sites,	 pages,
illustrations,	 or	 other	 text.	 This	 is	 an	 interesting	 and	 useful	 technique	 to	 use
when	it’s	not	overdone.

idiomatic	Particular	 to	a	certain	 language	or	cultural	usage.	For	example,	“get
your	goat”	when	it	means	make	you	angry	…	not	“fetch	a	farm	animal.”

informal	Pertains	to	your	style.	It	generally	means	loose	and	relaxed	so	that	the
writing	is	not	stuffy	or	distancing.	This	book	is	written	in	an	informal	style.	The
intent	 of	 being	 informal	 is	 to	 make	 the	 writing	 as	 accessible	 as	 possible.	 It’s
easier	to	get	across	an	idea	or	point	when	you	don’t	have	to	worry	about	proper
usage.

institutional	sales	Buzzword	for	books	sold	to	libraries	and	schools.

interactive	fiction	Something	that	has	yet	to	catch	on	in	a	big	way.	Stories	that
let	 the	 reader	have	a	choice	 in	what	happens	 in	 the	narrative.	Sounds	dumb	 to



me.

Internet	A	vast	and	largely	unexplainable	network	of	computers	at	hundreds	of
thousands	of	locations	all	around	the	world.	I	have	no	idea	how	it	works.	But	it
does.

IRC	 International	 Reply	 Coupons.	 These	 are	 often	 mentioned	 in	 guidelines.
They’re	 used	 whenever	 you	 send	 a	 manuscript	 to	 a	 foreign	 country.	 Include
IRCs	with	your	SASE	in	place	of	stamps.

ISBN	 International	 Standard	 Book	 Number.	 An	 identification	 number	 code
uniquely	assigned	to	every	book	and	obtained	from	the	R.	R.	Bowker	company.

jobber	A	type	of	distributor,	usually	a	 tough	little	guy	who	smokes	cigars	and
doesn’t	 read,	 who	 gets	 books	 (mostly	 paperbacks)	 into	 the	 airports,	 grocery
stores,	drug	stores,	and	so	on.

journal	Notes	to	yourself.	For	story	ideas,	memories,	feelings,	opinions.	If	you
get	really	famous	someday,	they	will	even	want	to	publish	your	journal.

kicker	Newspaper/journalism	buzzword	for	a	short,	snappy	ending.

kill	fee	A	portion	of	the	negotiated	fee	originally	agreed	to	be	paid	to	you	if	an
editor	buys	your	work,	then	decides	not	to	publish	it.	It	can	range	from	25-100
percent	of	 the	 agreed-upon	 fee.	Contracts	 sometimes	 specify	 the	percentage	 in
event	of	a	cancellation.

lead	Another	newspaper/journalism	buzzword.	 It’s	 the	beginning	of	 an	 article,
story,	or	feature.

lead	 time	 How	 much	 time	 the	 publisher	 needs	 to	 get	 a	 story	 submitted	 and
finally	into	print.

Library	 of	 Congress	 The	 national	 library	 of	 the	 United	 States	 located	 in



Washington,	D.C.

list	price	The	sales	price	printed	on	your	book	or	the	retail	sales	price.

literary	 fiction	 A	 general	 category	 for	 nonformulaic,	 intelligent,	 and	 serious
fiction.	 Literary	 fiction	 is	 also	 called	 mainstream	 fiction.	 It	 is	 often	 dull,
pretentious,	and	unreadable,	but	it	can	also	be	great.	Just	like	commercial	fiction.

little/literary	A	term	that	can	refer	to	a	small	magazine	or	press	that	purports	to
give	“literary”	writers	a	place	to	get	published	…	with	no	real	zeal	for	making	a
profit.	This	is	seen	in	some	circles	as	noble.

logline	A	 one-sentence	 description	 of	 a	 screenplay	 or	TV	play.	Those	 insipid,
annoying	little	summaries	in	TV	Guide	are	good	examples.

logo	Identification	mark	employed	by	an	individual,	business,	or	organization	as
a	 recognizable	 and	 unique	 symbol.	 Publishers	 put	 them	 on	 the	 spines	 of	 their
books.

main	character	The	person	in	your	novel	through	whom	most	of	the	narrative	is
experienced	or	told.	It	is	the	person	we	learn	to	care	about	the	most.	Novels	also
have	lots	of	supporting	characters,	too.	(Similar	to	the	protagonist;	see	glossary.)

manuscript	 Originally	 a	 paper	 written	 by	 hand,	 but	 it	 now	means	 any	 set	 of
pages	 submitted	 for	 publication	 in	 typewritten	 or	 word	 processing	 form.
Publishers	will	not	read	handwritten	submissions.

marketing	 plan	 A	 bookselling	 plan	 that	 considers	 budget,	 target	 audience,
distribution,	promotion,	and	schedule.

markets	Places	where	you	can	sell	what	you	write.

mass	 market	 The	 term	 used	 to	 describe	 the	 small	 (pocket-sized)	 paperback
edition	of	your	book.	They	end	up	 in	 the	 racks	at	 airports,	grocery	 stores,	 and



drug	stores.

mass-market	 publishers	 These	 are	 the	 publishers	 who	 produce	 paperback
books	 inexpensively,	 in	 large	 quantities.	 These	 books	 are	 designed	 to	 sell	 fast
and	in	volume.	They	do	not	get	reviewed.

