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MasterWriter is a powerful collection of writing tools and reference assembled in one easy to use program. Included are Word Families, a one-of-a-kind dictionary, that will open a new world of possibilities for descriptive words, Phrases, Synonyms, Rhymes, Definitions, Metaphors, Similes, Idioms, Onomatopoeia, Oxymorons, Allusions, Alliterations, a Pop Culture dictionary, a searchable Bible, and Intensifiers (a unique collection of intense descriptive words). 

While a computer program cannot compete with the mind and imagination of a writer, the mind cannot compete with the word choices that MasterWriter will give you in an instant. 
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Personal 

Essay Awards

C A L L   F O R   S U B M I S S I O N S

You could win $2,500, a feature about you in 

an issue of  Writer’s Digest, and a trip to the Writer’s Digest Annual Writing Conference. 

Enter the Personal Essay Awards and send us 

your best creative nonfiction essays of 2,000 

words or fewer. 

Make it funny. Make it poignant. 

Most of all, make it personal! 
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DESIGNNOTES

 Designers peel back the layers of their book covers. 

BY CHRISTINE KETTNER 

Designing  Run! Katie! 

R un! Katie!  by Doris Pariso  happens when a designer explores is an adult novel. A psychic 

images. Th

is makes the process 

named Peter hears Sharon, 

very exciting. 

a voice from the aft erlife. Sharon has 

Using InDesign and Photoshop, 

a warning. Her daughter Katie is 

I combine images to create cover 

in trouble. 

options. 

Before reading the manuscript, I 

Mindful of current trends in 

see themes of a young woman run-

typography, a title that is sans serif 

ning and psychic motifs—strong 

or serif or all-capped or upper and 

images to create an intriguing 

lower case can completely change 

cover. Diving further into the story, 

the sensibility of the cover. 

there is a house by a lake. And so, I 

Th

e cover options are shared 

begin researching royalty-free stock 

with the publishing house or the 

images to create options to visually 

author depending on the free-

tell the story of  Run! Katie!   

lance commission. Feedback oft en 

I type in Google Images “young 

requires another round of revisions. 

woman running stock images.” Th

is 

Sometimes a suggestion could be to 

gives me an overview before focus-

combine two options or a prefer-

DESIGNER: Christine Kettner 

ing on individual stock houses. With 

ence for one type of design but with 

(ChristineKettnerDesign.com)

a dark silhouette, there are no wor-

the image of another. Th

e concept is 

AUTHOR: Doris Pariso 

ries about matching her description, 

approved. High-res images are pur-

PUBLISHER: Koehler Books

and a silhouette conveys mystery. 

chased to create the fi nal cover. My 

PUBLICATION DATE: June 13, 2023

While researching, a striking, simple 

goal is to collaborate with the client 

portrait of a woman comes up.  Oh, 

to create a powerful, appealing cover 

 I didn’t think of an image like that! 

whether it is seen in a store or as a 

Th

is could represent Sharon in the 

small thumbnail online. Th

e client 

aft erlife. Research leads from one 

went with cover one, a limited color 

image to another. Serendipity oft en 

palette and a simple, elegant design! 

Christine Kettner is a freelance art 

RENT

director and designer based in New 

TE

 K

York. Throughout her career, she has 

E

INT

worked with Little, Brown, HarperCollins, 

ISRHC

and Hyperion/Disney, among many others, 

©SE

creating covers for adult, young adult, 

GA

middle-grade, and picture books. 

IM
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Setting the Scene 

Moriah Richard

I like to go to author events and book sign-

EDITORS

Sadie Dean

ings, and I’m lucky in that a large independent Michael Woodson

bookstore near me oft en invites authors whose EDITORIAL ASSISTANT

work I enjoy. What I always fi nd interesting Hannah Spicer

during the Q&A portion of these events is that ART DIRECTOR 

inevitably someone in the audience will ask 

Wendy Dunning

about the author’s writing setup: What do they EDITORS-AT-LARGE

Tyler Moss

write with, a pen and paper or computer? Do 

Jessica Strawser

they go to a coff ee shop to write? What does CONTRIBUTING EDITORS

their writing space in their home look like? Is Jane K. Cleland, Bob Eckstein, 

Estelle Erasmus, Jane Friedman, 

it a  shed? Th

e implication being that somehow 

Sharon Short, Elizabeth Sims, Jeff Somers, 

Kara Gebhart Uhl, Ryan G. Van Cleave, 

a writer’s writing space will reveal how the writer did what they did: create Don Vaughan, Ran Walker

something out of nothing. 

MARKETING DESIGNER

But I think, ultimately, writers know better. We know that most of the Samantha Weyer

time, where you write isn’t nearly as important as the act of sitting down and COMPETITIONS MANAGER

Tara Johnson

writing. Having a fancy desk with all the newest writing accoutrements won’t make you a writer. Sometimes, those things are just distractions from doing VP GENERAL MANAGER

Taylor Sferra

the thing we’re supposed to be doing. (And let’s be clear here, I’m saying this as much to myself as anyone else, because I  love a new, smooth pen and fi nd-WRITER’S DIGEST 

EDITORIAL OFFICES

ing nice paper that maybe one day I’ll have an idea good enough to write on, P.O. Box 42534

just as much as the next person!)  

Cincinnati, Ohio 45242

writers.digest@aimmedia.com

All that said, getting out in the world and experiencing  things, experiencing  setting, can actually make all the diff erence in how you  write settings in BACK ISSUES

Digital back issues are available for 

your work. If you can’t get to a specifi c physical location though, you can purchase at WritersDigestShop.com. 

study what other writers do to set the scene in their books, as Michael La Ronn explains in his article. You can also use liminal spaces, something Danai ADVERTISING

NATIONAL ACCOUNT SALES MANAGER 

Christopoulou was inspired to do from the play  Waiting for Godot. Jessica April Krueger (715) 318-0996

Strawser demonstrates how varying the settings in your novels can both serve akrueger@aimmedia.com

the story and keep readers entertained. On the business side of things, Jordan ADVERTISING SALES COORDINATOR

Julie Dillon (715) 257-6028 

Rosenfeld takes us on a deep dive into the world of small presses, so you can fax: (715) 997-8883 

see if it’s the right home for your writing. 

jdillon@aimmedia.com

If you’ve read any of Riley Sager’s novels, you know that establishing the CUSTOMER SERVICE

setting early on for all the creepy and unsettling events in them is critical for 2143 Grand Ave., Des Moines, Iowa 50312 

subscriptions@aimmedia.com

the thrills they provide. We talked about how he does it in the WD Interview. 

WritersDigest.com/customerservice

Finally, the editors of WD off er our congratulations to Judith Chibante, or call: (800) 333-0133

who, aft er placing as a fi nalist multiple times, is now the grand-prize winner PRIVACY STATEMENT

of the 19th Annual WD Poetry Awards, proving that perseverance and dedica-Active Interest Media HoldCo, Inc. is 

committed to protecting your privacy. For 

tion to the craft  pay off . 

a full copy of our privacy statement, go to 

YH

As for me, I’m going to go make some time to write in whatever place I P

aimmedia.com/privacy-policy. 

ARG

can fi nd, with whatever writing tool I can fi nd. I hope you do too. 

O

COPYRIGHT: 2025 by Active Interest 

TOH
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Yours in Writing, 
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This publication may not be reproduced, 

A

 H

either in whole or part, in any form without 
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written permission from the publisher. 

SAJ
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©OTO

 WRITER’S DIGEST MAGAZINE IS A REGISTERED 

HP
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POLLY CAMPBELL is the award-winning author of  You, Recharged: How to Beat Fatigue (Mostly), Amp Up Your Energy (Usually), and Enjoy Life Again (Always), and three other books. She hosts the weekly “Simply Write w/

Polly Campbell” podcast where she talks about the writing craft  and craft ing a writer’s life. Her Simply Write w/Polly column appears at SimplyWrite.substack.com. She oft en speaks and writes about the writer’s mindset, writing tech-CHAIRMAN & CEO 

nique, and practical psychology. Her work has appeared Andrew W. Clurman

in scores of magazines, and she is a frequent speaker at CHAIRMAN EMERITUS

writers’ conferences. Polly lives with her family in Oregon Efrem Zimbalist III
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Erica Moynihan
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Prize and for a Best of Small Fictions, and featured on the EDR

Nebula and Stoker recommended reading lists.  Vile Lady  EE

VICE PRESIDENT, MARKETING
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 Villains is Danai’s debut novel, out with Penguin Michael O

Amanda Phillips

 L

©

Joseph in March 2026. Growing up amid the ancient ruins TOH

VICE PRESIDENT, CIRCULATION

S

of Athens, Greece, Danai currently haunts a forest in DA

Paige Nordmeyer

E

H

Sweden. When not writing, Danai is an editor for Hugo-SDLO

VICE PRESIDENT, 

nominated  khōréō magazine and an assistant literary NYE

SALES OPERATIONS 

agent at Th

e Tobias Literary Agency. You can fi nd Danai 

  RN

Christine Nilsen

AG

on social media at @danaiwrites. 

ANAL

VICE PRESIDENT, DIGITAL PRODUCT 
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ROBERT W. FIESELER, author of  American Scare:  A

Ashley MacDonald

©T
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D
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AE

RESEARCH 

HR

 Stairs Lounge Fire and the Rise of Gay Liberation, is E

Kristina Swindell

LES

a NLGJA Journalist of the Year and a recipient of the IE

  FR

DIRECTOR, 

Edgar Award. He graduated as co-valedictorian from OHT

HUMAN RESOURCES 

U

the Columbia Journalism School, and his reporting  A

Scott Roeder

EH T

has appeared in  Slate, Commonweal, and  River Teeth, F

 O

DIRECTOR, 

Y

among others. Fieseler married his longtime partner, SET

PRODUCTION 

RU

the artist Ryan Leitner, at Walden Pond and lives on O

Phil Graham

 C

©

the gayest street in New Orleans. 

TOH

DIRECTOR, 
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E

H

TONJA MATNEY REYNOLDS (TonjaReynolds.com) Susan A. Rose

UOLU

writes literary and historical fi ction. Her work has been OP

DIRECTOR, INFORMATION 

OT

longlisted for the Petrichor Prize for Finely Craft ed IS

TECHNOLOGY 

RH

Fiction and awarded the Michael Kenneth Smith Novel Andrew Shattuck

  CROH

Fellowship. Tonja’s stories have appeared in  Still: Th  e 

TU

 AE

 Journal, 100 Word Story, Streetlight Magazine, Women H TF

 Speak anthologies, and elsewhere. Tonja has edited an  OYSE

issue of  Th

   e Hong Kong Review and served as a Peter TRUO

Taylor Fellow at the Kenyon Review Writers Workshop. 

 C

©T

She is currently reading for 100 Notable Small Press OHSD

Books of 2025. Tonja resides in southwest Ohio with AE

HLL

her family and aging puggle. Find her on Instagram, EB

SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, CONTENT 

PM

Th

reads, or Bluesky @TonjaMReynolds. 

Rob Yagidi

AC
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20TH ANNUAL

NEW IN 2025: 2 CATEGORIES AND MORE PRIZES! 

Writer's Digest is celebrating our 20th Annual Writer’s Digest Poetry Awards with new categories and prizes. We’re looking for your best poems of 32 lines or fewer or unpublished chapbooks 25 pages or fewer. 

Any form of poetry is eligible including epic, free verse, odes, pantoums, sonnets, villanelles, and even haiku. This is the only Writer’s Digest competition exclusively for poets. Win cash and an article about you in the July/August issue of Writer’s Digest. 

EARLY-BIRD DEADLINE: NOVEMBER 3, 2025

Discover the full prize list and entry details at WritersDigest.com/poetryawards
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Participation Prize  

The Unexpected Rewards of Writing Contests 

BY POLLY CAMPBELL 

For 25 bucks, I jump-started my  In the process, I remembered why I  win” feeling of accomplishment and imagination. 

loved storytelling in the fi rst place. 

progress. Th

ose small wins release 

Th

e rules were simple: 

Writing contests off er benefi ts 

dopamine—the neurotransmitter 

Register for the writing contest, pay 

beyond the possibility of winning. 

that makes us feel good—and that 

the entry fee, and at midnight, I’d 

Th

ey help writers rediscover creativ-

increases our energy and ability to 

receive three unique prompts—a 

ity, build confi dence, and grow. 

persevere, according to research led 

genre, an object (mine was a sleeping 

by John D. Salamone and Mercè 

bag), and an action. I had 24 hours 

THE PERKS OF WRITING 

Correa. Th

e rush that comes with 

to weave those into a 250-word story 

UNDER PRESSURE 

completing a contest can boost moti-

and submit it online. A couple of 

Even the most experienced and pro-

vation and help us keep writing. 

my friends were entering, and on a 

lifi c writers have days when working 

whim, I decided to take on the 

through a messy draft  feels as slow 

THE POWER OF PROMPTS 

challenge, too. 

and sloppy as clearing a clogged pipe. 

Charlie Rogers was desperate to 

I wrote something fantastical, far 

Contests help keep the creative fl ow 

regain his writing chops when he 

outside my nonfi ction wheelhouse, 

going, says Joel Shoemaker, Associate 

entered a contest six years ago. Th

e 

about a model stuck in a sleeping 

Director of Library Services for 

New York writer had always been 

bag, and then rushed off  to a holiday 

Methodist College, Peoria, Ill. 

prolifi c until he hit a long dry spell 

bazaar. 

Shoemaker, who has self-

that left  him “feeling like his muse 

It will come as no surprise to learn 

published several books and a pic-

had abandoned him.” 

that I didn’t win. I was eliminated 

ture book called  Silas on Sundays 

Aft er searching for something cre-

before the second round. I don’t even 

(Wildling Press), enters several fl ash 

ative, Rogers entered NYC Midnight 

remember what the prize was. But I 

fi ction or short fi ction contests a 

(NYCMidnight.com), and it “abso-

gained something valuable: I had fun 

year—his current favorite is Writing 

lutely saved me. Th

at was all I needed. 

writing, something I hadn’t felt for 

Battle (WritingBattle.com). He said 

“I might have an interesting idea, 

a while. 

he rarely thinks about winning, but 

but there’s nothing compelling me 

Th

e prompts pushed me out-

he has fun and his contest pieces 

to bring it into reality and commit 

side my usual subject matter, forc-

oft en become the seeds of his anthol-

words to the page. Contests come 

ing me to experiment and let loose. 

ogies and other works. 

with built-in deadlines, and that helps 

With such a tight deadline, I didn’t 

Finishing a story also builds 

me motivate myself to just get going 

have time to overthink—I just wrote. 

motivation and creates a “small 

and do it,” Rogers says. 

8  I  WRITER’S DIGEST  I  July/August 2025
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Rogers enters about 20 contests 

a year. Many of them are short or 

READY TO ENTER A WRITING CONTEST? READ 

fl ash fi ction competitions. Some 

THIS FIRST 

have multiple rounds requiring 

Writing competitions can spark creativity, provide validation, and build commu-additional stories. While he 

nity. But before submitting, take these steps to avoid scams, protect your work, admits to being competitive and 

and enjoy the experience. 

occasionally disappointed when 

Find Reputable Contests 

he doesn’t place—though he has 

Before paying a fee or submitting your work, research the contest. Start with placed multiple times—he likes the 

a simple Google search. Does the website look professional or rushed? How prompts, which lead to other stories 

long has the contest been running? 

and longer works. 

Anyone can start a writing competition, and many organizations use them Rogers fi nished eighth in one 

to generate revenue. That’s not necessarily a red fl ag—provided the contest contest with prompts that included a 

is legitimate and fair. Look for clear guidelines, named judges or transparent mechanical bull and a forest fi re that 

judging criteria, and well-defi ned fees and prizes. 

he later expanded into a magazine 

story. Another entry became a self-

Seek Trusted Referrals 

published novella. 

Word-of-mouth recommendations are invaluable. Ask fellow writers about contests they’ve enjoyed, and use trusted sources like  Writer’s Digest, Poets REGULAR PRACTICE, BIG 

 & Writers, The Alliance of Independent Authors (ALLi), and Reedsy to fi nd IMPROVEMENT 

competitions. 

Brittany Neeley is writing a novel 

Protect Your Rights 

from what started as a 100-word fl ash 

Avoid contests that require full rights to your work. Standard competitions fi ction contest entry. When she fi rst 

may request permission to publish winning entries, but they shouldn’t demand receives her prompts, she spends 

exclusive or indefi nite rights. 

some time thinking about how she’ll 

If the prize includes a publishing contract, review the terms carefully shape them into a story. Th

en, she sits 

before entering. As Jane Friedman writes in  The Business of Being a Writer, down and writes in a fl urry. For this 

 Second Edition (University of Chicago Press), it’s important to evaluate what full-time therapist and mother of two 

the contest has done for past winners. Has it helped them land book deals young children, writing for contests 

or agents? Know what to expect before you submit—and always read the is a fun release, and the practice has 

fi ne print. 

made her a better writer. 

Contests push writers to make 

Understand Contest Requirements 

quick, thoughtful decisions about 

Every competition has its own structure. Some have multiple rounds or peer plot, pacing, and character, and 

reviews. Others focus on poetry, screenplays, fl ash fi ction, or essays. Some are Neeley says that’s helped her become 

geared toward self-published or traditionally published books. 

more intentional in her work over-

Before entering, assess your eligibility, time commitment, and cost. Entry all. “I think more critically, I’m more 

fees range from free to hundreds of dollars. If a contest strains your budget, precise and creative with my word 

reconsider—many don’t offer fi nancial returns. 

choices so I can tell a better story, a 

Be cautious of competitions that charge high fees but lack transparency, complete story in a limited space.” 

have no track record of past winners, or show little engagement on social media where winners typically share their success. 

CONSTRUCTIVE FEEDBACK, 

Know Yourself 

ACTIVE COMMUNITY 

If rejection stifl es your creativity, even the most encouraging contest may not Many reputable competitions also 

be the best fi t. Writing competitions are subjective and highly competitive, accept longer works, including full 

and they rarely lead to life-changing results. 

manuscripts, self-published books, 

But if your goal is growth, challenge, and enjoyment, the experience itself is screenplays, essays, and other long-rewarding—win or lose. 

form pieces. No matter the length of 

WritersDigest .com  I  9
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your entry, legitimate contests usu-

through online forums and chats 

awards or publication. But it’s 

ally provide feedback and notes from 

administered by contest organizers. 

confi dence-building to participate, 

judges, which might include editors, 

“Writing can feel so solitary,” he 

Neeley says. 

agents, authors, and peers. 

says. “But if you fi nd a community, it 

“Th

e act of showing up, fi nish-

Writers depend on these notes 

helps you push through the highs and 

ing a piece, and putting it out into 

for encouragement and specifi c 

lows. Engaging in contests and their 

the world makes it easier to do the 

ideas about how to improve a piece. 

forums has been a great way to con-

next time,” she says. And that’s a big 

Sometimes, contest participants are 

nect with others who care about the 

deal for writers who want to publish. 

required to judge work too, oft en in 

same things I do.” 

Contests normalize the process of 

the early rounds. Occasionally, the 

writing, completing, and submitting a 

feedback misses the point, but most 

PARTICIPATION PRIZE: 

piece. While you may not get a trophy 

writers provide valuable insights 

CONFIDENCE 

at the end, the process contributes to 

because they appreciate receiving it 

Framing contests as a way to chal-

a writer’s growth. 

themselves, Shoemaker says. 

lenge yourself, invest in your writing, 

When praise comes from a judge 

“Learning how to give useful feed-

and connect with other creatives—

who is a bestselling author or some-

back is just as valuable as learning 

rather than something that must be 

one whose work you respect, that 

how to take it,” he says. “It’s a skill 

won to be worthwhile—can help you 

kind of validation is an added perk, 

that improves your own writing and 

reap the most valuable rewards. 

says Bea Northwick. Northwick’s 

strengthens the relationships you 

Th

ousands of writers enter large 

book  Th

   e Cruel Dark won grand 

build within the writing community.” 

contests like NYC Midnight, while 

prize in the Writer’s Digest 2023 

And those relationships can be 

others may have a few hundred 

Self-Published E-book Awards. She 

strong. Rogers says some of his best 

entrants. Prizes range from digital 

didn’t expect to win but entered as a 

friends are among those he met 

certifi cates and medallions to cash 

personal challenge to overcome self-

doubt and her fear of rejection. 

“I know it sounds silly, but 

imposter syndrome keeps so many 

Worth a Th

ousand Words 

writers from pursuing fun and 

exciting new things. I learned how to 

say, ‘What if it goes well?’ And it did. 

It won’t always, but, as they say, you 

never know until you try,” Northwick 

says. “If your work makes it to the 

feedback rounds, then you get a 

fantastic critique that you can use to 

move forward.” 

Polly Campbell is the author of the award-winning  You, Recharged: How to Beat 

 Fatigue (Mostly), Amp Up Your Energy 

 (Usually), and Enjoy Life Again, (Always), and three other books. She hosts the weekly 

“Simply Write w/ Polly Campbell” podcast 

and writes the Simply Write column on 

Substack. Her work has appeared in scores 

Bob Eckstein is a  New York Times-bestselling author and a cartoonist. His new book is of magazines, and she is a frequent speaker 

 Footnotes From the Most Fascinating Museums: Stories and Memorable Moments From at writers’ conferences. She lives in Oregon 

 People Who Love Museums. 

with her family. 
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HONORING THE BEST SELF-PUBLISHED E-BOOKS

You’ve chosen the independent route and self-published your e-book, now take the next step and be recognized for your great work. Submit your self-published e-book(s) in the Writer’s Digest 13th Annual Self-Published E-book Awards for a chance to win $5,000 in cash, a featured interview in  Writer’s Digest  magazine, and a paid trip to the ever-popular Writer’s Digest Annual Conference. 
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No, You Can’t Use AI 

BY ROB HART 

Think about the best cheese-

burger you ever had. If you 

don’t eat cheeseburgers for 

personal, dietary, or religious reasons, 

substitute your favorite type of food 

for the sake of the analogy. 

My favorite is the French onion 

soup burger from Le Rivage in 

Manhattan. A grilled beef patty is 

covered with caramelized onions 

and Emmental cheese, then draped 

in a béchamel sauce and served on 

an English muffi

n.  Decadent is too 

pedestrian a word for this culinary 

masterpiece. If I was on Death Row, it 

would be my last meal. 

Now think about a McDonald’s 

burger (or an equivalent fast-food 

knock-off  of your favorite thing)—

ingredients hastily crammed into 

a paper wrapper and tossed at you 

through a drive-through window. 