media	 kit	 Also	 called	 a	 “press	 kit,”	 the	 media	 kit	 is	 a	 reviews,	 blurbs,
biographical	 data,	 maybe	 even	 pictures	 about	 your	 book	 and	 you,	 which	 is
supposed	to	make	people	want	to	read	you.

memoir	 A	 narrative	 of	 a	 writer’s	 (or	 fictional	 narrator’s)	 family	 history	 or
personal	background.

midlist	A	publishing	buzzword.	It	refers	to	books	that	aren’t	bestsellers.

multiple	submissions	Submitting	more	 than	one	piece	of	work	at	a	 time	 to	an
editor.	You	should	check	to	see	if	it’s	okay	before	you	do	it.

narrative	Your	 story.	Or	 any	 kind	 of	writing	 that	 tells	 a	 series	 of	 events	 and
reactions	to	them	in	classical	story	form.

net	 price	 Sometimes	 called	 “wholesale	 price.”	 This	 is	 what’s	 left	 for	 the
publisher	 from	 the	 sale	 of	 your	 book	 after	 discounts	 to	 distributors	 or	 book
stores.	Do	not	allow	your	royalty	to	be	based	on	the	net	price.	Industry	standard
is	based	on	the	list	price.

New	Age	A	type	of	group	category	that	includes	occult	and	UFO	phenomena	as
well	as	alternative	health,	mystical	religion,	and	psychology.

novel	 Just	 so	we’re	 all	 in	 agreement	…	 a	 fiction	 book	 for	 adults	 is	 usually	 a
minimum	 of	 60,000	words,	 but	most	 commercial	 fiction	 is	 at	 least	 twice	 that
word	count.

novelization	Usually	a	paperback	novel	based	on	an	original	screenplay	(which



means	not	 based	on	prior	material	 such	 as	 a	 novel)	 of	 a	popular	movie.	 (Also
called	a	movie	“tie-in.”)

novella	More	than	1,500,	but	less	than	40,000	words.	A	very	long	short	story.

novellete	More	than	7,500,	but	less	than	15,000	words.	A	long	short	story.

on	acceptance	This	is	the	best	way	to	get	paid	for	your	work.	When	the	editor
accepts	your	story,	the	publisher	sends	you	a	check.

on	publication	This	 is	not	 the	best	way	to	get	paid	for	your	work.	When	your
story	is	finally	published,	the	publisher	sends	you	a	check.	You	want	to	be	paid
on	acceptance.

on	spec	It	means	“on	speculation.”	This	is	something	you	write	because	you	are
very	much	interested	in	writing	it,	but	do	not	have	a	publisher	waiting	to	pay	you
for	it.	You	write	and	worry	about	selling	it	later.

one-time	 rights	 Your	 publisher	 buys	 the	 nonexclusive	 rights	 to	 publish	 your
work	only	once.	You	can	sell	the	work	to	other	publishers	simultaneously.

out	 of	 print	 This	 is	when	 your	 book	 is	 no	 longer	 available	 to	 order	 from	 the
publisher.	 They’ve	 stopped	 selling	 it.	 Gone.	 Finished.	 Time	 to	 re-sell	 it	 to
another	publisher.

outline	 A	mapped-out	 plan	 for	 your	 story.	 Some	writers	 do	 a	 scene-by-scene
outline.	Others	just	do	a	rough	synopsis	of	the	plots.	There’s	no	one	correct	way
to	write	an	outline	or	use	it	after	it’s	written.

over-the-transom	 Any	 submission	 of	 unsolicited	 material	 sent	 to	 an	 editorial
office.	This	 dates	 back	 to	 a	 time	when	offices	often	had	 transoms,	 and	people
still	 knew	what	 they	were.	 (I	 do	…	but	 that’s	 not	 because	 I’m	 all	 that	 old	…
rather	because	I’m	smart.)



page	rate	When	a	publication	pays	by	the	page,	instead	of	per	word.

paraphrase	To	 rewrite	 a	passage	 in	different	words,	but	 retaining	 the	original
meaning.

parody	A	 flimsy	 and	 obvious	 imitation	 of	 a	well-known	 book	 intended	 to	 be
funny	and	clever.	Sometimes	parodies	work	and	sometimes	they	are	plainly	bad.

passive	 voice	 A	 way	 of	 describing	 action	 in	 which	 the	 subject	 receives	 the
action	instead	of	performing	it.	Everyone	says	to	avoid	passive	voice.	(So	how
come	we	even	keep	it	around?)

pen	name	Not	the	writer’s	legal	name.	This	is	employed	when	the	writer	doesn’t
want	his	identity	known.	(Also	called	a	“pseudonym.”)

periodicals	 Magazines,	 journals,	 and	 newspapers	 (from	 the	 word	 periodic,
which	means	“at	regular	periods”).

permissions	A	fee	collected	from	anyone	who	wants	to	reprint	part	or	all	of	your
book,	 such	as	 for	 inclusion	 in	 a	 textbook,	 a	 special	 limited	edition,	 and	 so	on.
Your	 publisher	 handles	 permissions	 for	 you	 and	 usually	 splits	 the	 proceeds
50/50.

pica	Printer’s	measure	of	type	equaling	12	points	(points	are	measures	of	space
across	a	page).

plagiarism	 Stealing	 someone	 else’s	 work,	 usually	 word-for-word,	 and
publishing	it	as	your	own	work.