One is trying to fulfi ll the bare 

But artifi cial intelligence doesn’t 

If you’re lucky, it might be hot, but 

minimum standards of what a thing 

even have that much going for it. It’s 

more likely, it’s room temperature. 

needs to be, while the other is an 

destructive to the environment, it’s 

Objectively, they’re both burg-

attempt to elevate the standard—to 

completely unethical, and frankly, if 

ers. Th

ey contain, roughly, similar 

profoundly change and alter what you 

you use it, then you have no right to 

ingredients. 

think is possible. 

call yourself an artist. 

But subjectively? Th

e gulf in 

Because a French onion soup 

Yeah, I said what I said. 

quality between these two things is 

burger  sounds ridiculous, until 

enormous. 

it’s not. 

Let’s start with the environmen-

Th

e reason for that is because one 

All this it to say: Artifi cial intelli-

tal impact, because that’s easy to 

was developed with care and preci-

gence is fast food. Quick, cheap, and 

quantify. 

IODUT

sion by someone who respected a 

easy; functional, but not remarkable. 

Th

e “cloud” isn’t  actually a cloud. 

 SROO

craft , whereas the McDonald’s burger 

Th

e only diff erence is that, 

Artifi cial intelligence requires huge, 

: MSE

was created through an assembly-line 

every now and again, I will eat a 

power-hungry data centers, which 

GA

 IM

process. Th

e point is the savings, the 

McDonald’s cheeseburger. It does its 

means increased energy consump-

YTTE

sameness, the lack of imagination—

job, and for a short time aft er, I am 

tion, which means more green-

G

©EG

and, therefore, the lack of  risk. 

no longer hungry. 

house gas emissions. A request made 

A

IM
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through ChatGPT consumes 10 times 

potential inside the machine, and 

Writing is not data. 

the electricity of a Google search, 

everything to do with the time and 

Writing is art. And 

according to the International 

money saved in working with it. 

Energy Agency. 

Th

e tech industry is, once again, 

when you treat art like 

Th

ose data centers also require 

trying to “disrupt” something that 

data, you devalue it. 

the machines to stay cool, and that 

didn’t need to be disrupted. 

requires water—massive, massive 

We do not have a shortage of writers. 

something. It was so executives didn’t 

amounts, at a time when many parts 

We are not a dwindling resource. 

have to pay people. Sorry, I should 

of the world are suff ering from a lack 

In 2007, Netfl ix launched its 

clarify: It was so rich executives who 

of access to clean water. An envi-

streaming platform. Remember how 

wanted to buy a third yacht in case 

ronmental report from Microsoft  

streaming was supposed to revolu-

the fi rst two broke down didn’t have 

said the company’s water consump-

tionize the way we get our entertain-

to pay people. 

tion went up 34 percent from 2021 

ment? No more commercials, no 

to 2022. Google’s went up 22 percent 

Th

e good news is that the AI bubble 

more expensive cable contracts with a 

over the same period. 

is close to bursting, too—destined 

hundred channels we don’t watch. 

But wait, there’s more! 

to follow the other useless toys the 

Except … those commercials were 

Th

e microchips that power AI 

tech industry tried to convince us 

important. Th

ey generated the rev-

require rare earth elements, which are 

we needed, like cryptocurrency and 

enue required to compensate people 

mined in environmentally destructive 

for the production of movies and 

NFTs. 

ways. And it’s increasing the amount 

TV shows. For a little while, stream-

(Seriously, if you want to have a 

of e-waste we’re producing, which 

ing was the land of milk and honey. 

good laugh, go look up what an NFT 

means more mercury and lead fl oat-

Especially for writers—everything 

is. I still don’t totally understand the 

ing around in the environment. 

and anything was getting optioned. 

concept, and that’s the point, I don’t 

So, the same way your life expec-

Th

ere were so many productions hap-

think anyone did—but it made peo-

tancy decreases by 20 minutes every 

pening concurrently, there weren’t 

ple spend millions of dollars on pic-

time you smoke a cigarette, you prob-

enough crews to staff  them. 

tures of cartoon monkeys, and I am 

ably shave a couple of minutes off  

But like all bubbles, it burst. By 

not making that up.) 

the earth’s ability to sustain life every 

2023, streaming services were being 

Microsoft  is scrapping leases for 

time you do an AI search. 

shuttered or combined. Th

e ones 

data centers. OpenAI saw a $5 billion 

Th

at alone ought to be enough to 

that are still around are hemorrhag-

loss in 2024. Google’s AI overview 

get you to put down the ChatGPT. 

ing money, and subscription fees are 

is a social media punchline, with 

Now, sure, we could put more time 

getting so expensive—especially if 

people sharing screenshots of this 

and eff ort into sustainability, recy-

you don’t want ads, which, surprise, 

supposedly “intelligent” tech telling 

cling, and making the process cleaner 

they’re back!—it’s pretty much a wash 

people it’s OK to smoke while preg-

and more energy effi

cient. But the 

in terms of savings over cable. We’re 

nant or suggesting the use of glue to 

end result will still be the same: Has 

back to where we started. 

keep cheese from sliding off  pizza. 

anyone seen anything produced 

Shows are dropped before they’re 

Every writer I know is furious about 

by artifi cial intelligence that wasn’t 

given the opportunity to build 

the addition of the AI writing tool 

derivative garbage? 

audiences (you deserved better, 

Copilot to Microsoft  Word (which 

I haven’t. 

Netfl ix’s “Kaos”), and just last year, 

seems nearly impossible to remove 

It’s funny to watch AI evangelists 

writers and actors had to go on strike 

and is why I am not updating Word 

proclaim the ugliest, dumbest videos 

to get fair compensation to keep 

anytime soon). 

and pictures are indistinguishable 

artifi cial intelligence from writing 

Artifi cial intelligence isn’t all bad. 

from something created by a human. 

scripts and using the likenesses of 

It does have a place. It’s showing 

Funny, but not surprising. Th

is is 

actors without their consent. 

promising results in fi elds like medi-

because their arguments are never 

Th

is was not because it off ered 

cal research. According to one trial, 

about the hidden reserve of creative 

an exciting new way to create 

mammography supported by AI 
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increased breast cancer detection by 

Th

ere was a point where maga-

a modicum of self-respect. Can you 

29 percent. It reduced screen-

zines like  Clarkesworld had to close 

help me?” 

reading workload by 44 percent. 

submissions because they were inun-

Here’s what I got:  

Th

is is great! 

dated with AI-generated submissions. 

 “In the relentless march of technol-

What’s the diff erence? 

Th

is was because online infl uencers 

 ogy, there’s always a shiny new toy—

Data. 

promoting “side-hustle culture” listed 

 something that promises to make our 

Writing is not data. Writing is art. 

them as an easy way to make money: 

 lives easier, faster, and more effi

   cient. 

And when you treat art like data, you 

Just have ChatGPT generate a story 

 And yet, when it comes to writing, 

devalue it. 

for you, submit it, and the cash would 

 artifi cial intelligence (AI) is not only a come rolling in. 

 useless crutch; it’s a danger to the very Th

e stuff  created by AI doesn’t appear 

Of course, they said nothing about 

 soul of the craft . Writers who value 

out of thin air. Th

ese models are 

how unlikely it was to work, given 

 their independence, their creativity, 

trained by feeding it the work of real 

the competitiveness of the market. 

 and their integrity should not merely 

artists. Books, artwork, fi lms, music—

Th

ey’re grift ers, and what they do 

 resist AI—they should scorn it, shun 

it’s all thrown into a grinder, so 

isn’t about helping people; it’s about 

 it, and actively work to preserve the 

whatever AI produces is just a copy 

selling their own brand. It’s nothing 

 authenticity of their work in the face 

of something else. And all of this 

more than modern-day snake oil. 

 of this soulless technology.” 

happens without pay, without credit, 

Th

ere was a point where it 

Th

is underscores a couple of fun-

without any thought or respect given 

seemed like writers were genuinely 

damental issues with AI. 

to copyright laws. 

worried that machines might take 

Th

e fi rst is that I wouldn’t use 

Th

at’s why there’s no ethical way to 

our jobs. It doesn’t help that enti-

it because while it makes the point 

use AI to create something. 

ties from publishers to governments 

clearly and concisely, it lacks any kind 

And this is why I think you have 

(hey, U.K.) are happy to make a little 

of life or personality. Th

ere’s no spark. 

no right to call yourself an artist if 

scratch by selling off  libraries to 

It’s boring. 

you’re using AI to create something. 

train AI models. 

Is my cheeseburger analogy any 

Because you’re not creating. You’re 

I’m not worried. AI can’t do what 

good? I don’t know. You can be the 

stealing from other people. 

we do. It’s never loved, it’s never lost, 

judge of that. I do know that it’s a hell 

Th

ere’s this saying about how it’s 

it’s never suff ered, it’s never stood in 

of a lot better than this. An AI model 

more fun to say you’re a writer than it 

the rain on a warm summer day and 

couldn’t make it, because it has no 

is to actually write. And I get it. Th

ere 

truly appreciated that for as much 

concept of what a cheeseburger is. 

are days where I sit down, fi re up my 

as the world sucks sometimes, it can 

Worst of all, how  intelligent can it 

laptop, open a blank Word document, 

also be very beautiful. 

really be? 

and wonder why I’m still doing this 

It’s anti-art. 

It was too stupid to defend itself. 

to myself. 

But then I remember I could be 

So, I have a confession to make. I 

mining coal or wearing a suit and 

did a not-great thing. I was strug-

sitting in a box to make some rich 

gling with writing this piece, so, just 

jerk a little more rich—and I realize 

to see what would happen, I went 

this is a pretty good life, so I get 

to ChatGPT. 

to work. 

(Yeah, yeah, I know—I recycle; I 

Artifi cial intelligence is for people 

walk to the grocery store instead of 

who want to say they’re an artist but 

driving. I’m doing my best here.) 

don’t want to put any eff ort into it. It’s 

But I was curious, so I entered 

for people who don’t value the act of 

this: “I need help writing the opening 

creation and see it as another way to 

of an article for  Writer’s Digest about Rob Hart (RobWHart.com) is the  USA make money (which, ha ha, joke’s on 

how artifi cial intelligence is useless 

 Today-bestselling author of books like you if you think this is a good way to 

and dangerous and should be scorned 

 Assassins Anonymous, and  The Warehouse. 

make a living!). 

and shunned by any writer who has 

His latest novel is  The Medusa Protocol. 
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short SHORT story

COMPETITION

To make a long story (really) short... 

We’re looking for writing that’s bold, brilliant, and, most of all, brief. 



Submit your best stories that are 1,500 words or fewer. 

You could win $3,000 in cash, a trip to the Writer’s Digest Annual Conference, and an interview for a feature article in our magazine. 

Early-Bird Deadline

Regular Deadline

November 17, 2025

December 15, 2025

Enter online at  WritersDigest.com/SSS
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Incorporating Self-Care Into Your 

Writing Routine  

BY PAULA RIZZO  

If you feel like everyone around 

you is committed to being 

busy and doing more, you’re 

not alone. It’s almost like a badge of 

honor to be spread too thin. Th

is is 

especially true if you’re in a creative 

fi eld. 

Why is this so common among 

writers? Well, you might feel excited 

by all the projects and ideas you 

have, so you commit to too many 

things. You might also feel external 

pressure, like you need to say “yes” 

too oft en because you don’t want 

opportunities to pass you by or your 

social media feed will look like you’re 

not doing enough. 

Whatever the cause, it’s common 

for writers to get caught in the cycle 

of overwork and over-commitment. I 

know, because it happened to me. 

A year aft er my fi rst book,  Listful 

 Th

   inking: Using Lists to be More 

 Productive, Highly Successful and 

surgery. Th

at was followed by another 

producer at Fox News Channel in 

 Less Stressed, was published, my 

procedure to pull toxins out of my 

New York City. I was juggling all 

appendix burst. Th

at’s a very dra-

body. In total, I spent eight days in 

my responsibilities at work, my side 

matic and dangerous way for your 

the hospital, six weeks out of work, 

hustle, plus all that goes into being a 

body to tell you to slow down and 

and more than a year recovering. 

wife, daughter, and friend too. 

Y

reprioritize. I was too busy to listen to 

At the time, I was still keeping 

I needed to get back on track—but 

DDU

 P

the signs my body was sending me. I 

the momentum going aft er my book 

in a diff erent way. I couldn’t go back 

INTRA

thought I didn’t have time to go to the 

launch. Th

at meant I was saying yes 

to the way I’d been doing things. I 

: MSE

emergency room, and so instead, I 

to every networking event, every 

had no choice but to embrace a new 

GA

 IM

just pushed through it. When I fi nally 

media inquiry, and every speaking 

mantra: Rest is the new hustle. 

YTTE

got to the ER, my appendix had 

engagement. Plus, at the time I was 

Th

at’s what I had in mind when I 

G

©EG

ruptured, and I needed emergency 

working full-time as a senior health 

was writing my second book,  Listful 

A

IM
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 Living: A List-Making Journey to a 

releases a chemical that boosts 

notebook. Writing is more than just 

 Less Stressed You. Yep—that book 

your brain. 

writing. Being a good writer means 

was an exercise in putting self-care 

You could also complete a short, 

being open to the world. Th

ose 

into my writing and life routine. And 

constructive task that gives you a 

experiences are not separate from 

it’s something I talk about all the time 

little burst of satisfaction and compe-

writing. Going out, staying in, being 

with other authors. 

tence—like unloading the dishwasher 

curious, trying new things, enjoying 

An early reader of the book put 

or watering your plants. 

your routines—these are all fuel for 

it best. She said, “Th

e hustle that got 

Th

ese actions all utilize diff erent 

your writing. 

you here won’t get you there.” So, 

parts of your brain. Th

ey act like a 

what does that mean for avoiding 

reset so that you can come back to 

4. CHECK IN WITH YOURSELF. 

burnout and incorporating self-care 

your writing feeling renewed and 

It’s great if you can do all these things, 

into your writing practices? 

fresh. 

but even just a small change will 

Here are some tips to get you 

yield big results. However, we all get 

started:  

2. SCHEDULE YOUR BREAKS. 

bogged down with our regular rou-

We all need breaks. But as writers, it 

tine and don’t take a minute to pause 

1. ENGAGE DIFFERENT PARTS 

can be easy to try to power through. 

and refl ect on how we’re feeling. If 

OF YOUR BRAIN. 

Th

at’s how I got stuck with a burst 

you don’t see the benefi ts, you won’t 

Staring at a blank page and feel-

appendix, aft er all! 

continue. Whether you journal about 

ing stuck is something that happens 

Try to schedule breaks in your 

it or put it in your digital calendar—

to every writer. But it’s more than 

day—yep, intentional breaks where 

make a note of how you feel aft er you 

a temporary inconvenience when 

you’re not thinking about work at 

take some time for yourself. Does 

you’re on a deadline—it’s also a sign 

all. Put them in your calendar and 

your writing seem to get easier? Are 

of burnout and creative stagnation. 

let people you work with know when 

you happier when you give your-

In order to get the juices fl owing, 

you won’t be reachable. 

self breaks? Do this for a few weeks 

you need to engage diff erent parts 

Stay accountable to yourself and 

and see what the results fi nd for you. 

of your brain. If you fi nd yourself 

actually take those breaks. You can 

Th

en you can make adjustments 

stuck like this, it’s important to make 

always decide ahead of time what 

as needed. 

a switch and take care of yourself at 

you want to do during your break, 

To avoid burnout and feed your 

that moment. 

like meditate, take a walk, or catch 

creativity, it’s essential to take care 

Listen to yourself. What would 

up with a friend. If you love nature 

of yourself physically and emotion-

feel comforting and healing to you 

but it’s too cold to go for a walk, put 

ally. However you choose to make 

right now? It’s so rare that we actually 

on a documentary about animals 

self-care part of your routine as a 

take the time to ask this question and 

or the ocean. Do what works in the 

writer, don’t forget that it’s one of the 

really listen to the answer. 

moment. Be fl exible. 

best ways to grow your creativity and 

It might look like resting your 

Getting a sense of what works for 

invest in your success. Remember, we 

brain for a few minutes. Actually 

you is part of setting up a sustainable 

are all a work in progress. 

closing your eyes, taking a few deep 

and productive writing routine that 

breaths, and noticing sensations in 

makes sense with your needs. 

your body can make a big diff er-

ence. Scrolling on your phone doesn’t 

3. EMBRACE THAT WRITING 

count! 

ISN’T JUST WRITING. 

You might choose to do some-

I oft en hear from my writer friends 

thing playful—whether that’s doing a 

that they feel guilty for doing self-

little doodling or being silly with your 

care when they think they should be 

dog. Something that involves move-

writing. I’ve felt this way myself. 

Paula Rizzo is an Emmy-Award winning television producer, author of  Listful Thinking ment is always a good idea— Harvard 

But it’s essential to remember that 

and  Listful Living and a media trainer. For Business Review recently reported 

writing is a practice that needs to be 

more productivity tips go to PaulaRizzo

on research that found movement 

fed away from the computer or the 

.com/listWD. 
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 No matter what you write, a bit of poetic license can be a valuable asset to any writer’s arsenal. 

BY ROBERT LEE BREWER

SETTING THE SCENE IN 

“Because I mainly write narra-

Davis seems to concur: “I grew 

POETRY 

tive poems, setting is important,” says 

up in the Bible Belt, and Biblical 

Setting is not always top of mind 

Joseph Mills, author of  Th

  e Holiday 

allusions fi nd their way frequently 

for people when considering how to 

 Cycle (Press 53), “but that doesn’t 

into my work—sometimes as 

write more compelling poems. Aft er 

necessarily mean I provide explicit 

individual images, sometimes more 

all, many have read poems (excel-

information. I may simply suggest a 

largely as poetic forms. Place is a 

lent poems, in fact) that seem to take 

setting to orient the reader. Although 

multifaceted concept, and it impacts 

place in a vacuum of time and space, 

I might have specifi c sensory details 

both my identity and work in 

because they’re dealing with subjects 

in mind, the reader will contribute 

multifaceted ways.” 

of the heart, mind, and soul. And 

their own. Th

at is part of the power of 

“Place can mean landscape, his-

those poems are wonderful, but set-

poetry and art. I provide an outline, a 

tory, memory, and language,” adds 

ting the scene can sometimes take 

framework, and the reader fi lls it in. 

Cathy Linh Che, author of  Becoming 

those same great ideas and emotions 

Th

eir place may not be mine, but it is 

 Ghost (Washington Square Press). 

to new levels. 

vital and important.” 

“Poetry is a place where many places 

“I consider setting to be a cru-

Th

is tactic is used by Maggie Smith 

can converge all at once. My book 

cial element in my writing,” explains 

in her super popular “Good Bones” 

is about my parents being used as 

Marissa Davis, author of  End of 

poem, which uses spare descriptions 

extras in the fi lming of  Apocalypse 

 Empire (Penguin Poets). “It grounds 

to lead readers through the logic of 

 Now. Th

ey were transported onto the 

the reader in the work, providing a 

making a case for the world to the 

set from their refugee camp, mov-

sensory portal to leap through—and 

next generation by having “any decent 

ing from one end of Luzon in the 

in doing so, functions as no small 

realtor” focus on the “good bones” of 

Philippines to the other, which takes 

part of what makes a poem feel real, 

“a real shithole” to spin, “You could 

a full day by bus. Th

ey existed in 

tangible, alive. I feel this goes for fi c-

make this place beautiful.” 

several liminal spaces (the refugee 

tional settings as for real ones.” 

“I love the opening of  Charlotte’s 

camp, the fi lm set in the Philippines 

Ocean Vuong’s “Aubade with 

 Web: ‘“Where’s Papa going with 

which represented Vietnam), and 

Burning City” is compelling 

that ax?” said Fern to her mother 

poetry, through vivid imagery and 

because of the actions taking place 

as they were setting the table for 

clear naming, is an amazingly porous 

in the poem, but those actions are 

breakfast,’” says Mills. “It’s all there—

medium that allows a reader to expe-

grounded in concise descriptions 

relationships, confl ict, dialogue, 

rience all of these places fully and 

of the setting. Th

e message of 

setting—in only a few words. 

simultaneously.” 

“Instructions on Not Giving Up,” 

Similarly, in a play, if two characters 

If you fi nd your poems lost in a sea 

by Ada Limón, only means what it 

enter and one asks, ‘Do you teach 

of i deas and abstractions, consider 

means through the descriptions of 

here?’ we immediately know their 

  O

grounding them with a setting, even 

RR

those persevering crabapple trees. 

location, but also something about 

UP

if it’s barely there. You may fi nd it 

A

 C

Gwendolyn Brooks sets the scene 

their relationship. Place is key, but 

YN

provides you (and your readers) new 

O T

for her poem “We Real Cool” with 

in my work, it is usually suggested 

©

places to explore. 

N

IO

just eight words: “Th

e Pool Players. / 

without being described and almost 

TARTS

Seven at the Golden Shovel.” 

always stands for something else.” 

UL

ILRE

WER

Robert Lee Brewer is senior editor of WD and author of  The Complete Guide of Poetic Forms. 

B
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Write It Out

 Writing prompts to boost your creativity. 

BY MORIAH RICHARD 

SETTING THE SCENE 

INSTRUCTIONS: Sometimes, the setting creates the story. 

3. IT’S NOON.  Th

ere’s a hazy, humid atmosphere. You’re 

Each of the following prompts contains a time of day, on board a ship. Th

ere’s a creepy feel to the place. 

weather, location, and a feeling. Some of the pairings are 4. IT’S DAWN.  Th

ere’s a thunderstorm overhead. You’re on 

unexpected, so, for this exercise, select one of the set-a fi lm set. Th

ere’s a joyful feel to the place. 

tings and let your imagination go wild as you create a 5. IT’S TWILIGHT.  Th

ere’s a strong wind blowing. You’re in 

new story. 

a desert. Th

ere’s a romantic feel to the place. 

6. IT’S MID-MORNING.  Th

ere’s bright sunshine. You’re in 

1.  IT’S THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT.  Th

ere’s light snow fall-

the heart of a city. Th

ere’s a desolate feel to the place. 

ing. You’re in the countryside. Th

ere’s a charming feel 

7. IT’S EVENING.  Th

ere’s thick fog. You’re by the sea. 

to the place. 

Th

ere’s a relaxed feel to the place. 

2. IT’S EVENING.  Th

ere’s a mist rolling in. You’re in a small 

town. Th

ere’s a lonely feel to the place. 

IN

INLLEP_E

IK

: MSEGA

 IMYTTE

G

©EGA

IM

Moriah Richard is managing editor of WD. 
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INDIELAB

 New rules. New strategies. New paths to success. 

BY SAIDA R. PAGAN 

How and Why to Use Electronic 

Press Kits 

to move forward. But now the ques-

“Th

ere needs to be a hub, one 

tion is, what’s the secret to getting 

central location where people can 

Let’s set the scene: It’s been 

several months since you 

self-published your fi rst 

journalists to actually run stories on 

go and learn about you and your 

book. It’s been listed on just about 

your book? 

books,” said Brian Fitzpatrick, a 

every online platform and has even 

Having a strong pitch is a good 

Southern California author, screen-

received a few positive reviews on 

start. But one oft en-overlooked 

writer, and speaker. 