POD	Abbreviation	for	print-on-demand	publishing.	Some	say	this	is	the	wave	of
the	future,	and	all	books	will	one	day	be	POD.

point	of	view	 (POV)	The	decision	you	make	when	writing	 fiction	 that	 allows
you	to	tell	your	story	through	either	one	central	character,	or	many,	or	even	an



omniscient	one.

potboiler	An	old	publishing	term.	A	fast-and-dirty	project	to	bring	in	some	cash
or	“keep	the	pot	boiling.”	Depending	on	how	facile	you	are,	this	can	be	a	story,
an	article,	or	even	a	book.

précis	 The	 reduction	 of	 material	 to	 its	 key	 points;	 also	 called	 a	 summary	 or
abstract.

preface	An	opening	section	of	a	book	 that	usually	explains	why	 the	book	was
written,	what	it	is	about,	or	how	to	use	it.

pretentious	 language	Artificial	 or	 stilted	 expressions	 that	more	 often	 obscure
meaning	 than	 communicate	 it.	 Something	 you	 should	 avoid	 if	 you	 want	 your
readers	to	get	what	you’re	saying	as	clearly	as	possible.	In	other	words:	eschew
obfuscation.

process	Professors	 and	 teachers	 talk	 about	 “process”	 a	 lot	 so	you	might	 see	 it
somewhere.	It	is	largely	crapola,	but	…	This	word	can	mean	a	lot	of	things,	but
here	we	mean	 to	 refer	 specifically	 to	writing	methods,	 the	processes	by	which
writings	 are	generated.	To	 some	extent	 it	 also	 implies	 that	writers	use	 a	good,
full	process,	with	different	stages	for	planning,	drafting,	revising,	and	editing.

proofreader	The	person	who	checks	your	manuscript	to	make	certain	the	copy
is	correct	and	verified	before	final	printing.

proofreading	symbols	A	special	“shorthand”	notation	intended	to	call	attention
to	 typographical	 and	other	 errors.	To	 take	 a	 look	 at	 some	proofreading	marks,
visit	www.utexas.edu/visualguidelines/proofreaders.html.

proposal	After	you’ve	written	a	few	books	and	generated	some	sales	numbers,
you	can	sometimes	sell	your	next	book	with	one	of	these.	It’s	usually	60	or	70
pages	of	 the	 actual	 book,	 plus	 a	 chapter-by-chapter	 outline	of	 the	 rest.	 If	 your
editor	 likes	 it,	you	can	get	a	contract,	 a	partial	 advance,	and	 the	balance	when
you	turn	in	the	completed	manuscript.

http://www.utexas.edu/visualguidelines/proofreaders.html


prospective	narrative	One	of	the	two	main	types	of	narrative,	 this	describes	a
story	as	it	happens,	as	it	is	taking	place.	The	writer	watches	and	reports	the	story
as	it	develops.	(The	opposite	is	retrospective	narrative.)

public	domain	Any	work	that	has	never	been	copyrighted,	or	work	that	has	had
its	copyright	expire.

publication	date	The	date	 set	 for	when	 the	book	will	become	available	 to	 the
buying	public.

publicity	The	way	you	hype	your	book.	Hopefully,	it	is	through	free	advertising
outlets	such	as	press	releases.

publisher	 The	 person	 or	 company	 responsible	 for	 the	 entire	 process	 of
producing	 books.	 This	 includes	 overseeing	 the	 writing,	 editing,	 design,
production,	printing,	and	marketing	of	the	book.

quotation	marks	 This	 is	 how	 you	 tell	 your	 reader	 somebody	 is	 talking.	 The
punctuation	marks	for	dialogue.

reader	 A	 dedicated	 person	 who	 reads	 the	 “slush	 pile”	 (the	 unsolicited
manuscripts)	for	an	editor.	This	person	is	a	screener,	a	gatekeeper.

reading	 fee	 What	 you	 would	 pay	 an	 editing	 service	 for	 their	 time	 spent	 in
reading	 your	manuscript.	 You	 can	 usually	 get	 friends	 or	 relatives	 to	 do	 it	 for
free,	of	course.

record	 of	 submission	 A	 way	 of	 keeping	 track	 of	 all	 the	 places	 and	 people
you’ve	pitched	your	book	ideas	or	stories	to.

redundancy	Saying	the	same	thing	more	than	once,	usually	dressed	up	in	new
verbiage.



rejection	slip	Every	writer’s	recurring	nightmare.	A	rejection	slip	can	consist	of
anything	from	a	scrawled	“NO”	on	a	 returned	manuscript	 to	a	multipage	 letter
telling	 you	 exactly	 where	 and	 how	 you	went	 wrong	writing	 your	manuscript.
Unless	 you’re	 this	 generation’s	 Asimov	 or	 Sheldon,	 you’ll	 get	 rejected	 often
before	 you	 start	 selling	 regularly.	Different	writers	 deal	with	 rejection	 slips	 in
different	ways;	some	toss	them,	some	use	them	for	wallpaper	or	scrap	paper,	and
some	keep	them	in	scrapbooks.	I’ve	done	all	of	the	above.

reprints	 Stories	 or	 novels	 you	 sell	 more	 than	 once.	When	 the	 rights	 to	 your
work	revert	back	to	you	within	several	years	of	original	publication,	you	can	get
it	published	again.

retrospective	narrative	Reconstruction	of	a	story	that	has	already	happened.

review	A	critical	evaluation	of	a	book,	which	can	help	or	hinder	its	sales.	Good
reviews	in	the	right	places	are	like	gold.