Goodreads and Amazon. On the 

strategy is something that far too 

Fitzpatrick, who is best known 

one hand, things look promising. 

few writers have even considered—

for his sci-fi  trilogy Mechcraft , says 

On the other, well, not so much. 

the creation of an eye-catching, 

that the vast majority of podcast 

Th

at’s because as hard as you’ve 

information-fi lled, easy-to-use elec-

producers have asked him for 

tried to market it, sales are not as 

tronic press kit, aka EPK. 

production materials. 

robust as you think they could be. 

“It’s an incredibly helpful thing 

“If the interviewer has more 

You always knew that you would 

[for an author] to have a specifi c 

knowledge about you, the inter-

have to put in the work to promote 

resource where their press kit, 

view [usually] goes really well,” 

your book—and you have. You’ve 

their media, their assets all live,” 

Fitzpatrick said. 

posted nonstop on social media, 

said Lauren Oritz, Senior Publicity 

scheduled book signings, and even 

Manager for Little, Brown and 

WHAT SHOULD AN EPK 

appeared on a few writers’ podcasts. 

Company’s nonfi ction division in 

CONTAIN? 

But as much as you’ve tried, your book 

New York. “It is oft en the place we 

While each EPK will be diff erent, 

is still not inching anywhere near the 

will refer a journalist to,” she added. 

there are some basic elements that 

top of any of the bestseller lists. 

can help news organizations pro-

At this point, you’ve come to the 

WHAT EXACTLY IS AN 

duce reports or segments that look 

conclusion that while social media 

ELECTRONIC PRESS KIT? 

and sound more polished and com-

is an important tool, maybe, just 

A writer’s EPK is typically a page 

pelling than they otherwise would. 

maybe, traditional media, with its 

on a website that contains pertinent 

Publicists and media-savvy writ-

wide reach, should be a bigger part 

information about a book and its 

ers recommend the following: 

of your public relations plan. You’re 

author. With the click of a mouse, 

hoping that with publicity you can 

busy journalists can quickly fi nd 

• Press release 

connect more quickly with the thou-

background information, videos, 

• Author’s bio (long and short) 

sands of potential readers you’re 

still images, and more—all in one 

• Author’s headshots (with 

sure will love your book. 

place. And the simpler it is for the 

photo credit) 

So, you put together a solid list of 

media to fi nd out about your book, 

• Synopsis of the book (long 

television and radio stations, news-

the more interested reporters might 

and short) 

papers, and magazines and are ready 

become in interviewing you. 

• Book cover images 
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• Author’s sizzle reel (if available) 

Laura Flanders, an award-

pitch. But that 20 percent that have, 

• Video trailer about the book 

winning journalist and bestselling 

get top billing.” 

• Links to previous media 

author, is also the host and execu-

Linda Folsom is a former Disney 

appearances/articles 

tive producer of “Laura Flanders 

media creator and fi rst-time author 

• Photo gallery with photo credits 

& Friends,” a PBS TV show in its 

of the 2022 young adult novel  Away 

and suggested captions 

sixth season. Her company produces 

 With Words. She says although she 

• Social media tool kit 

about 45 episodes a year that air on 

has attended numerous market-

• Frequently asked questions 

300 stations and other platforms. 

ing webinars for writers, EPKs have 

• Suggested questions 

Flanders says an author’s book 

never been mentioned. 

• Link to author’s website and/or 

should be able to appeal to an audi-

“No one ever called that out as 

book’s website 

ence on its own merits without 

something to do,” Folsom said. “It 

“bells and whistles.” However, hav-

was more like, ‘We know how to 

“For a book, I believe it is 

ing worked in radio, print, and tele-

use social media. We know how to 

important to give any inter-

vision, she understands how images 

get you views and lots of likes,’” she 

ested person all the informa-

and video can help an author’s work 

said, describing the sales pitches she 

tion they would ask you for,” said 

resonate with an audience. 

has heard. 

Shirley Neal, an award-winning 

“I believe it does deepen a con-

Hollywood producer, screenwriter, 

nection to have those extra elements,” 

WHO CREATES AN 

and author of  AfroCentric Style: A 

Flanders said. “Th

ere are ways that 

AUTHOR’S EPK? 

 Celebration of Blackness & Identity 

you can attract an audience through 

“In this day and age, authors are 

 in Pop Culture. 

how you present your book that 

really left  to their own devices to 

Neal, a former television publi-

might not have been attracted simply 

market themselves and their work,” 

cist and promotions producer, has 

by the subject matter [alone].” 

said Fitzpatrick. “Even if you have a 

two websites—a personal one that 

Ortiz says she thinks having pro-

traditional publisher, they are going 

mentions her book and one specifi -

duction assets can, in some instances, 

to expect you, the author, to do 95 

cally for her book. 

infl uence how a media segment is 

percent of your own marketing.” 

“I love it when people say, ‘I want 

produced or an article written. She 

to feature you for a book signing. I 

gives a recent example of working 

WHERE SHOULD WE BEGIN? 

want you to do an event. Can you 

closely with a TV network producer 

“Build slowly,” Neal suggests. “Make 

send me your …’ and they start list-

to determine the angle of a segment 

sure you give them the basics. Give 

ing all the things they want. And I 

featuring one of her authors. Initially 

them your photo, your bio, a syn-

say, ‘Here’s a link. Go to my website. 

there were a number of options up 

opsis about your book. It’s better to 

It’s all there,’” Neal explained. 

for discussion, but no fi nal decision 

add slowly than have the links on 

had yet been made. 

your website and nothing in them.” 

CAN AN EPK REALLY HELP 

“Th

en the author posted a reel of 

Fitzpatrick says at the end of the 

SELL YOUR BOOK? 

photos from her career, her child-

day, it all starts with having a great 

Th

e answer is it could, although 

hood, past press, and college,” Ortiz 

attitude. “I would strongly sug-

more oft en indirectly. Th

ere is little 

recalls. “Th

e producer saw it and 

gest fi nding ways to be comfortable 

doubt that having all the vital info 

said, ‘Th

at’s exactly what we want to 

in creating this press kit because it 

at the ready makes it far more likely 

do in this segment.’” 

really should be fun.” 

that any TV news report, article, 

or episode about your book would 

WHAT PERCENTAGE OF 

contain more detailed, accurate 

AUTHORS—BOTH NEW AND 

Saida Pagan is a Los Angeles-based jour-information and attention-grabbing 

ESTABLISHED—HAVE EPKS? 

nalist and media professional. She has 

won more than two dozen awards for her 

images. It goes without saying that 

“Far too few,” Flanders observed. 

reporting and is the host of the YouTube 

the better the report, the greater 

“I think probably at this point, still 

show “American Stories With Saida Pagan.” 

the chance that readers will become 

about 80 percent of people haven’t 

She invites you to connect with her on 

interested in your book. 

thought about that by the time they 

LinkedIn, Facebook, and X. 
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INDIELAB | WORKSHEET

Electronic Press Kits  

1.  List a few authors whose business acumen you admire. Visit their websites and make note of what EPK items they have available for the media to easily access. 

2. Are they missing any basics listed in the “How and Why to Use Electronic Press Kits” article? 

3. What items from the list of basics do you have at the ready to get your EPK started? 

4. What items would you like to have but need time to make? Create an action list. 

5. Outline a tentative schedule to keep you on track as you develop the items on your action list. 
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INDIELAB | AUTHOR SPOTLIGHT

BY MORIAH RICHARD

Spotlight on Marketing

Marketing is as individ- course, the pay-to-play advertising   Keeps;  Kayla in Paris) has dedi-ual to the indie author 

market—Amazon, BookBub, etc.” 

cated part of her business model to 

as their books are. 

WD editors hear over and over 

coaching other indie authors. She 

Marketing is the way that you get in 

that indie authors should approach 

stresses that writers should “Write 

front of your readers, gain a dedi-

their publishing careers as a busi-

with Butter, which means don’t just 

cated following, and create a lasting 

ness if they want to be successful. 

write for yourself—cook for your 

connection with people. 

Sci-fi  and nonfi ction author Jessie 

audience.” Th

is spills over into your 

Unlike large publishers, who 

Kwak ( Ghost Pirate Gambit;   From 

marketing: “Stress your backmatter. 

oft en have a team of people in 

 Chaos to Creativity) states, “You 

… Write buttery book descriptions.” 

charge of these details, most indie 

wouldn’t open a corner store with-

Focusing on this will naturally 

authors are the ones making the 

out a business plan—don’t just wing 

attract your audience to you and 

strategic decisions. 

it for your author business! Ask 

keep them wanting more. 

“My email list is my number 

yourself the hard questions: Who 

But like most things in publish-

one marketing tool,” says Roland 

are your readers, and how will you 

ing, marketing isn’t static. Your 

Denzel ( Man on Top;  Th

  e Author 

fi nd them? Will your business have 

strategies and outlets will need to 

 Brain). “I off er free content that’s multiple income streams? What will 

change to keep up with evolving 

directly related to what my ideal 

they be?” Answering these questions 

media trends and technological 

reader would like. Once they join 

might be the key that opens the 

advances. Jane Gorman ( Scones and 

my list, I can email them about all 

door to your marketing strategy. 

 Scoffl

   aws;  A Blind Eye), says, “A few of my books … I can also tell them 

Fantasy author Jami Fairleigh ( Oil 

years ago, I had a lot of success with 

about my courses, coaching, and 

 and Dust;  Charcoal and Smoke) cau-emailing services—the kind that, if 

events.” 

tions against the impulse to mini-

they select your book, let you off er 

Horror author David Viergutz 

mize your budget. “Frankly, if you’re 

a discounted copy to thousands of 

(“Scaremail”;  Not Okay) agrees, say-

going to spend the time and money 

people. More recently, I found that 

ing that connection is his number 

to publish your story, it’s not worth it 

social media ads off ered a better 

one marketing priority. “I look for 

to skimp on anything related to the 

return on investment. But I’ve also 

opportunities to humanize myself 

creation of your book,” Fairleigh says. 

taken advantage of any opportuni-

to readers … I host ‘Th

e Nightmare 

“Your book is an asset, so work with 

ties to get my books mentioned in 

Engine Podcast’ where I bring on 

a professional cover designer. Invest 

print or at bookstore events or at the 

another horror author, and we talk 

in your editors. Use a proofreader. 

local library. Basically, I think about 

… about what readers fi nd inter-

Buy your own ISBNs. Register your 

where I hear about new books, and 

esting. It helps them relate to me 

books with your copyright offi

ce.” 

I work from there. But as I men-

and keeps me top of mind for when 

Other authors fi nd strength 

tioned, always pay attention to the 

something new comes their way.” 

in numbers. Daniel Willcocks 

return on investment and be willing 

Mel Walker ( Kiss You Back;   Th

  e 

( When Winter Comes;  Th

  e Self-

to switch tracks when necessary.” 

 Singapore Stunt), explains that uti-

 Publishing Blueprint), says, “I have 

No matter the path you take 

lizing marketing fi rms can be an 

found services like StoryOrigin 

to connect with your readers, 

option for those willing to make 

and BookFunnel a great way to get 

marketing is something you’ll want 

the investment, which includes 

involved in group promotions, and I 

to consider carefully, weigh your 

“paid promo such as Written Word 

reach out to podcasts and YouTube 

options, and determine what kind 

Media, Th

e Fussy Librarian, [and]

channels to meet other genre enthu-

of investment you’ll make to ensure 

Red Feather Romance. Paid book/

siasts and fi nd new readers.” 

you set yourself up for success.  WD

review/release tours with PR fi rms 

Along these lines, romance 

such as Indie Pen PR. And, of 

author Th

eodora Taylor ( His For 

Moriah Richard is managing editor of WD. 
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UNSUNGPUNCTUATION

 Making the most of the guideposts of writing. 

BY RYAN G. VAN CLEAVE

The Case for the Colon

“Pay attention—what follows 

LITERARY USES 

explains, illustrates, or expands on 

Great writers have long recognized 

If punctuation marks were per-

formers, the colon would be the 

master of ceremonies: com-

what came before.” For instance: 

the colon’s power. George Orwell 

manding attention, bridging ideas, 

used it in  1984 to ensure his ideas 

• Th

ere was only one option left : 

and spotlighting what matters. Precise 

landed with maximum impact: 

dive into the freezing water.   

and dynamic, this mark provides 

• “Such a thing as an independent 

structure and weight, guiding the 

Here, the colon establishes 

political movement was outside 

reader with intention. 

a direct link between the state-

her imagination: and in any case 

ment and its resolution. Th

e colon 

the Party was invincible.” 

LIST MAKER’S BEST FRIEND 

strengthens tone and reinforces 

• “It was true that she regarded 

Th

e colon shines when it comes to 

authority: 

the whole war as a sham: but 

organization, particularly in nonfi c-

• Th

e answer is simple. Work 

apparently she had not even 

tion writing. It introduces lists, pro-

harder. 

noticed that the name of the 

viding a natural fl ow for the reader: 

• Th

e answer is simple: Work 

enemy had changed.” 

• Remember to pack the essen-

harder. 

In both cases, the colon sig-

tials: a fl ashlight, water, and a 

In the second example, the colon 

nals that what follows sharpens or 

fi rst-aid kit.   

conveys confi dence and urgency, 

expands on the thought, strengthen-

In fi ction, this can be used for 

emphasizing that the solution is 

ing Orwell’s tone. 

characterization or world-building: 

non-negotiable. 

Writers can use the colon in 

similar ways to heighten contrasts, 

• Her desk was a chaotic mix: 

INTRODUCE WHAT MATTERS 

emphasize crucial details, and guide 

half-empty coff ee cups, tangled 

One of the colon’s greatest strengths 

readers through complex ideas. 

charging cords, and a photo of 

is that it sets the stage for dramatic 

her cat wearing a party hat. 

reveals, punchlines, or pivotal 

YOUR TURN 

However, it’s crucial to remember 

moments: 

Th

e colon is more than a mark—it’s 

that what comes before the colon 

a tool for focus and impact. Use it 

• He realized the truth too late: 

must be a complete sentence: 

to connect ideas, showcase details, 

She was gone. 

and underscore meaning. Whether 

• Items to bring: fl ashlight, water, 

• Her voice carried an unmistak-

revealing a twist or organizing 

and snacks. 

able note of triumph: “Guess 

thoughts, the colon steers readers 

who aced the test?” 

Instead, aim for: 

with purpose.  WD

In these cases, the colon builds 

• Here’s what you’ll need: a fl ash-

anticipation before delivering the 

light, water, and snacks. 

Ryan G. Van Cleave (RyanGVanCleave

big reveal. It also works beautifully 

.com) is Editorial Director for Bushel & 

Th

is keeps your writing smooth 

for humor or unexpected twists: 

Peck Books and has authored dozens 

and grammatically correct. 

of books, including  The Weekend 

• Th

ere’s only one thing worse 

 Book Proposal  and  Memoir Writing for than bad coff ee: no coff ee.   

 Dummies. As The Picture Book Doctor 

A MARK OF PRECISION 

(ThePictureBookDoctor.com), Ryan helps 

Th

is unassuming mark does more 

Th

is technique enhances persua-

celebrity clients bring stories to life on the than organize: It tells the reader, 

sive and creative writing. 

page, stage, and screen. 
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DEARSIMON

 Your questions answered by a publishing expert. 

BY SIMON VAN BOOY

DEAR SIMON 

studying the forms of the novel and 

are too short for there to be any real 

 With so many ideas for stories, how 

short story—and getting to know 

character development. If there is, 

 do you determine whether they 

the limits of each medium. Once 

it’s summarized in a way that may be 

 would make a great short story, 

you’ve read enough short stories 

unsatisfying. In a novel, readers can 

 novella, or novel? Is there a process to 

and novels, you’ll get a sense of what 

inhabit the interior of a character 

 use in advance or does it become evi-

each medium can and can’t do. 

for hours, days, years, experiencing 

 dent while writing? 

For example, in a short story, it’s 

those crucial moments of their lives 

 —Susan in Maine 

possible for voice and style to carry 

when they change and grow …  

the narrative. Th

e need for plot is 

When you look at the work you’re 

 Dear Susan, 

mitigated by the fact that it’s a short 

developing, if it’s about an object or 

Any book begins its life as explor-

story and will last only a few pages. 

an aft ernoon or a car journey, some 

atory writing. You and a blank page. 

Th

e reader knows this and so has a 

single experience you want to con-

You must write to fi nd out what you 

higher tolerance for strangeness and 

vey to the reader, a short story might 

want to write about. Remember, in 

heavily stylized prose, as the inten-

be the right choice. Many writers 

order to write prose well, it’s essen-

sity is only going to last for perhaps, 

I’ve worked with get stuck because 

tial you write about something in 

15 pages or less. 

they’ve chosen the medium of a short 

which you are emotionally invested. 

In a novel, such an intense poetic 

story but then concern themselves 

Only aft er you have established this 

experience might become monoto-

with character development. 

emotional connection to what you’re 

nous or simply exhaust the reader. 

If the work on your desk involves 

doing, and you are perhaps 10, 20, 

But that’s what makes short sto-

the most intense period of a person’s 

30 pages deep, should you step back 

ries so wonderful. You can enjoy an 

life and how it changed them, then a 

and ask which vehicle is best suited 


author’s unique style without having 

novel might work better. A novel is 

to carrying  this particular story. 

to endure it for hours. 

oft en most powerful when there are 

Now let’s consider that  writing 

When writing a novel, an author 

specifi c beginning and end points, 

and  writing  a book are two diff erent is beholden to pacing. Pacing is con-which contain only that period 

skills. Th

is is one reason why some 

trolled by the strength of what the 

when your character underwent the 

talented writers never get published. 

reader wants to know. If readers don’t 

biggest change or test. 

It’s also the reason why some 

want to know anything, their atten-

In my experience, a novella is 

published books contain prose we 

tion is going to drift  and you run the 

a long short story, and not a short 

might consider mediocre. Writing 

risk of losing them to their phones or 

novel. It’s a short story where the 

a book is a specifi c endeavor. For 

streaming services or anything else 

author is mindful of pacing—not 

example, you might be able to cook 

vying for their attention. We’ve all had 

character development—but pacing. 

well, but that’s diff erent from being 

that experience ourselves as read-

I have noticed that talented short 

able to run a successful restaurant 

ers. You’re 50 pages into a book and 

story writers oft en write brilliant 

as a head chef. Sincere, inspired 

have no idea “where it’s going.” Th

ere’s 

novellas—perhaps to satisfy the 

writing should always be your 

nothing you want to know, and the 

perpetual hunger of publishers 

foundation. Once you’ve nurtured 

narrative is just description aft er 

for novels.  WD

that commitment and ability—and 

description as if the writer is trying to 

L

Simon Van Booy is the award-winning, 

IARO

you want to write a book—then 

fi nd out what the story is themselves. 

bestselling author of more than a dozen 

ITD

 EY

you must commit to tasks that may 

So, then, why are novels so 

books for adults and children, including 

OO

 Sipsworth. Simon has written for  The  B

not reward you emotionally and 

popular if language and voice are 

NA

 New York Times, The Financial Times, 

V

©

creatively the way you’re nourished 

secondary to pacing and plot? 

T

 The Washington Post, and the  BBC. He OHS

when you sit down to write. 

Novels are primarily concerned with 

D

currently lives in New York where he is also 

AEH

One of those tasks involves 

character development. Short stories 

a private book editor. 
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WRITERSONWRITING

BY CHIP PONS 

Setting the Scene

How travel, close quarters, and only-one-bed brought my characters together. 

be honest, is basically catnip 

My fascina-

for us romance readers. Shared 

tion with this 

When I began writing 

 Winging It with You, I 

knew I wanted to write 

hotel rooms. Cramped van rides. 

kind of close-

a love story wrapped in adventure. 

Airplane cabins where thigh touch-

ness comes 

Something sweeping and cinematic, 

ing is a prerequisite. Each setting 

from my time 

with passport stamps, plane tick-

wasn’t just a pretty postcard, it was 

as a photo-

ets, and the chaos that comes with 

a pressure cooker. 

journalist in 

reality television. But more than 

And in said pressure cooker, 

the U.S. Air 

that, I wanted to explore the true 

something beautiful began to simmer. 

Force. I spent 

adventure inherent in intimacy, 

Because the truth is, it’s hard to 

years stepping 

forced vulnerability, and the way 

keep your guard up when you’re 

into the lives of service members, 

relationships evolve (and unravel) 

sleep-deprived, jet-lagged, and 

tasked with capturing moments 

when people are pulled out of their 

brushing your teeth next to someone 

that told a deeper story. It taught 

routines and placed in unfamiliar 

who is basically a stranger. It’s in the 

me how much setting can shape a 

surroundings. It didn’t take long to 

unguarded moments—the ones that 

person, how quickly your perspec-

see that the turbulence of the jour-

happen in-between checkpoints and 

tive shift s when you’re far from 

ney here was what cracked open the 

camera takes—that we start to see 

home, and how much more you see 

emotional core of this story. 

who someone is. I wanted readers to 

when you’re forced to slow down 

Setting can be a character in 

feel like they were third-wheeling on 

and observe. Th

at lens—both literal 

its own right. It shapes dialogue, 

this adventure, watching Th

eo and 

and fi gurative—deeply shaped how I 

pushes plot, and carves out space 

Asher fall for each other, not in spite 

approached this love story. I wanted 

for vulnerability. In this book, it was 

of the chaos, but because of it. 

every location to matter. Every set-

the glue and gasoline. Th

e thing that 

Th

at’s why I gravitated toward set-

ting to nudge these characters closer 

brought my characters together and 

tings that weren’t just visually excit-

to one another. Every city, hotel 

ignited a relationship. 

ing but emotionally revealing. Like 

room, and airplane ride to hold a 

Asher and Th

eo begin as strang-

the La Tomatina festival in Spain, 

purpose beyond the page. 

ers with very diff erent ideas of how 

amidst fl ying tomatoes and absolute 

At its heart,  Winging It with You

their day at the airport terminal is 

mayhem, it’s how eff ortlessly Th

eo 

is a story about two people discov-

going to go. Th

ey’re thrown together 

shines in the moment, laughing and 

ering that maybe home isn’t a place. 

on a globe-trotting travel competition 

entirely himself, that nudges Asher 

It’s a person. And to write that, I 

loosely inspired by “Th

e Amazing 

one step closer to accepting the truth 

had to take them as far from home 

Race” but with a twist. Th

ey must 

of his feelings ... Or later, in Bali, 

as possible.  WD

pose as a real couple. Th

at meant 

when Th

eo pulls away once his feel-

from the beginning, I had to cre-

ings become too real during a high-

ate settings that did more than just 

stakes challenge set on a seaweed 

Chip Pons was a photojournalist in the entertain; I needed environments that 

farm. Th

e location is serene and still, 

U.S. Air Force, where he met and worked 

challenged them to ultimately soft en 

but beneath the surface, everything 

alongside his dream of a husband and 

better half. He’s spent his entire life 

the walls they’d individually built. 

is unraveling. Sometimes the biggest 

swooning over the love stories fi lling up 

I leaned hard into the “forced 

emotional eruptions happen in the 

his shelves until one day, he was brave—or 

proximity” trope, which … let’s 

quietest of places. 

delusional—enough to write his own. 
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MEET THEAGENT

BY KARA GEBHART UHL

Eli Keren (he/him) 

CURIOUS MINDS 

ABOUT ME 

“I love to grow different varieties of 

Eli Keren was born in London. Prior to becom-

ing an agent, he designed and synthesized 

novel drugs as a research scientist. He worked chili peppers.” 

at United Agents for eight years before joining Curious 

“I get really annoying if you ask me 

Minds in 2024. He works across U.K. and U.S. markets. 

about the decimalization of time 

and global abolition of time zones. I 

In 2022, Keren wrote and delivered “How to Write a have a whole hang-up about how the 

Proposal” for Jericho Writers. He is the treasurer of the way we measure time is an outdated 

U.K.’s Association of Authors’ Agents and has been a system that’s unfi t-for-purpose and 

needs a massive overhaul.” 