review	 copy	A	 free	 copy	 given	 away	 to	 be	 reviewed.	 If	 you	 like	 getting	 free
books,	call	yourself	a	book	reviewer.

revise	 (revising;	 revision)	 This	 means	 making	 major	 changes	 to	 your
manuscript,	rather	than	just	tweaking	and	tinkering	in	the	editing	process.

rights	The	“intellectual	property”	rights	that	you	can	sell	to	a	publisher	or	editor.
Some	 of	 the	 types	 covered	 elsewhere	 in	 this	 book	 and	 glossary	 are	all	 rights,
worldwide	 rights,	 electronic	 rights,	 first	 serial	 rights,	 one-time	 rights,	 and
reprint	rights.

royalties	This	is	how	you	make	money	on	your	book.	It’s	the	percentage	of	the
sales	price	earned	from	each	copy	sold.	These	are	charged	against	 the	advance
until	it	is	earned	out.	For	books	in	print,	this	may	vary	from	7	to	15	percent;	for
e-books,	royalties	of	25	to	50	percent	are	common.

royalty	publisher	A	publisher	who	pays	the	author	in	dollars	instead	of	copies.



RT	Response	time.	Generally,	the	turnaround	time	required	to	hear	back	from	a
publisher	based	upon	when	the	manuscript	was	submitted.

SASE	 Self-addressed	 stamped	 envelope.	 This	will	 get	 your	manuscript	 and/or
rejection	 slip	 back	 to	 you	 in	 the	 event	 of	 rejection.	 If	 you	 don’t	 include	 one,
don’t	expect	to	get	anything	back.

Sci	Fi	The	pop-culture	abbreviation	for	science	fiction.	(Also	called	“SF.”)

second	rights	The	rights	you	sell	to	a	publication	for	your	work	that	has	already
been	published	somewhere	else.	A	reprint	right.

second-person	point	 of	 view	A	 style	where	 the	writing	 speaks	 directly	 to	 the
reader,	using	“you.”

self-publishing	A	great	 trick	 if	 you	 can	make	 it	work.	You	publish	 your	 own
books,	cutting	out	the	middlemen	and	maximizing	your	income.	Computers	have
made	this	easier	to	attempt.

sense	impressions	Emphasis	on	sight,	hearing,	taste,	smell,	and	touch	provided
by	description	that	will	pull	the	reader	more	completely	into	your	story.

short	short	story	Fiction	under	1,000	words.

short	 story	 Fiction	 under	 10,000	 words	 but	 usually	 less	 than	 7,000	 for	 most
markets.	In	science	fiction,	it’s	less	than	7,500	words.

sidebar	A	short	addition	to	a	piece	of	writing.	This	book	is	full	of	them.	Many
times,	they	get	a	different	“look”	or	design	…	such	as	in	this	book.

simultaneous	submission	This	is	when	you	send	off	a	story	or	a	book	proposal
or	 manuscript	 to	 more	 than	 one	 editor	 at	 a	 time.	 Traditionally,	 this	 has	 been
frowned	upon	by	editors,	but	life	is	far	too	short	to	let	your	work	sit	in	offices	for
many	 months	 before	 it’s	 even	 looked	 at.	 My	 advice	 is	 send	 your	 stuff



everywhere,	don’t	tell	anybody	you’re	doing	it,	and	accept	the	best	offer	you	get.
Everybody	else	falls	into	the	snooze-you-lose	category.

slang	Nonstandard	language	usually	connected	to	a	time	or	locale.	Depending	on
what	you’re	writing,	slang	can	be	effective	or	silly.

slug	 line	A	 line	 in	 a	 screenplay	describing	a	new	scene;	or,	 in	 journalism,	 the
identifying	tag	for	a	story.

slush	pile	The	mailbags	full	of	unsolicited	manuscripts	sent	to	a	publisher.	Now
they	 can	 be	 e-files	 sent	 through	 e-mail.	 Every	 publisher	 gets	 slush	 pile
submissions,	and	they	are	read,	but	sometimes	slowly.

speculative	 fiction	 Sometimes	 the	 term	 used	 for	 sophisticated	 science	 fiction;
also	covers	any	kind	of	fiction	dealing	with	realities	other	than	our	own.

spine	The	binding	on	the	side	of	a	book.

subsidiary	 rights	 The	 sales	 of	 your	 book	 by	 your	 agent	 or	 publisher	 to	 other
outlets	such	as	movie	studios,	foreign	publishers,	book	clubs,	or	magazines.	The
idea	here	is	to	retain	all	these	rights	in	your	original	contract	with	your	publisher.

subsidy/vanity	publisher	A	publisher	who	expects/demands	their	writers	to	pay
for	the	publication	of	their	books.	You	should	only	use	a	publisher	of	this	type	if
you	have	a	solid	way	of	selling	your	book.

subtext	Kind	of	 a	 literary	concept.	The	 story	within	 the	 story.	 If	you	 talk	 like
this	at	the	right	kind	of	parties,	they	will	all	think	you’re	really	smart.

synopsis	What	 you	 can	 include	 with	 a	 proposal	 after	 the	 sample	 chapters.	 A
summary	 that	can	be	 from	one	paragraph	 to	several	pages	 long.	 I’ve	done	one
much	 longer,	depending	on	what	 the	editor	 is	 looking	 for.	The	 synopsis	 is	not
really	 the	 same	 as	 an	 outline,	 as	 it	 rarely	 carries	 elements	 such	 as	 chapter
headings.



tear	sheets	An	older	word	for	clips	or	samples	of	your	writing.	Ever	since	we’ve
had	copy	machines,	writers	have	avoided	mutilating	copies	of	their	work.

temporal	 links	Time	 references	 that	 place	 readers	 in	 the	 scene.	Sometimes	 as
easy	as	just	putting	a	time/date	as	a	subheader	under	the	chapter	name.

terms	The	arrangements	for	publication	of	a	particular	work,	made	between	you
and	an	editor/publisher.	These	include	types	of	rights	purchased,	when	and	how
much	 you’ll	 get	 paid,	 expected	 date	 of	 publication,	 and	 other	 similar	 items.
These	will	be	outlined	on	paper	in	your	contract	or	agreement.

third-person	 point	 of	 view	 This	 is	 the	 one	 most	 writers	 use.	 The	 narrative
describes	the	action	by	using	“he,”	“she,”	“it,”	“they,”	and	so	on.

title	 Name	 of	 your	 book.	 Most	 people	 are	 surprised	 to	 learn	 they	 can’t	 be
copyrighted.	There’s	a	lot	of	books	called	The	End	of	the	Line,	Time’s	Up,	and
other	clever	handles	like	that.

trim	The	final	size	of	your	book	after	the	printer	or	bindery	has	“trimmed”	off
the	excess	paper.	6×9	and	5.5×8.5	are	standard	hardcover	trims.

typesetting	A	 term	 that	originally	 referred	 to	 the	manual	 setting	of	 type	made
out	 of	 lead.	 They	 were	 locked	 up	 in	 wooden	 frames	 and	 sent	 to	 the	 printing
presses.	Now,	it’s	all	done	on	a	computer	screen,	and	it’s	almost	unimaginable	it
was	ever	done	by	hand	…	and	backward.

unsolicited	manuscript	Any	writing	 (article,	 story,	or	book)	 that	 is	 sent	 to	 an
editor	who	didn’t	specifically	ask	for	it.	(Also	called	“the	slush	pile.”)

website	A	location	or	Internet	address	where	you	find	information	on	just	about
anything.	 Most	 writers	 have	 websites	 and	 are	 learning	 how	 to	 use	 them	 to
increase	their	sales.

wholesaler	Another	name	for	a	distributor	of	your	books.



withdrawal	 letter	 You	write	 one	 of	 these	 to	 a	 publisher	when	 you’ve	 gotten
tired	of	waiting	for	a	decision	on	your	manuscript	or	you’ve	sold	it	somewhere
else.	 If	you’ve	sent	a	 few	notes	checking	on	 the	status	of	your	manuscript	and
have	heard	zippo,	it’s	time	to	yank	it.

word	 count	 The	 number	 of	words	 in	 your	manuscript.	 It’s	 easy	 to	 get	 a	 very
accurate	count	these	days	with	any	word-processing	program.	On	a	typewritten
page,	you	can	do	it	one	of	the	old-fashioned	ways:	(a)	count	every	single	word;
or	(b)	count	the	number	of	words	in	10	margin-to-margin	lines,	divide	by	10,	and
multiply	your	answer	by	the	number	of	lines	on	a	page,	then	multiply	again	by
the	number	of	pages.	It	should	be	close	enough.

word	 of	mouth	 A	 kind	 of	 advertising	 that	 happens	 when	 people	 start	 telling
each	other	about	a	great	new	book	they	just	read.

wordiness	New	writers	have	 to	really	watch	 this.	 It’s	easy	 to	use	 ten	words	 to
express	what	five	or	six	will	do.

work	for	hire	You	get	paid	for	a	piece	of	writing,	and	that	is	the	end	of	it.	You
cannot	 ever	make	another	penny	off	 the	piece;	 in	 fact,	 you	don’t	 even	own	 it.
Don’t	sell	your	work	like	this.	Ever.

works	 cited	 A	 list	 of	 books,	 articles,	 websites,	 interviews,	 or	 whatever	 that
informs	 a	 reader	 of	 where	 you	 acquired	 your	 research	 information.	 Novelists
don’t	need	this—they’re	supposed	to	make	everything	up.	(Just	kidding.)

World	Wide	Web	That	part	of	 the	Internet	where	everybody	surfs	and	wastes
time.

writer’s	block	This	 is	 one	of	 those	 things	 that	 happens	once	 in	 a	while	when
writers	claim	they	cannot	write.	It’s	never	happened	to	me,	so	I’m	not	one	to	say
much	about	it.	Deadlines	and	grocery	bills	have	a	way	of	keeping	me	writing.



YA	Industry	abbreviation	for	the	category	of	young	adult	fiction	(ages	12	to	18).
It’s	 a	 good	place	 to	 sell	 books.	YA	novels	 usually	 run	 from	20,000	 to	 45,000
words.
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Clancy,	Tom

The	Sum	of	All	Fears

Clark,	Mary	Higgins

Loves	Music,	Loves	to	Dance

clichés,	avoiding

Cobb,	Irving	S.