Bloomsbury Academic Writing Fellowship judge since its founding. 

“I crochet!” 

Keren rarely takes on new fi ction clients. His dream client is “an up-and-coming academic with a passion for FAVORITE 

communication and something important to say” or “a DRINK: Virgin mojito 

DEAD AUTHOR: Italo Calvino 

journalist who’s uncovered something that journalism BLOG: McSweeneys.net 

POEM: “The Hunting of the 

just can’t do justice and needs to take me, and the world, Snark” by Lewis Carroll 

LIVING AUTHOR: Adrian 

on this adventure.” 

Tchaikovsky 

PLACE: Oxford, U.K. 

Th

ere’s fulfi llment in trying to cure cancer, for sure. 

But Keren also fi nds great fulfi llment in agenting, too. 

WRITING TIPS 

PITCH TIPS 

“Th

e world could be a better place for everyone in 

“Nothing is more important 

it,” he says. “I want to be part of the struggle to make it 

“Make sure I come out of 

than emotional control of 

your pitch knowing what 

that way. I can’t dig a well or topple a regime, but if I can your audience. Go in with 

your work is aiming to 

spend my working day bringing to life books that aim to a strategy. Know how you 

achieve, why the average 

change the world for the better and amplifying impor-want me to feel in order to 

reader needs it and why 

best internalize what you’re 

you’re the right person to 

tant voices, that’s what I’m going to do.” 

trying to communicate and 

write it.” 

You can fi nd Keren online at CuriousMindsAgency know how you’re going to 

.com and @eliarieh.bksy.social.  

put me in that emotional 

state.” 

MENTOR 

NERE

CLIENTS 

“These days, you’re 

“Sarah Ballard, agent at 

I KL

competing with so many 

C&W. She taught me to 

 EF

 No Such Thing as Normal by Marieke Bigg (Profi le, 2025)  O

distractions for people’s 

write the long email, say 

YSET

attention, so even in the 

everything I need to say, 

R

 The Diaries of Mr Lucas by Hugo Greenhalgh (Atlantic, UO

world of serious nonfi ction, 

get it all out, then delete 

C

2024) 

©

make it easy. All commercial 

T

it, write it again in one 

OH

 Lost in the Garden by Adam Leslie (Dead Ink Books, 2024) S

writing, fi ction or nonfi ction, 

sentence and send that 

DAE

is occupying your readers’ 

instead. Invaluable advice 

 HNE

luxury time, so make 

both in agenting and 

RE

QUERY PET PEEVES

  K

reading it feel like a luxury.” 

beyond.” 

AEL

“A ‘my book is so amazing I barely need to 

: F

“Be confi dent, both in your 

SEG

pitch it’ mentality” 

A

writing and in your hunt 

 IMY

for an agent. You need to 

T

“A lack of confi dence” 

TE

be your own champion 

G

©

“A sign-off that says, ‘If this isn’t for you maybe you can S

fi rst before others can rally 

N

IO

recommend someone it would suit better?’” 

T

behind you.” 

ARTSULIL

Kara Gebart Uhl is a writer, editor, and author of  Cadi & the Cursed Oak (Lost Art Press). 
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BREAKINGIN

 Debut authors: How they did it, what they learned, and why you can do it, too. 

BY MORIAH RICHARD

Rhonda 

DeChambeau 

 Top Heavy 

(YA verse novel, June, 

Holiday House) 

“After landing a spot on a competi-

tive dance team, a top-heavy dancer 

pages from other projects. BIGGEST 

Hazell Ward 

dreams of breast reduction surgery 

SURPRISE: I’m still amazed at what 

 The Game Is 

amidst her family’s growing fi nancial 

a tremendous amount of work goes 

 Murder

problems, a deteriorating friendship, 

into the fi nal product and how many 

(Crime fi ction, July, 

and a fi rst-love romance.” 

people are involved in making it 

Penguin Berkley) 

WRITES FROM: Massachusetts. PRE-

become a reality! WHAT I DID RIGHT:

“A whodunit based on an infamous 

 HEAVY: I applied and was selected Top Heavy is the fi ft h novel I’ve writ-unsolved case, where the reader 

as the 2022–2023 Associates of the 

ten, including some really early, 

gets to examine the evidence, 

Boston Public Library Writer-in-

really awful novels. Some of the 

interview the witnesses and solve 

Residence with the fi rst 20 pages of 

more recent projects have potential, 

the case.” 

 Top Heavy. Th

is amazing program 

and there’s a chance I’ll go back to 

WRITES FROM: Wrexham, North 

provides a generous stipend and an 

them. But I believe that you have to 

Wales. PRE- GAME: I wrote this novel offi

ce at the Boston Public Library 

keep writing new projects, pursuing 

as part of a PhD in creative writ-

for an unpublished writer for chil-

new ideas, and trying new things. 

ing, which meant that, rather than 

dren or young adults. TIME FRAME:

WHAT I WOULD HAVE DONE DIFFER-

starting with a plot idea, a charac-

HP

When I was selected for the Writer-

ENTLY: If I could do it over, I’d try 

ter, or even a snatch of dialogue, 

ARGOT

in-Residence program, I had about 

to be more consistent in the time 

I began with a research question 

OH PE

25 pages of  Top Heavy draft ed. I 

I put into my writing. … I’d also 

about the contract between a writer 

ICR-PE

also had a sense of where the story 

start getting feedback on my work 

and their reader. TIME FRAME: I have 

OCISR

was headed. I threw myself into the 

(through classes, workshops, or 

a very ineffi

cient way of working. 

 BE

IN

writing, determined to make my 

critique groups) much earlier than 

I start writing at page one, I keep 

JA

©O

year-long residency count. Aft er 

I did. ADVICE FOR WRITERS: One of 

on writing linearly until I reach the 

TOH P

about three months, I had a com-

my favorite quotes comes … from 

last page, and I constantly rewrite 

DRA

pleted draft . 

  W

ENTER THE AGENT:

basketball legend Julius Erving: 

as I go. … It took three years, and 

UAEB

My agent, Elizabeth Bennett from 

“Being a professional is doing the 

dozens of restarts, for me to write 

MAHC

Transatlantic Agency, reached out 

things you love to do, on the days 

the novel, and what I ended up 

E

 D

INL

to me aft er I’d won the Writer-in-

you don’t feel like doing them.” 

with is very diff erent to the book I 

OC

©

Residence fellowship. She’d read the 

NEXT UP: My second book,  Stained, planned to write when I began. But 

OTOH

description of  Top Heavy and was 

a middle-grade verse novel, will 

it is a better book because I allowed 

PUAEB

interested from the start. I sent her 

be released in fall 2026! WEBSITE:

myself time to fi gure it out as I went, 

MAHC

my beginning pages, as well as some 

RhondaDeChambeau.com

I think. ENTER THE AGENT: While 

ED
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I was writing  Th

   e Game Is Murder 

Tre Johnson 

and your editors. And I mean real 

… I decided to write some short 

 Black Genius: 

in the sense of checking in with 

crime fi ction and submit to com-

 Essays on an 

people, paying attention to people’s 

petitions. One of those short pieces 

 American Legacy  

lives during big, small, happy, and 

was shortlisted for a Crime Writers’ 

(Nonfi ction, July, 

sad moments. I think you can fi g-

Association Dagger, which is a pres-

Dutton Books) 

ure out how to work on things with 

tigious U.K. crime writing award. I 

“Black Genius is a cultural explo-

people by understanding each other 

went to the awards ceremony [and] 

ration of the ingenious ways that 

and nurturing connections instead 

… Sarah Such, of the Sarah Such 

Black Americans use our collective 

of being transactional with people. 

Literary Agency, was seated at my 

wit, relationships, art, and sense 

WHAT I WOULD HAVE DONE DIFFER-

table. Much to my surprise, I won 

of community to navigate the 

ENTLY: Knowing what I know now, I 

the Dagger, and Sarah bought me 

sometimes-unforgiving terrain of 

might’ve tried being less scared and 

champagne to celebrate. We drank 

American society.” 

bolder. An editor, Myles Johnson, 

the champagne. We chatted about 

WRITES FROM: Philadelphia. PRE-

spent a good year egging me on to 

my novel, and she asked me to send 

 GENIUS: Around 2017, I started leave what he called my “corporate 

it to her. BIGGEST SURPRISE: I was 

getting my writing published in 

life” and embrace being a writer. 

surprised at just how long every-

 Philadelphia Magazine, Rolling 

I was too scared and insecure to 

thing takes, and how very compli-

 Stone, Th

  eGrio, and other outlets. 

believe it or listen until lots in life 

cated publishing contracts can be. I 

TIME FRAME: I started  Black Genius made me realize that I not only 

thought I had a fair idea of how it all 

back in Spring 2021, and aft er about 

needed to, I wanted to step away 

worked, but I really underestimated 

three signifi cant rounds of edit-

from it all and into myself more. 

what a huge operation it is, and how 

ing with the amazing Lashanda 

ADVICE FOR WRITERS: Write every 

many people are involved in pub-

Anakwah, I submitted the fi nal, 

day. Read every day. Read inside 

lishing a single book. WHAT I DID 

pre-copyedited version of the book 

and outside of your comfort zone. 

RIGHT: Th

e thing that really helped 

in August 2024. ENTER THE AGENT: 

Share your writing, especially when 

… was entering competitions. 

Sabrina Taitz, aka AgentBae, and I 

you’re worried it’s shitty. You can’t be 

Being listed in a writing competi-

met through Suzanne Gluck, who 

your own writer, critic, editor, and 

tion, even if you don’t win, is great 

plucked me out of a freelance writ-

promoter—let others engage with 

for your writing CV. It can help to 

ers’ webinar I was attending where 

any or even all parts of that process 

bring you to the notice of agents and 

she was the main speaker that ses-

whenever possible. NEXT UP: Like a 

publishers. … every win, no mat-

sion. … aft er chatting with Suzanne, 

lot of writers, I’m ready to explore 

ter how small, should be celebrated. 

she introduced me to Sabrina—a 

other genres too and just continue to 

Preferably with champagne. WHAT 

junior agent at the time—and we 

challenge myself and readers on 

I WOULD HAVE DONE DIFFERENTLY: 

joined forces to start the book jour-

engaging with cultural stories, but 

I would have kept better track of 

ney of  Black Genius. Th

at all hap-

also the types of conversations and 

my sources! Because my novel was 

pened in late summer 2020. BIGGEST 

dynamics that we need to spend 

based on a real case, I needed to do a 

SURPRISE: How much a book can 

more time on. So, to that end, I’m 

lot of research. And my referencing 

and will truly change over the course 

hoping to segue into more cre-

systems just weren’t good enough, 

of writing it. What I set out to write 

ative writing—screenplays, graphic 

which meant I spent far too much 

through my book proposal pro-

novels, and the like—but I’m also 

time riffl

ing through books and 

cess way back in November 2020, 

becoming more and more curious 

articles to double-check the distance 

when we took it out for consider-

about collaborative writing with 

SK

IC

between the crime scene and the 

ation, is signifi cantly diff erent than 

others. WEBSITE: TreJohnsonWriter

 HAITL

front door, or what the blood group 

what the end result ultimately was. 

.com  WD

YA F

©

of that stain next to sink was. NEXT 

It changed, I changed, we changed 

OTOH

UP: I am hard at work on the second 

together. WHAT I DID RIGHT: … just 

PNOS

book, though it is not a sequel to this 

plain developing real relationships 

NHOJ

novel. WEBSITE: HazellWard.com 

with the people who are your peers 

Moriah Richard is managing editor of WD. 
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SETTING THE SCENE

Why You Can’t 

Stop Reading

How bestsellers hook readers and 

never let go. 

BY MICHAEL LA RONN 

VIELVOKA

: YSEGA

 IMYTTEG

©EGA

IM
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Some authors know how to draw readers in eff ort- For the most relevant insights, focus on authors lessly. Th

ey make it look so easy. 

who are still alive or those who passed aft er the year You probably remember what it felt like the last 2000. Th

is will keep you grounded in contemporary 

time your favorite author grabbed you by the collar and storytelling techniques. 

pulled you deep into another world. Everything the char-Why study them? Because if they’re selling millions acters felt, you felt, too. Th

eir every heartbeat echoed in 

of books, they’re doing just about everything right. You your own chest. You heard the soft  splash of footsteps don’t have to love their work, but ignoring their success in that rain-slicked alley, smelled the damp earth rising is a mistake. 

from cobblestone streets. Later, you gripped the wild But here’s the best part: You get to choose your teach-dragon’s scales, ridged and sharp as broken rock, as the ers! Life is too short; there are too many books in the beast rose into the sky over a lush valley … 

world to read authors who don’t make you feel alive. 

Fast forward to 3 a.m. As your eyelids burned with Read widely. Find the authors whose work impacts exhaustion, you knew you had to work the next morning, you the most and study the books that you love. Th ey’ll 

but you kept reading anyway. 

have the most to teach you. 

How did the author make you feel so alive? 

I recommend picking three top authors: 

Th

e trick is in the setup. Set your scenes correctly 

•  one in your genre, to observe what works for your and you will increase your chances of charming readers. 

target readers 

Do it incorrectly and they will check out (without 

•  one in a genre adjacent to yours, to expand your realizing why). 

range (i.e., if you write science fi ction with strong Th

e secrets to setting your scenes aren’t mystical. You romantic undercurrents, pick a top romance author) won’t fi nd them in the halls of a university MFA pro-

•  one wildcard from a genre you’d never write, to gram or in a smoke-fi lled room of writers whispering in stretch your creative muscles 

hushed tones. Th

e secrets are hidden in plain sight. 

Th

e best way to spot them? Studying the works of Mega bestsellers write fi ction in its clearest and most the mega bestsellers—the top 1 percent of authors who resonant form. Want to learn how to set your scenes for sell millions of books every year, the authors who grab maximum impact? Analyze how the greats do it. 

millions of readers by the collars and don’t let go until Th

e End. 

How Mega Bestsellers Set the Stage 

In studying how mega bestsellers set their scenes, we Th

ere are many ways to set a scene, but we’ll keep it simple. 

can learn their secrets. 

We’re going to narrow our focus and study one type of scene: a hero in a setting with a problem. Th is was a phrase 

Who Are the Mega Bestsellers? 

coined by science-fi ction writer Algis Budrys who infl u-Th

ere are too many to name, but let’s start with a few you’ll enced generations of writers aft er him. It’s a useful way of recognize: John Grisham, Clive Cussler, Stephen King, framing a chapter both in terms of writing and study. While Dean Koontz, Jodi Picoult, Nora Roberts, and Danielle this framework is applicable to opening chapters, you can Steel. Th

ese are the titans of their genres—their books also see it in play throughout an entire novel. 

dominate bestseller lists, they’ve mastered their craft Examples of a hero in a setting with a problem through sheer volume, and they’re household names. 

include: a heroine running across a dark valley trying WritersDigest .com  I  31
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to elude soldiers who are hunting for her, a hero When writing your next book, apply these proven fl ying over a moonlit bayou on a wild griffi n, trying 

techniques. With practice, you’ll craft  magnetic open-to tame it, and a witch in a cozy cottage trying to ings that hook readers instantly—while refi ning your own bake magical cookies that keep coming out deformed. 

unique style. 

In each of these examples, there is a clear character, setting, and problem. 

 Character Introductions 

For problems, the hero need not be saving the world. 

Next, revisit chapters with a hero in a setting with a In fact, if you study the mega bestsellers, you’ll notice problem, but this time, focus only on chapters where a that the scope of the problem (especially in the fi rst character is introduced for the fi rst time—hero, villain, chapter) is oft en small. 

or supporting cast. 

A hero in a setting with a problem is the “default” 

Study these moments closely. How do the authors template that mega bestsellers use to set their scenes. If introduce protagonists? Villains? Count the number of you study the top authors, you’ll observe that many of character details. What is the average number of details? 

their chapters use this style in some fashion, especially What details go beyond physical appearance? Do the three opening scenes. 

authors share common techniques? If so, that’s literary gold. 

If we broke this style into four parts, we could ask the Th

is exercise will take some time, but it’s worth it. 

following questions: 

Character introductions vary by genre and style. Analyze, 

• 

take notes, and fi nd what works best for you. Th is is how 

OPENING LINE/PARAGRAPH: How did the author hook readers with their opening lines? 

you truly study the craft  of fi ction because it will lead 

• 

you to data-driven decisions. You’re learning to write CHARACTER INTROS: How did the author introduce the character(s)? 

based on concrete observations. 

•  SETTING INTRO: How did the author introduce the setting? 

 Setting Introductions 

• 

Now it’s time to pay attention to setting. Revisit the hero-SENSORY DETAILS: How does the author use sensory details to immerse the reader? 

in-a-setting-with-a-problem chapters in which a new setting is introduced. 

Th

ere are many elements we could delve into, but You’ll notice that many mega bestsellers use rich sen-when studying the craft , it is best to narrow your focus sory details to transport readers to their settings. You’ve no to prevent overwhelm. To keep your study even simpler, doubt heard the common advice about writing in the fi ve focus only on the fi rst two pages of the chapter. 

senses, but the mega bestsellers take this to the next level. 

Let’s review each element of setting the scene and Here are key observations I’ve made aft er study-walk through how to study smart. 

ing dozens of mega bestsellers and noting their commonalities: 

 Opening Lines 

Here’s an easy exercise to help you master opening line 

•  QUALITY OVER QUANTITY.  Focusing on two or three hooks quickly. 

well-used senses is better than forcing all fi ve. 

Choose your favorite book from each of your top 

•  WORD CHOICE IS EVERYTHING.  A single evocative three mega bestsellers. 

word can do more than 10. However, mega bestsell-Find every chapter that begins with a hero in a setting ers prioritize accessible words that don’t require a with a problem. 

dictionary. 

Make observations and take notes about the fi rst 

•  TOUCH IS KING. Th

e right tactile details make readers 

paragraph of each chapter. 

feel the world. Don’t neglect this sense. 

Divide the chapters into quarters. Pay close attention 

•  MOOD MATTERS.  Connect your sensory details to the to how the author writes opening lines in the fi rst and mood of the chapter. Whether the character is dread-last quarters in particular. 

ing something or having the best day of their life, Patterns will emerge. Commonalities will stand out. 

mega bestsellers’ word choices subconsciously refl ect Take notes. 

that. Th

is is an elite-level tip. 
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Master these tips, and your settings will work harder—

you can be more evocative. Eventually, this will become deepening immersion and heightening emotion. 

second nature. 

In any case, the top authors master this important bal-

 The Eyes (Don’t) Have It: Use Sight Wisely 

ance between their sensory details. You should, too. 

Most writers oft en visualize their stories, so they default to sight details because they’re the easiest to write. 

Curtains Up! 

However, if you study the mega bestsellers, they limit To review, here’s your framework for leveling up your their sight details. 

scenes. 

Th

e table below is from a study of three top authors. 

Pick three mega bestsellers and study your favorite I analyzed the fi rst hero-in-a-setting-with-a-problem book from them. Th

e more books you study, the better. 

chapter in a novel from each author. I counted the num-Look for the chapters that begin with a hero in a set-ber of sensory details in each chapter. 

ting with a problem. 

Write down the hooks the mega bestsellers use in SENSE  AUTHOR 1  AUTHOR 2  AUTHOR 3  AVERAGE 

their opening lines and follow similar patterns in your writing. 

Sight 

54%  

71%  

62%  

62% 

Observe how they introduce characters. 

Sound 

21%  

10%  

12%  

15%  

Study how they introduce settings, paying close Touch 25%  19% 

6%  15% 

attention to sensory details and the distribution of the fi ve senses. 

Smell 0% 

0% 

0%  0%* 

Follow this advice, and you will set scenes that will Taste 0%  0%  20%  8%  hook your readers. Most importantly, you will engage in a focused study of the craft  that will lead to actionable 

 *This average is not typical. Don’t neglect smell details! 

tips you can use in your writing sessions. 

Remember, you’re studying the masters, and their Aside from Author 2, sight details stayed at around techniques are proven. Follow their lead and you’re more 60 percent—proving that the other senses matter. I’ve likely to keep readers satisfi ed. Th

at said, never plagiarize 

replicated this study with dozens of top authors, and the or steal from another writer. Implement the lessons you trend holds. Try it yourself. 

learn in your own words, in your own style. Use the mas-Now, here’s how to apply this advice. Pick a chapter ters as inspiration, but you must chart your own path. 

from your work-in-progress or your last book. Count the Th

e advice in this article doesn’t apply to just set-number of sensory details you used. 

ting scenes. You can apply it to any element of the craft . 

If the percentage of sight details you used exceeds 60 

Whenever you have a craft  question, look to the mega percent, then chances are high that you can fi nd oppor-bestsellers. Pull down their books, study your top three tunities to weave in the other four senses. Even one or authors, and look for the commonalities. You can always two additions can make a big diff erence. 

fi nd an answer. 

If the percentage of sight details you used is less than Now that we’ve set the stage for leveling up your craft , the 60 percent, then you’re on the right track. It means rest is up to you.  WD

you’re using the other four senses wisely. Focus on word choice—fi nd the right words without overthinking. 

To improve your sensory details, check out  Thesaurus of the Senses by Linda Hart. It’s chock full of accessible words that will help you fi nd that perfect word or Michael La Ronn is the Amazon-bestselling author of more than phrase to immerse readers. 

100 science-fi ction & fantasy novels and self-help books for writers. 

His book,  How to Write Your First Novel, takes you step-by-step from a spark of inspiration to a polished manuscript ready for an You can also have a writing friend or mentor read sec-editor. It is available in e-book, paperback, and audiobook formats tions of your work and point out words or phrases where wherever you purchase your books. 
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SETTING THE SCENE

A Change (of Scenery) 

Would Do You Good

How to vary your setting to 

your story’s advantage. 

BY JESSICA STRAWSER 

VIELVOKA
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Savvy writers know a novel’s setting is more than  Lark is still working the travel stop night shift  when she just a backdrop, a time and place to ground and recognizes the same driver—who, impossibly, claims to frame your plot and characters. A well-chosen, be looking for Mikki too. 

well-craft ed setting can enhance your story’s mood, set the As chapters alternate between Mikki and Lark’s POVs, tone, serve as a metaphor for the theme, provide interest-years apart, readers get to buckle into the stranger’s fancy ing plot possibilities, and much more. 

convertible and head off  on Mikki’s adventure, where But it’s a tall order for one setting to carry an entire the glamour of the oceanside resort could not be more novel. In real life, if we spend too long stuck at home, we diff erent from their rundown hometown. Meanwhile, get cabin fever. If we go too long without a vacation, we Lark remains on the side of the interstate, literally get restless and stir crazy, growing bored with the same watching life pass her by while she grapples with so many old, same old. 

unanswered questions. 

So it is with our readers. You could set your novel Contrasting settings lend themselves to revealing key in the most aspirational place in the world, but if you character strengths and fl aws as well as exploring dif-show only one view of it, eventually, we’ll feel as if we’re ferences in status and class. At the travel stop, Mikki is watching a stage play where the set never changes. When tough-talking, in control, and bored out of her mind, but a scene starts to feel stale—even though the script and she fi nds herself out of her league and under scrutiny at players onstage are solid—it’s time to cue the orchestra’s a high-class wedding fi lled with upper-crust guests. For interlude, pull the curtain, and bring your stage crew out Lark, life carries on, but she’s terribly lonely, haunted by of the wings to work some magic that will get your audi-Mikki’s ghost everywhere she goes. And with the benefi t ence to sit up and pay attention. 

of hindsight, even Mikki’s too-good-to-be-true paradise Here are fi ve ways to vary your setting to your takes on an ominous tone as we worry that something is story’s advantage. 

about to go terribly wrong. 

My publisher found the dual settings of the novel 1. Build contrasting settings into 

symbolic enough to incorporate into the cover design, your story’s structure. 

which conveys a sort of split screen indicating that at A story that pairs vastly diff erent settings can be espe-least one character’s world has been turned upside down. 

cially eff ective in historical fi ction (oft en when modern-Th

e focal image is a rural highway stretching toward the day characters are uncovering the mystery of something horizon; rotate the book, and the top half becomes a that happened long ago) and suspense (especially when tropical sunset silhouetted by palm trees. 

the story unfolds through multiple points of view). 

Sometimes you can judge a book by its cover, 

My latest novel,  Catch You Later, begins with two life-because the starred review from Th

e American Library 

long friends, Lark and Mikki, stuck in dead-end jobs at a Association’s  Booklist noted: “Strawser increases tension remote Midwestern highway travel stop—until a charm-by telling both stories propulsively, leading readers hanging customer pit-stopping for coff ee invites Mikki to ride ing from one chapter to the next. Th

e setting plays a sig-

along as his plus-one to a destination beach wedding. 

nifi cant role; it’s easy to picture the hopelessness of rural Having never even seen the ocean before, she impulsively Ohio, especially juxtaposed with the luxury of Mikki’s agrees … never to be heard from again. Eight years later, trip to Florida.” 
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2. Add contrast on a smaller (but 

preschool their kids attend, the boutique one of them no less dramatic) scale. 

owns. Perhaps that’s why it’s the best-kept-secret scenes Settings don’t need to be equally weighted for the con-that really stand out—where two tentative new friends trast to be deeply felt. Opening or bookending a novel bond during a “moment of Zen” hike off  the beaten path, with the characters in a diff erent setting can be a dra-or when the whole town gathers aft er dark for a festival matic device. Christina Lauren’s  Th

  e Unhoneymooners 

under the harvest moon. How do I know those scenes begins when a maid of honor and best man who can’t stood out? Because years later, readers hoping to step stand each other are the only two in the wedding party into the world of the novel still email me for hiking trail not to become violently ill with food poisoning. Th e 

maps (which I’m happy to share) and info on the festival bride and groom insist their friends use the honeymoon (which I’m sorry to report was pure imagination). 

reservation so it doesn’t go to waste—laying the ground-Another kind of “hidden gem” can be revealed when work for a romance that never would have happened if a character suddenly appreciates their world in a diff er-these two hadn’t left  the trappings of home behind. 

ent light. In Kristin Hannah’s  Th

   e Great Alone, where the 

Whisking characters away for even a chapter or two Alaskan setting is so alive, it’s practically a character in mid-novel (or, notably, mid-series) can be just as eff ec-its own right, two teenagers fi nd that being in love gives tive. Th

ink of your favorite classic sitcoms, and chances new meaning to familiar haunts: 

are, any episodes involving travel still stand out. Decades Leni had ridden this ferry hundreds of times in her aft er it aired, I could still tell you the Brady Bunch vaca-life, but never had she felt the sense of freedom on it tioned in Hawaii with a plot involving a bad-luck Tiki that she felt now. Or possibility. As if maybe this old idol, a surfi ng accident, and a tarantula—all catalysts ship could sail her right into a brand-new future. … 

that, not coincidentally, were endemic to the island set-When the boat landed in Homer, they disembarked ting. And anyone watching TV in the 1990s and early-with a throng of people. Holding hands, they lost 2000s remembers that the “Friends” crew got more than themselves among the crowd of bright-eyed tourists they bargained for in England for Ross’s wedding, and and drably dressed locals. …  

Carrie Bradshaw’s “Sex and the City” escapades in Paris Leni took a picture of Matthew in front of the almost moved her to leave NYC behind for good. 

Salty Dawg Saloon. One hundred years ago, it had Be aspirational. Take us on a trip somewhere we’ve been the post offi ce and grocery store for this out-of-always wanted to go; give your characters a vacation that the-way spot that even Alaskans called Land’s End. 

will either be a much-needed break in the tension or Now the old girl was a dark, twisty tavern where add a new layer to it. Consider leveling the playing fi eld locals rubbed elbows with tourists and the walls were by having characters in two separate places meet in the decorated in memorabilia: Matthew wrote LENI AND 

middle, someplace neither of them has ever been. Or, on MATTHEW on a dollar bill and pinned it to the wall the fl ip side, you might show a privileged or sheltered where it was immediately lost among the thousands character a place and way of life that gives them a major of bills and scraps of paper around it. 

wake-up call. 

It was the single best day of Leni’s life. 

Look for ways to shake things up in a way that when the characters return home, they’re changed—and so is 4. Find micro-settings that 

the way they see their world. 

reveal character. 

Show us your character’s favorite place to go to be alone, 3. In a more intimate setting, show 

even if it’s a hidden nook in her own house. Th ese places 

us the hidden gems. 

oft en accompany traditions or rituals—laying fl owers on My novel  Not Th

   at I Could Tell is set in an eclectic a loved one’s grave or strolling through an annual display small town, with an ensemble cast of neighbors who of holiday lights. Th

ink of all the movies, TV shows, and 

frequent the same locations: the street they live on, the books that have held you riveted right up to the climax, 36  I  WRITER’S DIGEST  I  July/August 2025
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only to fi nd a key character is nowhere to be found … 

It’s a tall order for one setting 

until someone close to them has a lightbulb moment and suddenly knows exactly where to look (usually in that to carry an entire novel. In real 

place that is special to them or that holds a key memory). 

life, if we spend too long stuck at 

Every place has a vibe, though that can change depending on who we’re with (as in the earlier example home, we get cabin fever.  … So it 

from  Th

   e Great Alone) or why we’re there. Try this: Off is with our readers. 

the top of your head, think of places in your own town that you love (for example: the bike path, a cute historic street, your favorite coff ee shop, the library, your child-Th

ere’s a reason readers love this trope: We can all hood bedroom) and fi ve places you hate (the hospital, relate to feeling out of place. And we know fi rsthand that the funeral parlor, the dentist, the street where your ex-how your characters respond could make or break them. 

girlfriend lives, and—ahem, maybe—your childhood Th

at gets to the heart of what makes setting so pow-bedroom). Th

ink of the emotions you feel just from 

erful: It’s not merely a stage for our story to take place being in such a place: nostalgic, anxious, content, free, on but the world our story lives in. One moment, it can repressed. When you need to evoke such a feeling from seem a wonderous, beautiful place full of endless poten-a character, whether to convey backstory or to move the tial, beckoning your characters to explore its points story forward, fi nding the matching piece of scenery can unknown; the next, it can seem scary and unforgiving, do the trick. 

impacting your players in ways beyond their control. 

Remember, too, that readers delight in the unex-Bring the full spectrum of that world to life through var-pected. A character might be dreading a doctor’s ied settings, and readers will eagerly follow your charac-appointment only for sparks to fl y with another patient ters just about anywhere.  WD

in the waiting room. Or looking for comfort from an old haunt only to be met with an unexpected sense of loss when he discovers it burned down. 

5. Embrace the fi sh-out-of-water 

trope. 

You can write a fi sh out of water on a big scale (like the small-town girl at a glamorous destination wedding in Catch You Later) or a small one (a bookworm experiencing a rowdy NFL stadium for the fi rst time, the lone sober person at a drunken party, a liberal in a town hall meeting of conservatives, etc.). A fi sh-out-of-water is so universal—and so versatile—that it can work in virtually any genre. We embrace fi sh-out-of-water coaches in inspiring sports dramas (“Ted Lasso,”  Hoosiers), just as we embrace fi sh-out-of-water heroines in rom-coms (as we see on both sides of the transatlantic home swap Jessica Strawser (JessicaStrawser.com) is Editor-at-Large for in  Th

  e Holiday), historicals ( Hidden Figures), and most WD, contributing editor at Career Authors, and the  USA Today-

defi nitely in science fi ction ( Th

   e Hitchhiker’s Guide to 

bestselling author of seven suspenseful book club novels, most recently  Catch You Later and  The Last Caretaker (an Amazon the Galaxy) and fantasy for all ages ( Percy Jackson and Editors First Reads selection). Connect with her on Facebook and the Olympians). 

Instagram @jessicastrawserauthor. 
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What  Waiting for Godot Taught Me About Setting the Scene 

Author Danai Christopoulou discusses tapping into techniques used in theater and fi lm to write eff ective liminal spaces in fi ction. 

BY DANAI CHRISTOPOULOU 
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The fi rst time I watched Samuel Beckett’s  Waiting   on which they were being performed. I’ve followed my for Godot, I was 7 years old. I was bored, baffl ed. 

mother while she toured small villages and had to set up 

“Nothing happens in this play,” I whispered to my makeshift  stages on town squares while the wind was dad, who’d brought me along despite the fact that this was blowing away the plastic chairs, and I’ve seen my father defi nitely not a children’s theater. “Th

ey just keep waiting.” 

command packed ancient theaters where his words 

“Look closer,” my dad whispered back, eyes crinkling. 

reverberated from the stone seats without any need 

“Pay attention. Th

e waiting is the point.” 

for microphones. 

So, I looked closer at the black-curtain clad stage; at Th

e same stories, delivered diff erently, thus landing the solitary bench the two actors occupied, exchanging diff erently. 

quips, a naked tree next to them; at the strategic spot-At some point, it hit me: Th

e stage is yet another pro-

lights that highlighted their faces while the rest of the tagonist. Perhaps the most fi ckle one. 

stage almost disappeared from sight, fading to black. 

And while I was about three decades too young to make Black Curtains vs. White Rooms 

sense of it all—and part of me was miff ed we didn’t go You would think, then, that by the time I started writ-watch some Disney musical instead—a seed was planted ing fi ction, I would know enough about setting the stage. 

there and then. 

You would think I didn’t struggle with the dreaded white A seed that would later sprout and bloom as I began room syndrome, forgetting to add grounding details to write fi ction. 

that would help immerse the reader in the story and give Th

e waiting was, indeed, the point. 

them clues about the protagonist’s surroundings. 

Reader, you would be wrong. 

Learning to See the Stage Before 

Aft er I fi nished the fi rst draft  of my fi rst novel, an as Setting It 

yet unpublished fantasy horror set in Minoan Crete, I Growing up in the theater taught me more than I could realized that the vivid scenery I was trying to depict ever have imagined about storytelling. 

didn’t translate on the page. In my mind’s eye, I could My actor parents raised me on a diet of Sophocles and see the terra-cotta frescoes, the deep red columns, the Shakespeare, Chekhov and Brecht—not that they had double-edged axes—but when I tried to include them to  try to get me interested in the theater plays that were in a scene, they read more like a checklist of items, not stacked around our house like precarious Pisa towers. I organic components of the world I was trying to recreate. 

always had my nose buried in one. 

My protagonists still seemed to be fl oating in a vacuum, Even before I could appreciate the beauty of the words in an undefi ned space. 

on the page, the impact of the monologues I helped my So, I studied creative writing, and I learned I wasn’t parents memorize before rehearsals, I began to appreci-alone in this struggle. 

ate how the plays themselves were anything but static. 

Th

e  white room syndrome is a frequent issue many Th

e stories could change yet maintain their beating heart writers face (oft en at the beginning of their career but depending on the day, the actors’ mood, the direction (a not always) when they start working on their novels or tragic line, delivered diff erently, can elicit laughter, and short stories. Orienting the reader in the scene, whether the opposite), the audience, and, most of all, the stage that scene takes place in a hotel room or a fantastical WritersDigest .com  I  39
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forest, is critical to their immersion into the story. And anywhere, in any country, at any time) wasn’t conceived it’s very, very hard to get right! 

out of necessity because he lacked the resources to create Because much like balancing how much world-a lavish background. It was a conscious choice, to focus building or characterization info to divulge to help solely on the inner world of the characters. He commu-the reader make sense of the story, and how much nicated outer world changes, like the passage of time, to withhold to avoid bogging down the pacing with through subtle visual cues that are easy to miss: Th ere 

exposition or fl ashbacks, scene descriptions suff er from is a naked tree next to the two main characters, and the the same inherent imbalance: We will  always know more number of leaves on its branches changes between acts. 

in our heads than we put on the page. In our heads, we You have to pay attention, look closely. 

know the curtains are blue (or the Minoan frescoes, for For Samuel Beckett, the world was oft en an unset-that matter, because we’ve spent enough hours down tling, incomprehensible place. So, he made a set design the research rabbit hole to look at pictures of Minoan choice that depicted that, giving the audience so little frescoes and read PDFs upon PDFs on the use of color in mise-en-scène to interact with that it caused disorienta-Bronze Age Greece). But we can’t assume the reader will tion—but it also diverted attention to the dialogue, the reach the same conclusion. We need to show them the actors’ interactions with one another. Because everything blueness, bathe them in the cyan-ness, have the spring else around them was a black curtain. 

skies or the summer seas compare themselves to these Th

is technique is not unique in Beckett, although he darn blue curtains. Or not. We can also decide the color used it exceptionally well. Th

e intentional obscuring of 

of the curtains is just not as important. 

the stage and the overall usage of stage minimalism is Th

ere’s a lot of advice out there about how to add also an integral part of Bertolt Brecht’s plays, helping cre-grounding details on a scene—how much is too much, ate the famous  alienation eff ect. 

how little is too little. Like with almost everything in Of course, Brecht took it several steps further: His writing and publishing, there is no “one size fi ts all” 

actors oft en wore no costumes at all; they were barely advice: We have to strike this balance anew, with every emoting. Brecht’s goal was to remind the viewers that scene, every story. 

they are watching a theater play, to discourage his audi-For me, one of the things that ultimately made a ence from identifying with the actors on stage blindly, diff erence in my writing descriptions (and I have Jeff from having emotional reactions. He wanted them to use VanderMeer’s  Wonderbook to thank for its comprehen-their intellect to dissect the actors’ actions. 

sive exercises) was to rework the same scenes several Obviously, when writing fi ction, our goal is mostly times. Several. Times. Each time increasing or decreas-the opposite. 

ing the amount of grounding details included and study-We want to bring the reader closer to the characters ing how that changed the impact of the scene. See what and the world—not alienate them. 

that new balance did for the characters, and the story. 

Yet the idea of  black curtains, of blocking the parts of Surprisingly, or perhaps not surprisingly at all, given the stage from which we want to divert attention—like my childhood, this approach led me back to Beckett’s the way Beckett used his black curtains in  Godot—when Waiting for Godot. 

used with intentionality, can help us craft  scenes that cre-Now that I’ve watched the play through the lens of ate a diff erent kind of immersion. 

someone who is more than 7 years old and written essays about it for literature courses, I can tell you my dad was The Limits—and Advantages—of a 

right (about several things, as it turns out). Sometimes, White Room  

the waiting for a scene to be set and the lack of ground-As I continued writing fi ction, I oft en found myself ing details is the point. Th

e black curtains can speak 

intrigued by liminal spaces. Much like the theater plays I louder than colorful scenery. 

watched as a kid transformed based on where they were Th

e emptiness and vagueness of the scene in  Godot performed, I began to ask myself,  How would the same (an empty country road with a tree that could be character react in a diff erent setting? In no setting at all?  
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Being Greek, a lot of my work revolves around Orienting the reader in the scene, 

Greek myth and drama. I began writing stories where mythical characters, whether by the whims of the whether that scene takes place in 

gods or by their own actions, were forced to abandon a hotel room or a fantastical forest, 

the known confi nes of their stories and seek diff erent worlds to inhabit. 

is critical to their immersion into 

Being my parents’ child, I oft en wondered how characters from diff erent theater plays would behave if they the story. And it’s very, very hard 

met and how their identities and needs would change to get right! 

or remain the same. What would happen, for instance, if Klytemnestra and Lady Macbeth met? Would they become instant enemies? Friends? Lovers? Would they changing, but as the character has no idea what it all behave more nicely or burn down the world together? 

means, the reader goes along for the ride. 

I spent so much time wondering about this, it became the subject of my next book. Th

ankfully, more 

And If the Stage Isn’t a Stage at All? 

people than just my mother thought this was a fasci-It’s not just theatrical geniuses like Beckett and Brecht nating thought experiment, so now my book about who’ve used the setting as a means of conscious obfusca-Klytemnestra and Lady Macbeth, titled  Vile Lady tion to disorient the viewer. Th

ere are several fi lms that 

 Villains (Penguin Michael Joseph), is a thing that exists also do this brilliantly, including Christopher Nolan’s out in the world (or it will in March 2026). 

fi lm  Inception, where the dreamscapes keep changing Writing this book was the hardest thing I’ve ever done and the rules of the world are malleable. Because of that so far because I had to divorce these characters from constant change around them, the characters are forced their settings, take them away from their Scottish castles, to interact with their surroundings in unexpected ways their bloody bathtubs, and everything that makes them and become inventive with how they relate to things like them—and place them in a white room. I had to make geometry, architecture, physics—and each other. 

the stage disappear from under my protagonists’ feet and Th

is is the case with  Vile Lady Villains. My charac-catch their unvarnished reactions. 

ters meet in a white corridor that fl ickers in and out of Jean-Paul Sartre does this brilliantly in his 1944 exis-existence, with a faded red carpet that could also be the tentialist play  No Exit, which gave us the unforgettable tongue of a beast whose mouth they’re trapped inside, quote “Hell is other people.” By trapping his characters depending on how you look at it. Th

ey traverse terrains 

in a liminal realm that doesn’t off er any context about that make some sense to only one of them or that are where they are or who they are, he allowed their sense alien to both. 

of self to unfold through their discussions with the other And they have to defi ne who they are—even when people there. 

stranded in an undefi ned place. 

Ultimately, they could not escape who they were. 

Because sometimes the obfuscation, the mercurial But I’m no Sartre, and I wasn’t writing a theater play. I terrains, the waiting, is the point. 

needed to add just enough description to keep the reader Take that, white room syndrome.  WD

engaged while also keeping the setting ambiguous, mercurial even to the characters themselves. And there’s no one who’s done this better than Susanna Clarke in the absolute masterpiece that is  Piranesi: slowly revealing Danai Christopoulou is a Greek author, editor, and assistant clues about the House with its infi nite halls, as Piranesi literary agent. Danai’s writing has appeared in  Glamour,  Marie Claire,  kh ré , Flame Tree Press, and was nominated for a embarks on a journey of self-actualization and recon-Pushcart Prize. Danai’s debut novel,  Vile Lady Villains, publishes struction of memory. Th

ere are descriptions there, cer-

with Penguin Michael Joseph in March 2026. Find Danai on social tainly, of statues and infi nite halls and rooms that keep media @danaiwrites. 
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The Diffi

  culty of 

Writing Diffi

  cult Scenes

Nine tips from professional editors and 

bestselling writers to tackle scenes with 

sensitive material. 

BY TONJA MATNEY REYNOLDS 

VIELVOKA

: YSEGA

 IMYTTE

G

©EGA

IM

42  I  WRITER’S DIGEST  I  July/August 2025

[image: Image 45]

Writing a novel is hard, but some scenes are far  Increase the Narrative Distance more diffi

cult than others. Th

e chapters that 

Greg Michalson suggests increasing the narrative dis-give me the most pause feature scenes that 

tance, pulling the camera back and easing off  of the char-are likely to be triggering for readers, moments where a acter’s emotional response: “It’s almost always better to beloved character dies or is injured or has a mental break, underwrite those especially emotional, diffi

cult, and/or 

when a child or animal is harmed, intentionally or not, violent scenes than to overwrite them. Let the scene itself or any kind of sexual assault. Th

e list goes on. For me, the 

carry the weight.” 

most challenging scenes to write involve a combination of When I was working on my fi rst novel, Greg 

physical violence and emotional trauma. 

Michalson gave me this same advice. It countered the Th

inking back to my favorite novels, the scenes I general recommendations I received in much of my cre-remember most vividly are the diffi

cult ones. Th

ey hold 

ative writing instruction over the years: to go close, put the weight of the story. Th

ey are oft en pivotal to the plot 

the character’s body into the scene, and be the character. 

and represent a climax or turning point. When done Th

is is great advice in other kinds of scenes. But stay-well, they resonate, speak a hard truth, and hold me cap-ing too close to my characters made two of my emotive despite the subject matter being outside my personal tionally fraught chapters come off  as overly sentimental. 

experience. Th

e emotion I feel alongside the characters 

Before I employed Greg’s suggestion, I was detailing the in these diffi

cult scenes makes the book worth reading. 

emotional response so the reader could see it. Pulling Done poorly, though, and I’m certain to put the book the camera back invited the reader to feel the emotion down and never fi nish it. 

instead of simply observing it. 