coincidence	as	explanations

Cold	Fire

colloquialisms

checking

dialogue

colons

comic	books,	horror

commas



common	mistakes,	general	appearance	of	manuscript

communication	cues,	transitions

Complete	Idiot’s	Guide	to	Interpreting	Your	Dreams,	The

complexity	of	plot,	importance	of

conflict,	plots

Conrad,	Joseph

conscience	character	type

contemporary	romance	fiction

content	and	size	of	book	compared

conventions

copyediting	manuscripts

copyeditors

Cormier,	Robert

Cornwell,	Patricia,	Black	Notice

cover	letters,	manuscripts

cover	pages,	manuscripts



covers

blurbs

marketing

creativity

analyzing

fear,	avoiding

ideas

Crichton,	Michael

Jurassic	Park

Timeline

crime/mystery	fiction

Critical	Condition

cues,	transitions

cultural	influences,	characters

cultures,	researching



D

De	Vries,	Peter

Dean	Koontz:	A	Writer’s	Biography

DeCamp.	Sprague,	Writing	Science	Fiction

DeChancie,	John

descriptions,	common	errors

desktop	publishing	software

dialects,	dialogue

dialogue

balancing

brevity

colloquialisms

common	errors

dialects

functions



injecting	humor

monologues

opening	with

phrasing

problems

rhythm

silence

standard	English

style

variation

vocabulary

writing

diction

checking

dialogue



improving

Didion,	Joan

direction,	plots

discipline

distractions,	avoiding

offices

time	management

writing	fast

discovery	change	points	(plots)

distractions,	avoiding

Doomsday	Conspiracy,	The

double-spacing	manuscripts

Dracula

dreams,	story	sources

“drugstore	fiction,”

dust	jackets,	blurbs



E

e-mail,	publicity

editing

copyediting

general	appearance

second	drafts

agreement

colloquialisms

creating

details

diction

intros/outros

punctuation

repetitions

sentence	structure



spellchecking

transitions

editors

copyeditors

Eiseley,	Loren

Elements	of	Style,	The

elite	type	size

Ellison,	Harlan

Ellison,	Ralph,	Invisible	Man

emotionalist	character	type

event-driven	plots

events,	transitions

Exorcist,	The

experience	and	research	compared

exposition,	dialogue



F

families	as	support	groups

fantasy	fiction

Farenheit

fear,	avoiding

fiction

“drugstore	fiction,”

genres

action/adventure

fantasy

horror

mystery/crime

romance

science	fiction

suspense/thriller



western

Finney,	Jack,	Somewhere	in	Time

Firestone,	Harvey

Firm,	The

first-person	narration

Fitch,	Janet,	White	Oleander

Flannery	O’Connor:	A	Life

Flaubert,	Gustave

Follett,	Ken

Night	Over	Water

fonts,	manuscript

Ford,	Ford	Madox

foreign	rights

forensics,	researching

formatting	manuscript



Fountainhead,	The

Frankenstein

Franklin,	Benjamin

freelance	writing

Freud,	Sigmund

friends	as	support	groups



G

galley	proofs

Gardner,	John

On	Becoming	a	Novelist

genre	fiction

genres

action/adventure

fantasy

horror

mystery/crime

romance

science	fiction

suspense/thriller

western

geography,	researching



Girl	Who	Loved	Tom	Gordon,	The

Gladstone,	William	E.

Golding,	William,	The	Lord	of	the	Flies

Gone	with	the	Wind

gothic	romance	fiction

Goulart,	Ron

grammar

agreement

importance	of

minimum	requirements

parts	of	speech

punctuation

spelling

tense

usage	rules



Granny	Dan

Graves,	Robert

Greene,	Graham

Grey,	Zane

Grimwood,	Ken,	Replay

Grisham,	John

The	Firm

The	Testament



H

Haggard,	H.	Rider

Handel,	George	Frideric

Hannibal

Harris,	Thomas,	Hannibal

Hawthorne,	Nathaniel

The	Scarlet	Letter

header,	manuscript

Heartbeat

Heartbreak	Hotel

Hearts	in	Atlantis

Heffernan,	William

Hemingway

Herbert,	Frank

heroic	mythology



Herzog

history

researching

taking	inspiration	from

Hitchcock,	Alfred

horror	fiction

Hostage	Heart,	The

how-to	manuals

Hubbard,	Elbert

Huxley,	Aldous



I

icons

ideas

applying

creativity

managing

sources

idiot	plots

illustrations,	book	covers

imagery,	common	errors

in	media	res,	plots

Indexes	of	Periodicals,	libraries

“Indian	romances,”

infinitive	phrases

influences,	styles



instruction

seminars

workshops

writing	classes

insurance,	purchasing

Internet

marketing

research

interviews,	research



introductions

antagonists

checking

protagonists

through	dialogue

Invisible	Man

Irresistible	Forces

italics



J

James,	Henry,	The	Bostonians

Jenkins,	Jerry	B.

Apollyon

Assassins

John	Carter	of	Mars

Johnson,	Samuel

Jong,	Erica

Journal	of	English	Literature

journals,	keeping

Joyce,	James,	A	Portrait	of	the	Artist	as	a	Young	Man

Jung,	Carl

Jurassic	Park



K

Kasdan,	Lawrence

Keillor,	Garrison,	WLT:	A	Radio	Romance

King,	Stephen

Carrie

The	Girl	Who	Loved	Tom	Gordon

Hearts	in	Atlantis

Misery

Needful	Things

On	Writing

Pet	Sematary

King	Solomon’s	Mines

Kingsolver,	Barbara

Kitchen	God’s	Wife,	The

Koontz,	Dean,	Cold	Fire



Kremer,	John,	1001	Ways	to	Market	Your	Books



L

L’Amour,	Louis

Lamott,	Anne

language,	common	errors

Lansdale,	Joe	R.