Th

e work involved in writing and revising these scenes is arduous, and the stakes are high. I tend to save Turn to Poetry 

these tough scenes for last, but the book isn’t going to be David Joy’s advice is to turn to poetry, to make the prose fi nished until these scenes are written and polished and so beautiful the reader will want to keep reading even a fi t in with the rest of the novel in a way that is palatable brutally gruesome scene: 

for the reader. 

As I approach revision of a particularly diffi cult scene 

I think the heart of the question is really the same for in my novel-in-progress, I’ve been thinking about advice all editorial decisions: Does it serve the story? You I received from Greg Michalson, an experienced edi-kill your darlings when they fail to serve the story. It’s tor I have had the opportunity to work with, and three that simple. The major problem with violence and writers I’ve workshopped with over the years: David Joy, gore is that it often feels like the writer’s intent is Nancy Zafris, and Crystal Wilkinson. Th

ey each speak 

shock value, and in my opinion that’s a piss poor jus-to diff erent ways writers can eff ectively render violence tifi cation for those types of moments. On the other and amped-up emotion on the page, and their work hand, I think it’s equally dangerous to downplay or is instructive of how writers can deliver these critical omit that violence for fear of alienating the reader. 

scenes and also build up to them. 

As the writer, you’re trying to walk a tight rope of WritersDigest .com  I  43
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remaining true to the reality of the scene without look at that chapter now, I am struck by the fact I have a falling off into either one of those mistakes. There visceral memory of the scene and the moment this char-are lots of writers who do it incredibly well and they acter takes her last breath of air. I would have sworn to all seem to strike that balance in different ways, but you it was there on the page, but Nancy leaves it open-the big infl uence on me personally was William Gay. 

ended. Readers will know what this kind of death looks I think about a story like “The Paperhanger,” a story like. Our minds keep going aft er the last line of this fi lled with inconceivable violence, and he somehow chapter: “She jumped on her bike and rode toward the makes it palatable by dialing up the language in glowing beacon. Fly! screamed the voice again.” 

those moments. In that story, we’ve got a man who has murdered a small child and kept the body in the Spend It All 

freezer. That’s the kind of moment that could fall very Crystal Wilkinson’s advice: “I think the key [to writing easily into something self-serving, and yet it never diffi

cult scenes] is to spend it all, meaning write all of the feels that way. Instead, the prose, the musicality of action and emotion of the scene in one fell swoop. You the language, makes the moment not only digestible, can edit for nuance later. Th

e other thing I’d recommend 

but beautiful … That wash between the sacred and is to write the physicality of the hard scene fi rst and the profane, that’s what you’re trying to accomplish. 

allow the emotion to fl oat underneath.” 

I had the privilege of workshopping with Crystal and Th

is holds true in David’s writing. In  Where All Light attending one of her craft  talks where she told the audi-Tends to Go, the main character witnesses violent acts, ence fi lled with aspiring writers that when we are writing necessarily so. It’s Southern noir, a story about a teen diffi

cult scenes and feel ourselves resisting and wanting who is involved in his dad’s drug business. Th roughout 

to stop, that is the moment to push harder, to cut clear to the book, violence is depicted in a mostly matter-of-the bone. Th

at pain is where truth resides. 

fact way—it’s a normal part of this character’s life. But when he encounters a grisly scene involving someone he Genre matters. In even the most literary Southern noir, cares about, the writing is stunningly beautiful. Th is dif-the reader knows from the start there will be a crime. 

fi cult scene opens with gentle brushstrokes: “Lightning It’s not likely to shock or put off  a reader of noir when bugs fl ickered across the yard, and for a second or two, I a graphic scene happens. But for literary fi ction that found myself remembering a time when I was small, fi ll-does not cross over into thriller, crime, or horror genres, ing a mason jar with bugs to keep as a night-light.” In the violence isn’t necessarily expected. Additional work is gory scene he soon encounters, he references the glow needed to alert the readers that potentially triggering of light and ties the scene back to nature, the blood like scenes are on the horizon, to clue them in that these rainwater. Th

e violent scenes in David Joy’s latest novel, scenes are necessary to tell the larger story. Nancy Zafris’ 

 Th

   ose We Th

   ought We Knew, are rendered with the same and Crystal Wilkinson’s literary novels center around level of artistry. 

traumatic events that occur before the start of the story, events the characters need to come to terms with. Both Leave It in the Margin 

of these authors use creative strategies in their novels to Nancy Zafris off ered me gobs of writing advice over the help readers who may not be expecting violent scenes. 

years before she passed away in 2021. One gem: Leave the details of violent or overtly sexual acts in the margin. 

Plant Seeds 

She recommended leaving enough clues so the reader In her fi ction workshops, Nancy taught her students will know what happened; it doesn’t need to be detailed to plant seeds, to do a gradual reveal rather than blurt on the page. Th

e readers will fi ll in the blanks and paint 

things in the beginning of a work that would be more the image themselves. 

eff ective if postponed until later. In  Black Road, a Greek In a particularly tragic chapter in her novel  Black chorus of community members leaves a commentary Road, edited by Greg Michalson, a character dies. As I between chapters. Just before the second chapter, the 44  I  WRITER’S DIGEST  I  July/August 2025
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chorus chimes in: “It happened six months ago. It hap-The emotion I feel alongside the 

pened on a February night.” No details. We only know characters in these diffi

  cult scenes 

something happened in the past. Something big. 

As the novel progresses, the warnings are more makes the book worth reading. 

detailed. Th

ey pull us along and let us know what the 

story is really about. Th

ey serve as a heads-up to the 

Done poorly, though, and I’m 

reader. A caution sign to let us know tough times are certain to put the book down and 

ahead in this novel. 

never fi nish it. 

Utilize POV 

In  Black Road, a judge is the one who fi rst reads off  the I read this in all its tragic detail, I too need this joyous details of the crimes that were committed, presented image: “Th

ose few seconds of touch.” 

as a list of civil complaints. Later, the crime scene is described from the point of view of a physician who Hold the Reader’s Hand 

is also a mother. She is simultaneously clinical in her In the opening chapter of  Th

   e Birds of Opulence, 

assessment of the injuries and also very human in her Wilkinson invites the reader to be a part of the story: spiral of worry over her own children. Both of these 

“Imagine yourself a woman who gathers stories in her scenes would have been completely diff erent and likely apron.” She also off ers the reader loving warnings along far less eff ective if they were delivered from the point of the way. At one point, one of the grannies in the novel view of a family member or the victims themselves. 

warns her adult sons (and by proxy the reader) that we have to look backward at the past to see what’s in front of Employ Humor 

us. Th

at moment in the book feels like that grandma is Nancy Zafris employs subtle wry humor in  Black Road taking our hand in hers, off ering comfort to the readers, that acts as a buff er to the violence. It gives the reader a telling us this is what we are doing, and it’s going to be little relief and acts as a sort of coping mechanism. Later hard, but it is also necessary. 

in the novel, the previously sober Greek chorus transforms into a social media-esque commentary that is done Using any one of these tips could improve a diffi cult 

smartly and honestly. It takes the edge off  this tragic story scene. Worst case, trying one out might lead you to a cre-and telegraphs a tacit message to the reader: Everyday ative way to handle the gore and heightened emotion in horror happens. People make mistakes. And it’s OK to a scene. In my recent workshop with David Joy, he sug-roll your eyes at people’s self-serving takes on it. 

gested we study the writing of authors we love. All three of these writers are worth studying, and I recommend all Off er an Image of Joy 

their novels. Th

e tips I list here likely only touch on the 

lessons to be learned from these talented writers.  WD

Th

ere’s no humor in Crystal Wilkinson’s  Th

   e Birds of 

 Opulence, no attempt to ask the readers to roll their eyes and put themselves in a position to judge the behavior of her characters. She never nudges the readers to separate themselves from the story. Instead, the novel invites the readers to be a part of this family and feel the pain with them, which is highly eff ective. I feel like I’m in it, rather Tonja Matney Reynolds (TonjaReynolds.com) has completed than watching it. Yet even as her character recalls in work on two women-centric historical novels, both featuring diffi -

cult scenes. Her work has been longlisted for the Petrichor Prize graphic detail the big capital-D diffi

cult thing that hap-

for Finely Crafted Fiction and awarded the Michael Kenneth Smith pened in her past, she also recollects a joyous moment, Novel Fellowship. She resides in southwest Ohio with her family 

“the one good thing that would carry her over.” When and aging puggle. 
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Small But Mighty 

Why small presses might be the perfect 

home for your book. 

BY JORDAN ROSENFELD 
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As traditional publishing has condensed down  those whose work might straddle genre or fall outside of into an ever-larger monolith, known as  Th  e 

it altogether. 

 Big Five (Penguin Random House, Hachette Addie Tsai, author of the novel  Unwieldy Creatures Book Group, HarperCollins, Simon & Schuster, and (Jaded Ibis Press), was struggling to fi nd mainstream Macmillan) publishing channels may start to feel nar-representation, which led them to accept a small press rower than ever. While authors oft en chase the histori-deal. However, they stayed “committed to small publish-cally larger advances, clout, and name recognition of ers because of the intimate connection and control an deals with these big publishers, smaller, independent author retains over the writing and editing process.” 

publishers are fi lling in the gaps and off ering newer writ-Said Shaiye, author of the speculative memoir  Are ers with smaller platforms a home. 

 You Borg Now, felt that in addition to helping him get Here are some of the benefi ts and innovations of published, a small press conferred professional ben-small publishers and why authors who feel discouraged efi ts. “It opened a lot of doors for me and helped me on the path to a Big Five might consider a smaller “home” 

connect with a lot of readers.” His book went on to be a for their book instead. 

Minnesota Book Award fi nalist, which helped him gain more professional “legitimacy,” he said. Th

e memoir has 

Types of Small Presses 

since been republished by Noemi Press. 

Th

e term  small press can be a little confusing in an era Re-publication is another feature of small presses, where there are more vanity presses and hybrid presses which can give books a longer life if one publisher goes than ever before, which oft en require the author to “pay out of business. 

to play”—and are a glorifi ed form of self-publishing. 

Some hybrid presses still have a vetting process and aim More Diverse Voices 

to publish books that could pass traditional muster, but At a time when some major companies are rolling back the author still pays a signifi cant amount for a publishing diversity, equity, and inclusion eff orts, an important package up front with no guarantees of sales. 

practice of small presses is their ability to take more risks Th

e defi nition of a traditional small press varies, but that aren’t trend-based and publish more diverse books. 

they typically follow standard publishing models and use 

“Now more than ever, I think small independent pub-distributors like Publishers Group West and Independent lishers are going to constitute the very soul of American Publishing Group. However, limited budgets may restrict literary culture,” said M. C. Benner Dixon, author of the their title output, publicity resources, and staff , sometimes novel  Th

   e Height of Land (Orison Press). “Small presses relying on volunteers. A university press may see itself as know how to navigate the margins, how to fi nd an audi-small in comparison to the Big Five but may have the infra-ence for unheard voices, how to speak with courage. We structure (and bank account) of the university at its disposal, need them desperately,” she said. 

while a truly small press may be run by a couple of people Indeed, Forest Avenue Press, which publishes “literary with a passion for books, and many variations in between. 

fi ction on a joyride and the occasional memoir” priori-Laura Stanfi ll, publisher of the Oregon-based Forest tizes BIPOC, queer, and neurodivergent voices that focus Avenue Press and author of the novel  Singing Lessons for on lived experiences. 

 the Stylish Canary (Lanternfi sh Press), summed up small Sari-Sari Storybooks publishes multilingual Filipino press publishing as “not an assembly line of books” but picture books that celebrate the rich diversity of 

“every step is a person holding another person’s work in Philippine cultures and languages, according to its their hands …” 

founder Christina Newhard. Of her press’s books, she said, “Th

ey have the feeling of being modern folktales … 

A Foot in the Door for Debut 

Th

ey aren’t afraid to be a little weird.” 

Authors 

Jaded Ibis Press is a feminist press “committed to pub-Perhaps the most exciting part of small press publishing lishing socially engaged literature with an emphasis on is their tendency to take more risks on debut authors and the voices of people of color, people with disabilities, and WritersDigest .com  I  47
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other historically silenced and culturally marginalized representation of a literary agent before signing them. 

voices,” according to its president Elizabeth Earley. 

Literary agents can sometimes negotiate better deals, for-Sibylline Press is a “small, discerning press, recog-eign rights, and even movie deals for authors, but they nizing an unsung demographic of women 50 and older also take a percentage of advances and sometimes even whose stories need to be told—beautifully,” according to royalties. Additionally, since acquiring a literary agent its publisher Vicki DeArmon. 

can take time, removing that barrier opens doors to writ-Not only do some of these presses publish more ers and shortens the timeline to publication. 

diverse voices, but they oft en allow authors more control Benner Dixon said that when querying agents, “It over who plays a part in key aspects of publishing, such was hard hearing ‘no’ so many times on a story that was as cover design or editing. 

so dear to my heart … But once I nursed my feelings a Tsai pointed out, “Both Jaded Ibis and Metonymy bit, I realized that this novel really might be a better fi t were also very supportive of my vision of the covers, and for publishers outside of the mainstream. I mean, how both enabled me to solicit and secure queer Asian illus-many big-name publishers are looking for spiritual quest trators for the cover art.” 

books that end up reinterpreting Walt Whitman as a prophet of the age to come?” 

Innovations and Niches 

She submitted her novel through Orison Book’s Traditional publishing typically engages in a “print run”—

annual fi ction contest and won a publishing contract. 

producing a set number of books and aiming to sell Additionally, having a small press deal can sometimes them all before printing more. While a big print run can be a great way to leverage an agent contract, according to signal confi dence in a book’s success, if those books don’t Lisa Kastner, publisher of Running Wild Press and Rize (an sell, they’re oft en “remaindered”—sent back to the pub-imprint focused on BIPOC and LGBTQ+ writers), because lisher and either heavily discounted or even destroyed. 

that book deal can make your work seem more salable. 

While some small presses do this, too, many are Benner Dixon and Shaiye did not have agents when departing from this model. Earley, of Jaded Ibis Press, they sold their books to their small presses but have said, “We use a print-on-demand (POD) model versus since obtained representation. Kate Maruyama, author the traditional off set printing and warehousing model, of the gothic horror novella duo  Bleak Houses (Raw Dog which is better for the environment and helps ensure that Screaming Press), let go of her agent in favor of making our titles will never need to go out of print.” 

her own deals directly with small presses. 

In addition to trade paperback, Sibylline Press off ers a “digital fi rst” program that allows authors a break-in More Involvement in the Process 

route to publish as an e-book and audio book. Th ey also 

Another feature of small presses is that they oft en invite off er all their authors workshop sessions, training them more collaboration from the author than may be found in such topics as “best practices for blogging, best prac-at one of the Big Five publishers. 

tices for social media,” DeArmon said. “We endeavor to Maruyama likes the “personal handling” of the bring our authors’ brand up.” 

smaller presses she’s published with. “When I published Small presses have room to highly focus on a niche, with 47North, an imprint of Amazon, I felt I was largely as well. Newhard’s Sari-Sari Storybooks brings regional on my own aft er the book came out. Th

e smaller presses 

Philippine stories to an American audience. “I have seen treat you more like family and are collaborative when for myself that when you tell a culturally specifi c story you try to promote your work.” 

that is scaff olded by universal themes like friendship, DeArmon said her press makes a point of deeply shyness, or protecting nature, it can reach everyone with-engaging its authors in the process. She jokingly calls out compromising its uniqueness,” she said. 

it “cultish” in that every author becomes “a Sibyl.” Each Sibyl is deeply involved in monthly Zoom calls about No Agent Required 

production, marketing, and cover brainstorming. 

Th

ough many small presses follow traditional processes 

“I say that when you work with us, you’ll emerge with much like the Big Five, where many of them depart is a beautiful book and a published book that sells, but that they oft en do not require the author to have the you’ll also emerge with a PhD in publishing,” she said. 
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Less Emphasis on Platform 

anyone choosing to spend their time, energy, and money Small presses also sometimes soft en a common frus-on putting other people’s books into the world has altru-tration many writers have when seeking publication—

istic intent, [but] it’s not uncommon for tiny presses to the emphasis on having a big platform, the term for a overcommit.” 

curated audience already in place. Small presses tend Benner Dixon certainly has her moments of yearn-to prioritize quality writing over platform (though ing for a bigger deal. “As a small press author, I certainly not always). 

feel some envy when I look at the marketing budgets for Stanfi ll, of Forest Avenue Press, said, “We’re not books coming out from big presses, but I have to remind accountable to an acquisitions team that will study a pro-myself that not every book gets that kind of attention. A spective author’s social media follower counts and tell us lot of authors fall through the cracks with big publishers.” 

no. Our readership committee is always seeking the projects that best fi t our sensibilities and curiosity, and we Do Your Research 

choose what we love because we think these stories need It’s important for authors to do careful research and to be in the world.” 

vetting of any small press they seek out. For every Th

ey believe their authors’ voices will have a social legitimate one, there are plenty of bad actors in the impact that could even mobilize people to act or change. 

publishing space. Kastner recounted a story of a man Kastner said that Running Wild Press and Rize focus who paid $100,000 to have a memoir published, only to on “groundbreaking writing” in line with their mission receive one copy and be quickly ghosted. 

“to change the world through storytelling.” Only aft er 

“He was such an innocent, he didn’t know what was they’ve identifi ed a title they want to acquire “do we then going on. Don’t become one of the heartbreaking sto-look at the author’s platform and willingness to perform ries like him. Please do your research and network,” she publicity and marketing on behalf of the work,” she said. 

said. She highly recommended Th

e Authors Guild as a 

resource for authors. 

Smaller Advances and Distribution 

Aggeliki Pelekidis, author of  Unlucky Mel (Cornell Of course, with smaller infrastructure oft en comes University Press), took advantage of Th

e Authors Guild’s 

smaller (or no) advances, reduced marketing and pub-contract review service. “Th

is led to several benefi cial 

licity support, and less robust distribution channels. 

changes to my contract, including increases to my roy-Sometimes, in lieu of an advance, an author may also alty percentages, that I would not have gotten otherwise,” 

receive higher-than-industry-standard royalties. 

she said. 

Wendy Fox, author of  If the Ice Held (Santa Fe Writers It’s also a good idea to talk to other authors before you Project), said that while she believes writers should be sign a contract, Stanfi ll said, “just to make sure that the compensated for their work, “the money piece … was press’s values and commitment are not just on paper but less of a concern for me personally. I’ve been a day-are carried through in actions.” 

jobber for years.” 

While authors must weigh the pros against the cons, A smaller team also means relying a lot on just one what small presses lack in resources, they oft en make person instead of having a full staff  supporting your up for in heart, commitment, and diversity, and most book, Stanfi ll pointed out, which can lead to missed importantly: a foot in the door to publishing.  WD

deadlines and other logistical slowdowns. 

Shaiye admitted he had to learn how to market his book because there wasn’t a lot of publicity support in its fi rst publication. “At one point, I was selling copies of Borg from the trunk of my car. I learned a lot about the business of books, but it burnt me out.” He’s more hope-Jordan Rosenfeld is author of the novels  Fallout, Forged in ful about the book’s second chance with the new press. 

 Grace, and  Women in Red, and seven books on the craft of writing including the forthcoming  Sound of Story: Developing Voice and As both a small-press-published author and a pub-Tone in Writing. Jordan’s journalism has appeared in places such as lisher herself, Stanfi ll has a more nuanced understand-The Atlantic, Scientifi c American, and many more. She is a freelance ing of what goes into publishing. “I have to believe that manuscript editor and writing coach. 
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How to Write 

Amid Chaos 

VIEL

When times are turbulent, pinpointing why your VOKA

: YS

work matters to yourself and to readers can provide the EGA

 IMY

motivation you need to keep putting words on the page. 

TTEG

©EGA
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Under the best of circumstances, it can be hard to  bleak or overwhelming, stories off er us not just an clear space—literal and metaphorical—to write escape from our troubles and worries, but a version amid responsibilities and commitments, busy 

of life that may remind us of what’s most impor-schedules, and the many distractions and unpredictability tant, what we value and what is worth striving and of life. 

fi ghting for, and the kind of world we could create if Th

ese are not, by most people’s measure, the best of we do. It’s no accident that amid profound polariza-circumstances. 

tion and fear in 2020, viewers stuck at home during Divisiveness is on the rise; wars are being waged a deadly pandemic tuned in by the millions to watch around the world. Our newsfeeds, inboxes, and TVs the sweet, optimistic “Ted Lasso.” 

report growing political unrest, the increasingly dire 

•  STORY CONNECTS US IN A DIVIDED WORLD.  We see our-eff ects of unchecked global warming, and a future so selves and the people around us in story—it off ers uncertain that many people no longer expect to enjoy insight about the human condition, alternative per-more stability, freedom, or economic well-being than spectives and universal longings and struggles. In the their parents’ generation. 

pages of a story, we might understand what moti-Add to that the personal challenges and struggles that vates even those we disagree with and see them not are a regular feature of being alive, and it’s hard to clear as a faceless “other” but as whole people—complex, away all the noise so you can sit down and write. Hard fl awed, and wounded, just as all of us are. And the to focus on the worlds we want to create when the one shared appreciation of story can surmount even the around us may feel stifl ing or frightening or bleak. At most powerful diff erences, off ering common ground times like this, writers may even wonder if there’s a point to bring people together. When the U.S. hesitated to in creating our stories or sharing them, if they may have off er desperately needed aid to Ukraine in the early any meaning or impact at all. 

days of the war launched by Russia’s unprovoked But this is when your writing is more important attack and invasion, it was Ukrainian President than ever. 

Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s impassioned stories about his underequipped people valiantly defending their sov-Why Does Your Writing Matter? 

ereignty and their lives that fi nally moved the U.S. to It may not seem as if it makes any diff erence when you’re take action and send weapons for their defense. 

dragging yourself out of bed early aft er a restless night 

•  STORY MAKES SENSE OF THE SENSELESS: Th e world we 

from doomscrolling social media feeds till the wee live in is messy, mind-meltingly complex, and oft en hours or trying to shut out all the noise and headlines to outside of our control. Story can help clear the chaos. 

crank out your 500 or 1,000 or 2,000 words. Especially It off ers logic and cohesion that we may lack in real if, like most of us, your stories aren’t directly speaking life. It off ers a bigger-picture overview with perspec-to or about any of the critical issues raging on around tive we may not have in the present moment. And it us. Spinning the tale of your charming cozy or sizzling can help us—writer and reader—process pain and romantasy or introspective memoir might seem like turn it into something positive and constructive. 

waltzing while the world burns. 

•  STORY GIVES VOICE TO THE VOICELESS: Story has the But here’s why your writing and stories matter: power to heighten awareness of injustice and oppres-

•  STORIES OFFER SOLACE AND HOPE.  In times of unrest, sion that may suppress the voices of its victims.  Th  e 

struggle, and uncertainty, people reach for the com-Diary of Anne Frank put a profoundly human face fort of story. When the world around us may feel on the more than 6 million Jews killed by the fascist WritersDigest .com  I  51
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Nazi regime. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s  Uncle Tom’s Chaos is potential. 

 Cabin vividly showed the horrors of enslavement. 

Th

ose are pretty thoughts, but amid what may feel Upton Sinclair’s  Th

  e Jungle exposed the meatpack-

like constant chaos, externally and internally, on a world ing industry’s unsafe conditions and abuses of oft en-stage as well as personal as we grapple with an epidemic immigrant workers. 

of anxiety, how can creators access the wherewithal to 

•  STORY CHANGES THE WORLD: Because story can tame it? 

broaden and deeply impact people’s views, it can help spark needed change.  Uncle Tom’s Cabin fueled 

•  QUIET THE NOISE.  Shutting out the world around the abolitionist movement that fi nally put an end you isn’t possible, and it isn’t practical; awareness is to slavery in America;  Th

  e Jungle helped lead to the 

necessary as a creative, as a citizen, and as a human passage of the Pure Food and Drug Act; and the TV 

being—but be careful how much poison you take in. 

show “Will & Grace” is oft en cited as a major factor Arsenic in small doses can help treat cancer and save in legalizing marriage equality. Even if your work a dog from heartworm, but in larger ones, it will kill. 

doesn’t change society as a whole, it might change Minimize your news and social media doomscroll-the individuals in it. How many of us have found life-ing, and fi nd reputable and objective sources that changing inspiration, insight, or illumination in the help you remain aware of important community and pages of a book? 

world events. Set aside time for your writing—even if only a few minutes when you can snatch them—

Books and stories matter so much and wield such and hold it sacrosanct: no phones, no internet, no power in the world that nearly every oppressive regime interruptions. 

starts by banning them. Sharing knowledge, expanding 

•  FOCUS ON THE STEP IN FRONT OF YOU.  Don’t let your-people’s worldview, and encouraging them to think for self get overwhelmed by the welter of worries. For themselves is exactly what those who seek to manipulate whatever time you allot to your writing—and it can and control others don’t want. 

be as little as two minutes, anything that gets you in But perhaps the most important reason to persevere front of your WIP with regularity—let yourself shut in your writing despite the chaos around you is for your-out everything outside your keyboard. Write down self and your own well-being. Creative souls wither when the heart of your story in a single line—what made deprived of their creativity, and when the world is in fl ux you want to write it—put it on a Post-it Note on your around you is when you most need its nourishment. For computer, and laser in on that intention every time most of us, writing helps us understand the world and ourselves; it helps us process and work through pain; it you sit down to write. Just take one step at a time, gives us comfort and joy. 

one word at a time. You cannot fi x everything wrong Th

ose potent side eff ects are never more welcome or in the world. But you can do one thing, write this important than when chaos rages around you. Writing one sentence. And then another. And then another. 

off ers that calm, still center that allows you to bear up Action is empowering. 

and push through—and help others do the same. 

•  LEAN IN.  Creatives are oft en uniquely sensitive and uniquely attuned to the world around them, so we How Can You Write When the 

may feel chaos and uncertainty even more keenly. 

World Is on Fire? 

Use your painful, uncomfortable, unpleasant emo-Chaos is wrought by destruction, by forces and people tions in the writing. Put your concerns into your sto-who tear down. Artists and writers and other deep think-ries—let your characters wrestle with the things you ers are the ones who do the job of building up, of fi nding fear most, the worst-case scenarios you imagine, the and making order and meaning where none may seem anxious uncertainty or overwhelm you may be feel-to exist. In the words of author Toni Morrison, “Like fail-ing. Not only is there narrative power in giving your ure, chaos contains information that can lead to knowl-characters great challenges but facing them head-on edge—even wisdom. Like art.” 

in your writing can help mitigate and control your 52  I  WRITER’S DIGEST  I  July/August 2025
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own fears and concerns. Th

e monster under the bed 

Books and stories matter so much 

is only scary until you look underneath it. 

•  OR TAKE A BREATHER. But story can also be a wel-and wield such power in the 

come tonic for what ails us, a way to imagine a better world that nearly every oppressive 

world or situation. Use your stories as escape from the chaos to create the reality you want to live in if regime starts by banning them. 

the one around you feels oppressive, to show what’s possible, to off er hope—to yourself and others—for a brighter future. 

in constant fl ux, growing, evolving, changing: Seasons 

•  BE KIND TO YOURSELF.  It’s almost impossible to write come and go; creatures live and age and die; civilizations when you’re stressed, anxious, or run-down. Care rise and fall; the very earth is constantly shift ing under-for yourself and your psyche the way a violinist cares neath us, slowly reshaping the planet. 

for her instrument. Rest. Meditate. Take time away It was ever thus. 

from your writing, your work, your responsibili-So oft en, the discomfort of chaos and change arises ties, and nourish your soul and your body. Get out from our resisting it, longing for things to “get back in nature. Exercise. Take time to prepare and enjoy to normal”—but there is no static baseline normal. 

healthy meals for yourself—and the occasional deca-Everything, every moment, is a new normal, and waiting dent treat. Engage with the people—and animals—

for the chaos to die down—especially in our ever more you care about. Focus on the small immediate good polarized times of upheaval and unrest—means you around you: a beautiful day, a kind gesture, the rich may never fi nd the peaceful, chaos-free window for your scent of your coff ee and the comfort of your hands writing that you long for. You have to create and claim it wrapped around the warm mug. Even amid the 

for yourself. 

worst kind of chaos, there are moments to appreciate, As Toni Morrison says in her now-famous 2015 essay things to be grateful for. 

in  Th

  e Nation, times of dread are exactly when artists 

•  FILL THE WELL.  Remember that taking in other must go to work: “Th

ere is no time for despair, no place 

people’s stories is also part of the creative process, for self-pity, no need for silence, no room for fear.” 

even when you can’t write, and it’s food for the cre-Artists are the visionaries of the world. Th

ey are the 

ative soul. In times of inner unrest, be careful with accountability of the world. Th

ey’re the historians and 

the books, movies, and TV shows you consume. 

the documentarians and the chroniclers of our lives and Th

is may not be the time for dark, dystopian tales. 

our times. 

Reach for stories that let in the light—tales of ordi-And, so oft en, artists are the conscience of a people—

nary people doing extraordinary things, like  Th  e 

and the torchbearers of truth. Shine your light into the Small and the Mighty, To Kill a Mockingbird, Th  e 

darkness, even when things feel bleak.  Especially when Pursuit of Happyness. Stories that uplift , like  A Man things feel bleak. 

 Called Ove or  Remarkably Bright Creatures or  Th  e 

Th

at’s when your words and your work matter most.  WD

 Alchemist. Or those that off er pure escapism or silli-ness or joy: rom-coms and bromances and comedies; 

“Shrinking” and “Schitt’s Creek” and  Th

  e Princess 

 Bride. Especially when you may feel overwhelmed or Tiffany Yates Martin is a career book editor, working with hopeless, you can fi nd fortitude, insight, and strength bestselling and award-winning authors, major publishers as well as in story. 

indie authors. She is the founder of FoxPrint Editorial (a Writer’s Digest’s Best Website for Writers) and author of  Intuitive Editing: When the world around us feels chaotic, we crave a A Creative and Practical Guide to Revising Your Writing and  The Intuitive Author: How to Grow & Sustain a Happier Writing Career. 

return to calm and order and predictability. 

A regular contributor to writers’ outlets and a frequent presenter But the truth about chaos is that it’s not an anomaly—

and keynote speaker for writers’ organizations around the globe, it’s the normal state of the world. Everything in nature is she is also the author of six novels (as Phoebe Fox). 
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Praising the Beauty of Creation 

and Making in Poetry

Judith Chibante, winner of the 19th Annual Writer’s Digest Poetry Awards, shares the story behind her winning poem, “Naïve Beauty.” 

BY ROBERT LEE BREWER

I’ve said it before, but choosing the winner of the  What are you currently up to? 

Writer’s Digest Poetry Awards is one of my favorite I have not yet published a full-length book, and would things to do each year. In 2024, there were more than like to shape the current manuscript I’m working on in 700 entries covering a range of forms, subjects, issues, and that direction. Th

at, of course, means more prolifi c writ-

themes. In the end, I selected Judith Chibante’s “Naïve ing, which is a major focus right now. Why not write a Beauty” for the First Place Prize of $1,000, publication in poem a day? (WD features a path for this.) Or at least a Writer’s Digest, and a 20–minute consultation with yours week? I continue to need to challenge myself on this. 

truly. 

Chibante, who has been writing “since Mrs. 

What inspired “Naïve Beauty”? 

Th

ompson’s English class in high school” before going An in-depth study of Gerard Manley Hopkins gave impe-VIELV

on to teach for four decades herself, previously fi nished tus for the form, but the ideas are from my own discov-OKA

in the Top 10 for this competition multiple times, and eries about creating the new—what hadn’t been in the 

: YSEGA

her perseverance paid off  this time around. For me, her world until I brought it into being. When I was a young  IMYTT

poem “Naïve Beauty” was a sonic delight focused on girl, I made a pillow out of felt and yarn; even though I EG

©

natural beauty. 

had used a pattern, I remember the euphoria to look at EGA

IM

Here’s a quick Q&A. 

that pillow and realize it had never “been” before—now 54  I  WRITER’S DIGEST  I  July/August 2025
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it “was.” Th

is poem expresses the power—and, I think—

THE 2024 WD POETRY 

the magic of making a new entity:  fi nishing the hat in Stephen Sondheim’s words. 

AWARD WINNERS 

And … that  making saves us. Any one of us at any 1. “Naïve Beauty” by Judith Chibante 

moment may need redeeming. From what? From the 2. “Aftermath” by Shakiba Hashemi 

ordinary, from past slovenly or half-realized eff ort, 3. “Death Rattle” by Leslie Frisbee 

from self-doubt. Perhaps these are the “sins” (if any) of 4. “muse” by Cecily Markham 

the artist. 

5. “I am a woman now of many years” by Cecily Markham 

If you could pass on one piece of 

6. “Fungi Sonnet” by Ren Miller 

advice to other poets, what would 

7. “Austerlitz” by Ann Vincent Vila 

it be? 

8. “Genealogy” by Ralph La Rosa 

You are as much an artist as Monet or Beethoven—their 9. “City of Ashland” by Gayle Hellinger reputations were created by others embracing and lift -

10. “Good Shirts” by Deig Sullivan 

ing their art. Th

eir own creative process is the same one 

you tussle with. You paint in the language of images and description and fresh observations. Put everything high language that becomes a background to draw from down on your “new canvas” (it’s only blank until you for your own eff orts. Once poems are living in your come to it)—that three-word refrain repeatedly playing heart—those of others, as well as your own—you can in your head, the inspirational turn of phrase from "Call access them at 3 a.m. or standing in the grocery check-the Midwife" (e.g., “We are each other’s wealth and our out line or sitting in another waiting room. And they greatest good fortune …”). Keep a running log on your make for a deep and rich anteroom for meditation.  WD

tablet to catch yourself—and others—being brilliant; use it as a personal source to mine. 

Also, seek out poems that speak to you to learn “by heart”—your heart. Mine is stirred by poems of poets as diverse as Charles Baudelaire (“Be Drunk”) and Jane Robert Lee Brewer is senior editor of  Writer’s Digest and author Kenyon (“Happiness”). In this way, you build a body of of  The Complete Guide of Poetic Forms. 
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D INTERVIEW

Riley Sager

N ew York Times bestselling thriller novelist Riley  because I do have this reputation now of really sticking Sager writes from the intersection of what enter-the landing with good twists and reveals. And to do that tains him and what he knows readers have come each and every year, it does become a challenge.” 

to love and expect from a Riley Sager novel. It’s the perfect But these challenges are ones Sager relishes. Even combination of an atmospheric setting, disturbing occur-though there are times when “every book is a struggle,” 

rences (e.g., unsolved murders, campers going missing, Sager still believes that “being a writer is fun and reward-seemingly haunted houses), characters who are fl awed ing and an amazing job to have”—a theme that appeared yet redeemable, and of course, an ending you’ll never from the beginning of our conversation. 

see coming. With his ninth book published in June, for the ninth year in a row, Sager knows exactly the kind What was the inspiration for  With a Vengeance? 

of experience he wants to give his readers. “I always Th

ere were several inspirations and the biggest one was, want my books to be something that you can read on a there was a time in summer of 2023 when there were all summer night and still get a little chill, but not be truly these movies that had great train scenes. It was  Bullet scared,” he says. “I love mood. I love atmosphere. I love Train and Mission: Impossible and the Indiana Jones spooky movies that might not be all that scary, but just a movie, and they were just so fun. I got it in my brain little bit of spookiness goes a long way.” 

as I was writing a diff erent book, it would be very fun Part of why that “little bit of spookiness” works in his to write a book set entirely on a train. It’s very diffi cult, 

novels is because Sager is always trying to do something actually, it turns out. At the time, like,  Oh, that could be slightly diff erent from what he’s written before. He says, super fun. 

“I’ve been trying with my past few books to expand the Th

en, of course, it got me thinking about  Murder on boundaries a little bit of what a Riley Sager book could the Orient Express, and I was thinking about doing the be. And so, we have: It’s set entirely on a train in the ’50s reverse version of doing that. I think we can spoil  Murder 

[ With a Vengeance]. Before that, it was a male narrator in on the Orient Express for everyone, because, really? So, I suburbia [ Middle of the Night], and before that, it’s Lizzie thought, instead of several people getting revenge on one Borden—but not really—on a cliff side mansion in Maine person, it would be one person getting revenge on sev-

[ Th

   e Only One Left ]. Th

ere is always this purposeful 

eral people. Th

en that got me thinking about the notion 

nudging because every writer wants to grow their reader-of vengeance and what is more satisfying: to kill them or ship while still retaining the readers that they had.” 

to make them suff er? Very odd, strange moral questions Th

e one area where Sager is not playing around is to be thinking about for a thriller. But it was fascinat-with what he knows works: misdirecting readers from ing to ask myself these questions. So, the book ended up what really happened. Anyone who’s read one of his becoming one woman’s quest for vengeance on a train, books knows the endings never feel too clever for their and she wants them to suff er for as long as possible. Th en 

own good or hastily constructed, because Sager excels when someone else starts killing them, she has to save at subtly working in the necessary clues throughout the the lives of the people she hates the most. 

story. He says, “It looks so eff ortless, but it’s a lot of work to do that! I struggle with it every time. … because I What a thing for her to have to do, to actively try to always think when it comes to red herrings or putting save these people for hours on end, knowing what IO

IV LL

in clues that I either don’t reveal enough, or I reveal too they’ve done to her family. 

EAH

IC

much, and it’s this big neon arrow pointing, ‘Clue, clue, It was fascinating to me to explore this character and M

©O

hint, hint!’” When I express surprise that it’s not some-these urges that I think a lot of us don’t want to think TOH P

thing that gets easier the more books you have under about because we would never ever be put in that situa-REGAS

your belt, he tells me, “It’s actually become more diffi cult 

tion. But what if someone destroyed your family, and you 56  I  WRITER’S DIGEST  I  July/August 2025
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The  New York Times-

bestselling novelist on why 

he gave up meticulous 

outlining, how he became 

an overnight success after 

20 years, and the motivation 

behind his newest thriller, 

 With a Vengeance. 

BY AMY JONES 
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THE WD INTERVIEW Riley Sager

did have a chance to kill them and get away with it? Th e 

character, it’s a great builder of suspense. I loved coming moral complexity of it all was what really drew me to the up with these cliffh

anger chapter endings where you 

ultimate writing of the book. 

suspect everyone at some point of doing very shady stuff . 

You’ve had books set in the past before, but they How did you determine this particular cast of char-weren’t really driven by historical events. Whereas acters? It seems it would be a tough balancing act of this one relies on a World War II backstory to set the not having so many characters that it gets unwieldy, plot in motion. Did this book require more or differ-but still having enough to, like you said, create that ent kinds of research than your others? 

doubt and question who is responsible for what’s It did. I learned a lot about trains, which, lucky for me, happening on the train. 

it’s pretty fascinating. Th

ere was a lot of research into 

It was a sort of winnowing down of suspects because my train travel during that time period. And then ironically, original plan was to start with 10 people that Anna had I really didn’t use much of it, because the reality of train to get revenge against. And very quickly I realized that travel would not have served this book at all. Th e train 

is way too many people to keep track of. Th

en I brought 

that is in this book and the journey they are taking is it down to eight and tried that a little bit. And again, still very much dictated by plot necessity and not the reality too many people. So, once I settled on six, then there was of the time period. 

this issue of how do I make them stand out a little bit so I think of it as: Th

is is a movie train. I think of one of 

we can easily know who we’re talking about whenever we my favorite movies, which is  White Christmas, and—I skip to them in their chapters? And really, the guideline know that surprises a lot of people, but I love  White for me was Clue. Th

at’s why I specifi ed what color they’re 

 Christmas—there’s a scene early on when they’re on a train wearing and also made them diff erent ages with diff erent from Florida to Vermont and the conductor says, “Sorry, characteristics and diff erent attitudes. It was just a way there’s no more room on this train, but you can sit up in for me, and for the reader, to keep track of everyone as the club car all night.” Yet you never see a single person on they move about this train either being killed or killing that train other than the four main characters. And that’s or otherwise looking suspicious. 

what I wanted this train to feel like—a movie train. 

Did you have a process for tracking their movements This is one of your books that uses third person, with so that your plot reveals would work out and that different chapters for different characters, and that everyone was in the right spot to make things work? 

worked really well with this story. Generally speak-It was a lot of trial and error. Th

e logistical part of it was 

ing, does having multiple POV characters make the something I was not prepared for in the least when I writing easier or more challenging for you? 

decided,  Hey, a train book, it’s fun!  It was fun, but it also I fi nd it more challenging. Th

e reason most of my books 

was maddening because I did have to keep track of all of are written in fi rst person is because I can get into a groove these people. Where they’re at, at which point in time, that way where, it sounds strange and method-y, but I and possibly join this or join that. It did help to think of can hear the character’s voice in my head, and so it makes the train as a Clue board. So instead of rooms, we had writing their words and thoughts and opinions down so these individual cars. And I kind of knew in my head, much easier and faster than when I do third person. 

 OK, in this passenger car right now, this person’s in room A, this person’s in room B, this person’s in room C.  And I I was going to ask if you had a preference or if did have, much like Anna does in the book, a manifest of there are benefi ts or drawbacks of either option, all their names and which rooms they’re staying in. … 

but it sounds like getting in that one person’s head Th

en, there were also diffi

culties: Before the action 

for an extended period of time would kind of make could really begin, I needed to establish the “rules of the things easier. 

train.” I thought of all these reasons why someone could get As the book goes along, it is easier to just hop back into off  the train and then had to keep that from happening. So, their head space and write. But I’ve also found with it’s an express train. Th

e emergency brake doesn’t work the 

writing  With a Vengeance, is that the skipping around way they think it does. You can’t jump off  the train because of third-person narration, going from character to they’re moving too fast. I knew I needed to do all of that 58  I  WRITER’S DIGEST  I  July/August 2025
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upfront before we could really get into the action. Th e fi rst 

Generally, when you start a new book, what comes hundred pages, it was probably the most challenging fi rst to you fi rst? Is it the plot, a character, setting, section of a book I’ve ever had to write just because of the something else? 

logistics of it all and all the necessary information that Th

e fi rst thing is always the plot. I think of the elevator needed to be conveyed. Th

ere was so much set-up that had 

pitch. Th

en, once I come up with one that I really want to be done as quickly and effi

ciently and as clearly as pos-

to spend the next year of my life working on, that’s when sible, and it took many draft s to get that way. 

I start to fi gure out who is going to tell this story. Why are they the best person to be telling this story? Where In addition to fi guring out the murder that occurs on does it take place? When does it take place? And then the train, a big part of this story is for Anna to get to ultimately, what’s  really happening in this situation? And the bottom of why each person betrayed her father. 

that’s oft en the hardest part. Th

e elevator pitch is easy; 

I’m always interested in how authors develop the the fi guring out what is really going on here is sometimes character motivations for why they did something. 

very diffi

cult, and I don’t fi gure it out until I’m halfway When we get down to the reveal at the end of all done with the book. 

your books, the motivation for why a character has done something is layered. It feels like an earned When you get stuck thinking about “what’s really ending. How do you go about developing your 

happening,” how do you keep going with that idea character motivations? 

to push through and make it work? 

It all began with my editor of  Final Girls, and she’s still Sometimes I don’t. Sometimes I just shut down. Th en I 

my editor, all these books later. In  Final Girls, I had the feel bad about myself. I feel like a fraud. I watch a lot of main character doing things that didn’t quite make sense. 

movies. I read a lot of books. I do a lot of jigsaw puzzles And she forced me—to the point where I got so frus-and listen to podcasts. Th

en eventually, something will 

trated—to have a really good reason why she did liter-pop into my head, the solution will come to me, and then ally everything she did in that book. She’d always ask I can continue. But when I’m in that moment of uncer-me, “Why is she doing this?” And my answer would be, tainty, it’s the worst. It’s when I hate my job. I have a very 

“Because she’s messed up!” [Laughs] And she would good job, I understand this. I’m very lucky to tell stories always say, “Th

at is not good enough.” Th

at instilled in 

for a living, but in those dark moments of uncertainty, me, I need to have sound logical reasoning behind why sometimes I wish I had a 9-to-5 offi

ce job, where I can 

everyone does what they do in my books. It is something just clock out and not have to think about this. Instead, that I take very seriously in the writing of it. 

it’s three in the morning, and I’m wide awake trying to With  With a Vengeance, I was interested in this confi gure out this plot problem that I’m having. 

cept of, like Anna, why did they do this? What they did was horrible, and then when you peel back the layers a When do you know the endings to your stories? Do little bit, you see that, well, for some of them, it was aft er you ever know right from the beginning, or does it the fact, and they were kind of cornered into it. Others come as you draft, or is it different with every book? 

were blackmailed. Some are just greedy, awful people. 