Bestsellers	Guaranteed

“The	Big	Blow,”

Lennon,	John

Leonard,	Elmore

Levin,	Ira,	The	Boys	from	Brazil

libraries

Indexes	of	Periodicals

research

life	experiences

research,	compared



story	sources

literary	agents

hiring

literary	reviewers

literary	reviews

LMP	(Literary	Market	Place)

locations

atmosphere

characters

perceptions

relationship

clichés,	avoiding

creating

descriptions,	common	errors

establishing



importance	of

mood

naming

places

researching

time

transitions

logic	of	plot

London,	Jack

Martin	Eden

The	Sea	Wolf

Lonesome	Dove

longevity,	authors

Lord	of	the	Flies,	The

Lord	of	the	Rings,	The

Lovecraft,	H.	P.



Loves	Music,	Loves	to	Dance

luck	as	explanation



M

magazines,	sources

man-against-himself	conflicts

man-against-man	conflicts

man-against-nature	conflicts

man-against-society	conflicts

manuscripts

common	mistakes,	general	appearance

copyediting

cover	pages

formatting

industry	standards

headers

margins

presentation



cover	letters

packaging

proofing	galleys

publishing

second	drafts

agreement

colloquialisms

creating

diction

intros/outros

punctuation

repetitions

sentence	structure

spellchecking

transitions



margins,	manuscript

market	newsletters

marketing



book	covers

book	reviews

e-mail

goals

marketplaces

postcards

press	releases

publicists

radio

samples

signings

television

timing

tours



websites

word	of	mouth

marketplaces

Martin	Eden

mass-market	paperbacks

Maugham,	Somerset

McDonald,	John	D.

Melville,	Herman

“Bartleby	the	Scrivener,”

Moby	Dick

metaphors

Michael,	Judith,	Sleeping	Beauty

Misery

mistakes,	manuscripts,	general	appearance

Mizner,	Wilson

Moby	Dick



models,	characters

money	arrangements

monologues

mood,	setting	with	dialogue

mood	cues,	transitions

moral	compasses,	characters

Morrow,	David	“Pasha,”

Mothers	and	Fathers	Italian	Association,	The

motion	cues,	transitions

motives,	characters

multiple	points	of	view

narratives

“The	Murders	in	the	Rue	Morgue,”

music,	paying	attention	to

mystery/crime	fiction

mythology



heroic	mythology

taking	inspiration	from



N

Nabokov,	Vladimir

naming

characters

locations

narration

characters,	introducing

points	of	view

first-person

second-person

third-person

narratives,	logic

Needful	Things

networking

New	Maps	of	Hell



The	New	York	Times	Bestseller	List

influence	of

predicting

Newman,	Charles

Nicholas,	Ted

Night	of	Broken	Souls

Night	Over	Water

No	Greater	Love

nonfiction	books,	importance	of

notebooks

nightstand,	keeping	in

carrying

novels

genres

action/adventure



fantasy

horror

mystery/crime

romance

science	fiction

suspense/thriller

western

taking	inspiration	from



O

O’Connor,	Flannery

offices,	creating

omniscient	point	of	view

On	Becoming	a	Novelist

On	Writing

orthography

Osborne,	John

outros,	checking

over-the-shoulder	point	of	view



P

pacing

controlling

importance	of

packaging	manuscripts

paperbacks

parentheses

partials

parts	of	speech

Patterson,	James,	Pop	Goes	the	Weasel

Patterson,	Richard	North

Pearce,	Joseph	Chilton

Peck,	Harvey	Thurston,	Bookman	Bestseller	List

periodicals,	sources

Pet	Sematary



phrasing	dialogue

physical	appearance,	characters

pica	type	size

Pirsig,	Robert	M.,	Zen	and	the	Art	of	Motorcycle	Maintenance

plot-engines

plotless	writing

plots

author	convenience

character-driven	plots

components

conflict

resolution

event-driven	plots

idiot	plots

in	media	res



logic

multiple	viewpoints

plot-engines

prose,	compared

rabbit-out-of-hat	plot	trick

requirements

structure

Poe,	Edgar	Allen

“The	Murders	in	the	Rue	Morgue,”

point	of	view	(POV)

first-person	narration

second-person	narration

third-person	narration

police	procedures,	researching

Pop	Goes	the	Weasel

Portrait	of	the	Artist	as	a	Young	Man,	A



postcards,	publicity

POV	(point	of	view).	See	point	of	view	(POV)

presentation	of	manuscript

press	releases,	publicity

professions,	researching

proofing	galleys

proposals

prose	and	plot	compared

protagonist-loses	resolutions

protagonist-wins	resolutions

protagonists

timely	introductions

see	also	characters

psychological	makeup,	characters

pub	dates

publicists,	hiring



publicity



book	covers

book	reviews

e-mail

goals

postcards

press	releases

publicists

radio

samples

signings

television

timing

tours

websites



word	of	mouth

publishers,	attaining

Publishers	Weekly	Bestseller	List

publishing

adaptations



book	clubs

foreign	rights

manuscripts

paperbacks

returns

shipping	costs

stripping

publishing	conventions

publishing	house	editors

publishing	software

Pullman,	Philip

punctuation

checking

“purple”	prose



Q-R

quotation	marks

rabbit-out-of-hat	plot	trick

radio	publicity

Ramsland,	Katherine	M.,	Dean	Koontz:	A	Writer’s	Biography

Rand,	Ayn

Atlas	Shrugged

The	Fountainhead

rationalist	character	type

reading

learning	from

vocabulary,	improving

recognition	change	points	(plots)

Regency	romance	novels



Reger,	Max

Remember

repetition	of	words

Replay

research

cultures

excessive

forensics

geography

history

life	experiences,	compared

police	procedures

professions

sources

Internet

interviews



libraries

life	experiences

travels

using	assistants

researching	weaponry

resolution,	plots

returns,	dealing	with

reverse	change	points	(plots)

reviewers

reviews

literary

publicity

rewrites

copyediting

second	drafts

agreement



colloquialisms

creating

details

diction

intros/outros

punctuation

repetition	of	words

sentence	structure

spellchecking

transitions

rhythm,	dialogue

Richard	Wright:	The	Life	and	Times

Ripley,	Alexandra,	Scarlett

romance	fiction

Rowley,	Hazel,	Richard	Wright:	The	Life	and	Times



S

“said,”	substituting	for

Salinger,	J.D.,	The	Catcher	in	the	Rye

samples,	marketing

Saul,	John

Scarlet	Letter,	The

Scarlett

scenes

characters,	relationship

establishing

schedules,	time	management

Schrader,	Paul

science	fiction

Sea	Wolf,	The

second	drafts



agreement

colloquialisms

copyediting

creating

details

diction

intros/outros

punctuation

repetition	of	words

sentence	structure

spellchecking

transitions

second-person	narration

semicolons

seminars



sense	of	humor,	minimum	requirements

sentence	structure,	checking

settings

atmosphere

characters

perceptions

relationship

clichés,	avoiding

creating

establishing

importance	of

mood

naming

places

researching

time



Sewanee	Review,	The

Shaw,	George	Bernard

She

Shea,	Michele

Sheed,	Wilfrid

Sheldon,	Sidney

The	Doomsday	Conspiracy

Shelley,	Mary

Frankenstein

shipping	costs

Shock	Suspense

Shogun

Siddon,	Ann	Rivers,	Heartbreak	Hotel

sidekick	character

signings,	publicity

silence,	dialogue



similes

size	and	content	of	book	compared

skeptic	character	type

slang,	dialogue

Sleeping	Beauty

social	contacts,	characters

software,	desktop	publishing	software

Somewhere	in	Time

sources

books

magazines

market	newsletters

research

Internet

interviews

libraries



life	experiences

travels

Sparks,	Nicholas,	A	Walk	to	Remember

spellchecking	manuscripts

spelling

Star	Wars:	Heir	to	the	Empire

Star	Wars:	The	Phantom	Menace

Steel,	Danielle

Granny	Dan

Heartbeat

Irresistible	Forces

No	Greater	Love

Steinbeck,	John

stereotypes

avoiding

Stine,	R.	L.



Stoker,	Bram

Dracula

Stone,	Robert

stories	as	sources

storytelling	ability,	minimum	requirements

stripping

structure

common	errors

plots

Sturgeon,	Theodore

style

developing

dialogue

influences

problems

voice,	compared



subjects,	agreement

submissions,	manuscripts

Sum	of	All	Fears,	The

supernatural	romance	fiction

support	groups,	importance	of

surrealism

Susann,	Jacqueline

suspense,	plots

suspense/thriller	fiction

“Sword	and	Sorcery”	fiction

symbolism

symposia

syntax

importance	of

Szent-Gyorgyi,	Albert



T

talent,	applying	ideas

Tales	from	the	Crypt

Tan,	Amy,	The	Kitchen	God’s	Wife

Tara	Road

Tarzan

taxes,	self-employment

television

avoiding

publicity

temperament,	minimum	requirements

tempter	character	type

tense

tension,	creating	through	dialogue

Testament,	The



third-person	narration

thriller/suspense	fiction

time

descriptions,	common	errors

transitions

time	management

discipline

avoiding	distractions

offices

writing	fast

habits

jobs

schedules

self-employment

Timeline



timing,	marketing

Tolkien,	J.R.R.,	The	Lord	of	the	Rings

tone

common	errors

voice

tours,	publicity

transitions

characters

checking

cues

communication

mood

motion

time

word

events



locations

time

travels

research

story	sources

trite	expressions,	avoiding

Twain,	Mark

The	Adventures	of	Huckleberry	Finn

on	style



U-V

Uris,	Leon

USA	Today	Bestseller	List

usage	rules

variation	in	dialogue

Vault	of	Horror

verbs

agreement

interesting	verbs,	use	of

vernacular,	dialogue

Verne,	JulesLeagues	Under	the	Sea

viewpoint.	See	point	of	view	(POV)

vocabulary

building



dialogue

improving

voice

style,	compared

tone

common	errors



W-X-Y-Z

Walk	to	Remember,	A

weaponry,	researching

websites

marketing

Wells,	H.	G.

western	fiction

white	bond	paper,	manuscript

White	Oleander

Wilson,	Paul

Winter,	Douglas

WLT:	A	Radio	Romance

word	cues,	transitions

word	of	mouth,	publicity

workshops



Wright,	Frank	Lloyd

writers

minimum	skill	requirements

support	groups

writers’	organizations

writing	ability,	minimum	requirements

writing	classes

Writing	Science	Fiction

Zahn,	Timothy,	Star	Wars:	Heir	to	the	Empire

Zelazny,	Roger

Zen	and	the	Art	of	Motorcycle	Maintenance
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