I try to know from the very beginning, and I do have an It became this exercise in which I had to look at each of endgame always in mind because I really can’t start any-these as individuals and be like,  Why? How do they feel thing without knowing where it’s going to end up. But it about themselves now?  Sometimes I had it right there usually changes halfway through, where I’ll either get a from the beginning, and other times it surprised me. 

better idea or realize the one I have just doesn’t work. A lot of times it’s, I kind of did that one already, so I need Interesting. I love that that stuff kind of reveals itself to come up with something else. You never know. But I to you as you’re working through it. 

try to start with how it’s going to end and work my way I do too. Th

at’s such a rewarding thing when it happens 

there. Sometimes I surprise myself. 

that you realize your brain has been leading you to this conclusion that you did not see coming at all. And then Do you outline or do any kind of other planning when you do, the light bulb goes off , you’re like,  Th  is is 

for your stories? Or are you more of a write-by-how it should have been the whole time.  

the-seat-of-your-pants type of writer? 
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It’s evolved. I used to outline prodigiously; everything was and I was ready to just close up shop. At the time, I outlined start to fi nish. When I was writing  Lock Every was working part-time in the local library, in the kids’ 

 Door, I was following that outline to a T. I was hell-bent section, and I was  this close to just being like, I’m done on following that outline, not realizing that it didn’t work. 

writing. I’m going to go back to school, get my degree in I was at least halfway through the book, if not more, library science, and become a children’s librarian because when I had to step back and be like, this outline kind of I like it. I sent her a one-page synopsis for  Final Girls, sucks, and I need to deviate from it big time and go back and she said, “I know fi ve editors who want to read this and revise everything I’ve already written. Th at’s when I 

right now, so write it as fast as you possibly can.” 

learned to not trust the outline as much because I was too And I did. She read it and said, “Th

is is special. Th

is 

beholden to it, and I left  no room for spontaneity. 

could be a big book. I think you need to use a pen name.” 

So now, I jot down notes, I jot down character stuff . I I said, “I want my name on this book. I’m proud of this always have this big, long fi le where all the research goes book.” Th

is is the best advice she ever gave me—and I’m and little snippets and little ideas. Anyone not know-not sure if there’s swearing allowed in  Writer’s Digest, but ing what I’m writing will look at it and it will make zero there’s going to be some swearing here. 

sense to them, but it does to me. Now I do try to wing She fl at out said, “You can put your name on this it more and trust myself that the answers will be there book, and every editor I send it to will look at your pre-when I need them. 

vious sales and see that they were abysmal. And  if you get an off er, which you probably won’t, it’s going to be a That’s exactly what I was going to ask: Do you shitty off er. Th

ey’re going to slap a shitty cover on it, and think you trust yourself more now, to fi gure out the they’re going to release it with no publicity, and you’ll answer eventually? 

be exactly where you are now. Th

is book doesn’t deserve 

Yeah, and also, because of late, we have had some books that, and I know you know that.” [Th

at was] absolutely 

of mine where, when I handed them in to my editor, what I needed to hear, because she was 100 percent right. 

I knew they didn’t work. She knew they didn’t work So that was the decision to come up with “Riley Sager.” 

aft er she read them [laughs]. Th

ere would come these 

At the time, I really was in desperate need of money, and moments when it was like, I need to literally rip out a so any book deal at all would’ve been a boon to me. So, I third of this book and replace it with something else and was only thinking about like,  I just need some book money make sure none of the seams show. In order to meet that coming in. I don’t even care how much, just some kind of production deadline, I have three weeks. Having gone book income.  I never, ever thought that it would turn into through that multiple times now, it’s horrible. 

what it’s become, because who can foresee that? 

But I have also learned that I can do this. I don’t get too freaked out by it. You can do this. And so that has I’m glad you told that story, because from an outsid-helped me with these later books just to go with the fl ow er’s perspective, it looks like your career as a novel-a little bit more, knowing that I can fi gure it out. Even if ist went from zero to 60 in no time fl at with the  Final it is at the very last moment. 

 Girls book. Bestseller after bestseller, year after year. 

But that’s usually not the way it happens. There’s Looking at the business side of things a little bit, it’s usually a backstory. 

not really any secret at this point that “Riley Sager” 

Th

ere were many, many years of toil. When  Final Girls is a pen name. I’m curious about why you chose a came out, it was 20 years aft er I fi rst tried writing a pen name, and what considerations or advice you novel. So, it really felt like I’m an overnight success aft er would give to other writers as they make the deci-20 years. I think for a lot of writers there is this behind-sion of whether or not to use their own name or a the-scenes toil and struggle and rejection, and you just pen name. 

have to push your way through it and hope for the best. 

It was a tough decision, and it really was decided for me Sometimes you get lucky, and I’ve benefi ted from a lot by my agent who had been with me from the beginning. 

of luck.  WD

 Final Girls was my last-ditch eff ort. It was defi nitely a Hail Mary pass. I had just become so disillusioned with Amy Jones is editor-in-chief of WD. Follow her on Instagram publishing. I hadn’t had any good experience whatsoever, 

@AmyMJones_5. 
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YOURSTORY

CONTEST #133

The Cul-de-sac    

THE CHALLENGE: Write the opening line to a story based on the photo prompt below. 

Out of around 150 entries,  Writer’s 

 Digest editors and readers selected 

the following 10 winners. 

Th

ey laughed when he fi rst 

proposed the idea in the board 

meeting—an immersive, virtual 

experience where one merely 

walked around a suburb as it once 

was—but as he reviewed the fi gures 

in his offi

ce looking out to the 

perpetually dark skies above, he 

thought,  Who’s laughing now?  

 —Milan Davidek 

Th

e world ended at 1:27 p.m. on 

a Tuesday in late July, in a suburb in 

I was 8 years old when I discov-

Th

ough the view from the stop 

northeastern Illinois, and Francine 

ered what Mr. Michelli was keeping 

sign refl ected picturesque lifestyles, 

Walters was the only person to 

in his basement next door. 

the residents of Gibson Drive hid a 

notice because she was the only one 

 —David Keefe 

gruesome secret. 

at home. 

 —Taylor A. Smith 

 —Raleigh Van Natta 

“Just another Wednesday in 

Suburbia America,” Stacy says 

Th

is is the last picture I took of 

Here I am with a heavy heart, 

cheerfully as she swings her ham-

our neighborhood before my sister 

taking a fi nal look at the street 

mer down at the stake poised atop 

went missing. 

where I have spent precious time 

the sleeping vampire’s chest. 

 —Amber Tacey 

with Danny before I say goodbye 

 —Ka-Yee Essoe 

to him and leave our forbidden 

Nothing on this street had 

K

IC

love behind. 

 Th

   ere is something deeply dis-

WR

changed in the 55 years since I left  

A B

 —Shannen Chan 

 turbing about my obsession,  thought 

SA

for Vietnam except tonight, I’m 

MO

Michael as he sat in his truck at the 

H

going to kill the three men still 

: TSE

She found the tree-lined street 

corner of her block, for the 47th time 

GA

living there. 

 IMY

without a problem— thank God—

in 12 years, trying to catch a mere 

TT

 —Tim Sparks 

E

G

but which house was the safe house? 

glimpse of her. 

©EGA

 —Roselyn Teukolsky 

 —Wendy Haagenson 

IM
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ENTERYOURSTORY

THE CHALLENGE: Write a short story of 650 words or fewer based on the photo prompt below. You can be funny, poignant, witty, etc.; it is, after all, your story. 

TO ENTER: Email your entry to yourstory contest@aimmedia.com with the subject 

CONTEST #137

line “Your Story 137.” Entries must be 

pasted directly into the body of the email; 

attachments will not be opened. Include your 

name and mailing address. Entries without a 

name or mailing address will be disqualifi ed. 

NOTE: WD editors select the top 5 entries and post them on our website (Writers

Digest.com/your-story-competition). Join us in August when readers will vote for their favorite to help pick the winner! Follow 

@WritersDigest on Instagram for Your 

NER

Story updates. 

ENO

: ESEGA

 IM

The winner will be published in a future issue of  Writer’s Digest. 

YTTE

DON’T FORGET: Your name and mailing address. One entry per person. 

G

©EG

DEADLINE: August 18, 2025. 

A

IM
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resource on every scriptwriter’s 
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AGENTALCOVE

 Literary agents on the business of publishing. 

BY JESSICA BERG, ROSECLIFF LITERARY 

How One Sentence of Setting Can 

Transform Your Query Letter 

Th

at formula will get you a solid 

version gives us energy, tone, and 

draft , but it’s missing the part that 

stakes in one sentence. 

The query letters that linger 

the longest with me aren’t 

always the ones with mas-

makes a query letter memorable. 

sive twists or splashy hooks. What 

Without setting, even a strong 

 Use place as pressure 

I oft en remember (and what makes 

premise can feel adrift . Th

e tone fl at-

Setting shouldn’t just hold the story. 

me sit up straighter in my chair) are 

tens, and the tension leaks out. But 

It has to press against it. Th

at means 

the ones that drop me into a world 

with one vivid image, everything 

good queries use place to tighten 

in the fi rst sentence. Th

e ones where 

snaps into focus. You don’t need to 

tension, trap characters, or reveal 

I could hear snow crunching under 

describe the whole landscape. One 

what they’re not ready to face. 

boots. Feel sand grating across the 

alive and specifi c detail can anchor 

Compare: 

skin. Smell heat rising from asphalt. 

the entire query letter. 

MILD: “In a sleepy village near the 

Th

at’s when I know: Th

is writer 

Dolomites, a reclusive botanist dis-

knows what they’re doing. 

 Start with setting, not 

covers a plant thought to be extinct.” 

In the hands of a deft  writer, set-

 “set in …” 

CHARGED: “When an avalanche 

ting isn’t just scenery. It cues genre, 

Th

e fastest way to make a query feel 

traps a reclusive botanist and her 

tone, voice, and stakes, oft en much 

generic is to start with “Set in …” It 

former lover inside a remote Alpine 

faster than a plot summary can. So, 

might sound effi

cient, but it tells us 

research station, a long-buried truth 

when a query uses setting with pre-

 about the world instead of dropping 

begins to bloom.” 

cision, it tells me two things: fi rst, 

us  into it. Try embedding the setting Same concept, but completely 

that I’m in skilled hands, and sec-

into the hook itself to create move-

diff erent tension, since the second 

ondly, what kind of story I’m step-

ment, tension, or contrast. Let the 

version uses place not just to locate 

ping into and how it’s going to feel. 

world rise around the character in 

the story but to complicate it. 

Th

at’s the power of a well-chosen 

motion so we don’t just know where 

detail. It does more than orient. It 

we are; we feel it. 

 Let mood do the heavy lifting  

creates tension, atmosphere, and 

Compare: 

We never want to see full world-

trust. Th

ink of it as your query let-

T

FLAT: “Set in a small town along 

building in a query letter. But 

TOPS

ter’s most prized accessory. 

the Ohio River, this novel follows …” 

sometimes, you want to convey a 

MA

 RK

ATMOSPHERIC: “At Cincinnati’s 

bit about the vibe. In other words, 

NAR

WHY WRITERS SKIP IT (AND 

bustling Goettafest, as the aroma of 

that means adding one well-

: FSEG

YOU SHOULDN’T)  

sizzling sausage fi lls the air, a local 

chosen detail. Ask yourself: What’s 

A

 IMY

So many writers treat writing a 

chef discovers a secret that could 

the mood of this place? What 

TTE

G

query letter like a math problem: 

change her life forever …” 

does it smell, sound, or ache like? 

©N

IOT

Protagonist + confl ict + stakes = 

We don’t need to know what 

Choose one sensory note to hint at 

ARTSU

done. 

goetta is to get the vibe. Th

e second 

everything that’s underneath. 

LIL
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Compare: 

bend it, contrast it, or undercut it 

It’s that unexpected emotional colli-

GENERIC: “Set in a Pacifi c 

in just the right way. When setting 

sion that makes it stand out. 

Northwest town, this novel explores 

disrupts our expectations, it builds 

the relationship between two teen-

tension before the plot even starts. 

BRING US SOMEWHERE REAL 

age girls.” 

A dark story in a sunny place, a 

In a sea of competent pitches, the 

EVOCATIVE: “On the last sticky 

romantic story in a morbid space. 

queries that stand out are the ones 

night of summer, with cicadas 

Contrast invites curiosity and 

that take us somewhere specifi c. 

screaming and a thunderstorm 

makes the world feel layered. 

Somewhere charged. Somewhere 

looming, two teenage girls swear 

Compare: 

only you could have written. 

they’ll never tell anyone what they 

EXPECTED: “At a crumbling estate 

Th

at’s what one precise detail can 

found in the woods.” 

in the English countryside, a griev-

do—it pulls us close and holds 

Now it feels like a secret. A dare. 

ing daughter uncovers a decades-old 

us there.  WD

A story with weight. We don’t need 

family secret.” 

to know the geographical location 

SUBVERTED: “During a cheer-

Jessica Berg is a literary agent at Rosecliff of the town. We need to feel the heat 

ful garden tour packed with tour-

Literary. Actively building her list, she 

rising off  the page. 

ists, a grieving daughter uncovers a 

champions character-driven narratives with 

decades-old family secret.” 

strong voices and unique settings. With a 

 Subvert expectations; don’t 

background as a developmental editor, she 

Same premise. But the fi rst leans 

 just confi rm them 

takes a collaborative approach to refi ning 

into gothic tradition that we expect 

manuscripts and building authors’ careers. 

Setting doesn’t always have to 

to see—something moody and atmo-

Jessica is a member of the Association of 

match the mood of the story. It can 

spheric. Th

e second uses dissonance. 

American Literary Agents. 

Poetic Forms

 The Backbone of a Poet’s Writing

In  The Complete Guide of Poetic Forms, WD’s resident poetry expert Robert Lee Brewer showcases more than 100 poetic forms to serve as both an informative resource and inspiration for new writing. 

Visit WritersDigestShop.com 

to download this PDF and improve 

your poetry today! 
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ONNONFICTION

 The art and craft of writing nonfi ction. 

BY ROBERT W. FIESELER 

The Disappearing (Reappearing) 

Literary Journalist  

 on Black and Queer Lives, I aim to 

tried forming Voltron with fading 

artfully report the “actualities” of 

academic tracts such as English or 

I backed into a career in literary 

journalism, a disappearing 

subgenre of creative nonfi ction, 

society. It’s about getting past the 

American Studies. 

accidentally because I wrote bad 

who/what/when/where of breaking 

By my own informal surveys, 

poetry. Or rather, I should clarify 

news and marinating on the why in 

less than fi ve percent of the gen-

that, in my early 20s, I wrote 

human nature. As a “Fourth Estate” 

eral submissions to creative nonfi c-

narrative poems that  actually 

storyteller (tasked to watch the three 

tion literary journals such as  River 

wanted to be journalistic feature 

estates of government), I share the 

 Teeth are literary journalism pieces. 

stories—lacking any focus on 

same fundamental mission as any 

In creative nonfi ction workshops at 

form or line but obsessing over 

news correspondent to inform the 

the Bread Loaf or Sewanee confer-

experiences of real people whose 

public and hold power to account. 

ences, I’m oft en the only literary 

lives played out like cinema. My 

But literarily speaking, I also wor-

journalist in a sea of collage essayists 

graduate poetry advisor, frustrated 

ship at the sensorial altar of reality 

or memoirists. Journalism schools 

but also delighted while reviewing 

and believe that the truth of how 

today, understandably, attract fewer 

a particularly inchoate sonnet 

things occur, the wild unfolding of 

students to populate our contracting 

of mine, asked about my writing 

existence uncorrupted by poetic 

media landscape. MFA programs 

process and then pronounced, 

license, holds the password to pro-

with creative nonfi ction off shoots 

“Bobby, you’re  reporting your 

saic beauty—the realm of Byron’s 

rarely teach the craft , as many 

poems.” Th

is gave me pause. 

“stranger than fi ction.” 

nonfi ction instructors are (let’s be 

“Doesn’t everyone get out there 

I recognize that I might be an 

real) poets who dabble in essay and 

to interview their subjects?” I asked. 

endangered species with these writ-

perform a contractual double duty 

“No, Bobby, most poets don’t 

ing appetites. Th

e near extinction of 

without faith in “the line” as a vehi-

have that skill set,” she reassured. 

research-heavy journalistic feature 

cle for factual accountability. 

“Th

ey’re either too shy or too lazy. 

assignments in the non- New Yorker 

Yet, literary journalism persists 

Usually, they armchair Google a few 

rungs of midlist media outlets, 

because a certain breed of writ-

things and fabricate the rest.” 

combined with the fact of plum-

ers and readers craves it. “It’s my 

Several decades later, I’m a liter-

meting newsroom employment 

favorite type of creative nonfi c-

ary journalist. Th

at means I went 

by at least 30 percent since 2008, 

tion because it serves a commu-

to graduate journalism school 

has made it rarer and rarer to fi nd 

nity,” expresses multi-genre novelist, 

instead of fi nishing up an MFA. In 

reporters chasing the gonzo beat of 

memoirist, and journalist Jaquira 

my magazine-, novella-, and book-

wonder. Many literary journalists 

Díaz, who teaches a literary jour-

length nonfi ction, such as my lat-

who’ve survived the employment 

nalism seminar at the Columbia 

est queer history work  American 

purges have fl ed into the podcast-

University MFA program. “It’s art, 

 Scare: Florida’s Hidden Cold War 

ing racket or tech consulting or even 

and it also helps ensure that we keep 
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our democracy.” Founding  River 

literary history  American Scare, 

Less than fi ve percent 

 Teeth editor Dan Lehman equates 

in order to tell the story of a group 

of the general 

the mission of the literary journal-

of white lawmakers in late-1950s/

ist to the El Dorado quest for a “true 

early-1960s Florida who targeted 

submissions to 

short story” or even Capote’s vision 

Black civil rights workers and 

creative nonfi ction 

of a “nonfi ction novel.” 

closeted gay teachers as part of an 

literary journals … are 

Literary journalism creates lin-

anti-Communist purge, I had to 

guistic moments that make love to 

literary journalism 

personally de-censor thousands 

the brain. I can recall the lightning 

of documents redacted by the 

pieces. 

fork that dashed across my teenage 

State of Florida and then fi nd and 

psyche as it absorbed the fi nal three 

travel to the last living survivor 

So, get out there and report the 

words “ignite the darkness” to the 

of that Florida inquisition. All 

world. Not just  your world but  the preface of H. G. Bissinger’s  Friday 

of this spadework only served to 

world outside of your bubble, your 

 Night Lights. Jaquira Díaz describes 

establish a baseline of evidence, 

identifi ers, your direct experience. 

a similar feeling of awe when she 

which I then used to begin plotting 

Ask questions. Go places you’ve 

inhaled Luis Alberto Urrea’s  Th

  e 

out a narrative. It was three years 

never been. Scratch that curi-

 Devil’s Highway: A True Story, an 

of research before I wrote a single 

ous itch. If you hit a snag, do more 

immersion journalism tale of a 2001 

word, despite what I told my editors. 

reporting before succumbing to 

unauthorized border crossing from 

So, how can we reintroduce 

the temptation to exercise literary 

Mexico into Arizona. My friend 

more literary journalists back into 

license. Since the age-old reporter/

Jessica Bruder shot the moon in the 

the wilds? How can nations gen-

editor mentor relationship is imper-

face point-blank with  Nomadland, 

erate more reporters capable of 

iled, fi nd a journalist you admire 

her reportorial odyssey of living 

tapping the great vein and pro-

and ask them how they reported the 

among unhoused retiree “work-

ducing the prose that stands up to 

stories you love. Trust me: Few have. 

ampers” chasing seasonal employ-

a fact-check while all but lift ing 

Th

ey’ll be fl attered. “If you can do 

ment in corroded vehicles. Th

ese 

from the page? Here’s the secret: 

it right, your chances of being pub-

are all Fourth Estate works with aes-

Th

e title of “journalist,” I reassure 

lished, whether it be in literary jour-

thetic verve about un-famous souls 

essayists and memoirists in craft  

nals such as ours or working your 

scraping for dignity while facing the 

classes at Bread Loaf and Sewanee, 

way up into more long-form maga-

trade winds of their times. 

is self-bestowed. Journalism is not 

zines, end up being much higher,” 

In sum, this is writing that 

insists Dan Lehman of  River Teeth. 

takes the breath away, dazzling the 

a discipline requiring any form of 

“It may be easier to write memoir, 

intellect while taking a side-door 

licensure. You become a literary 

but I mean literally hundreds and 

into the heart. Yet, the upfront 

journalist, a guardian of the Fourth 

hundreds of those things come over 

demands of literary journalism can 

Estate, merely by giving yourself 

the transom.” All reporting takes 

be substantial. A literary feature 

that grace and then by diving elbow-

risks, dear journalist. But the story 

may take upwards of six months 

deep into the muck of things to jog 

of life, the universe, and everything 

to report accurately and well. A 

loose from a living source a piece 

is worth it.  WD




book of literary journalism that 

of narrative manna. From that ore 

involves heft y shoe-leather or 

manifests writing that can change 

archival digging, where outcomes 

the planet, because it is of the 

depend on knocking on doors or 

planet. “Rather than just reporting 

navigating bureaucratic roadblocks, 

here’s what happened,” expounds 

Jaquira Díaz, “there’s a much larger 

Robert W. Fieseler, author of  American might take fi ve years from a signed 

 Scare and  Tinderbox, is a NLGJA Journalist contract to a published hardcover. 

story about being human and being 

of the Year and a recipient of the Edgar 

Without adequate time and support, 

alive with love and suff ering and 

Award. He married his longtime partner 

a literary journalist can go bankrupt 

labor and migration and legacy and 

at Walden Pond and lives on the gayest 

or starve. With my latest work of 

inheritance.” 

street in New Orleans. 
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PUBLISHINGINSIGHTS

BY ROBERT LEE BREWER

On Music Publications, Initiative, 

and Creating Your Own Channel 

Usually when I share mar- publishing my own fanzine (titled  this, they were also working on their kets in this column, I 

 Faulty Mindbomb). It was a mix of 

craft  of songwriting. 

fi nd a few in a specifi c 

poetry, fi ction, art, music reviews, 

Th

eir example has always stuck 

category that are open to freelance 

and interviews. 

with me—both as a writer and as 

writers—that is, they have rather 

In the beginning, I reached out to 

an editor. Th

ese bands, musicians, 

expansive and detailed instructions 

local bands to ask for interviews, but 

and publishers showed me how to 

on how to submit. However, the 

it only took a couple months before 

really invest your time and energy 

music category is one that requires 

the local bands were reaching out 

into something you love. For them, 

an extra amount of hustle and 

to me. Another month and regional 

it was music, but it could just as well 

initiative—not only for writers but 

bands were reaching out—and other 

have been writing fi ction, covering 

also for the musicians themselves. 

publishers from other states. For a 

the news, or exploring fashion. 

Th

at becomes obvious when 

16-year-old kid without a driver’s 

When you’re passionate about 

reading through the contact infor-

license yet, it was pretty heady stuff  

something, it’s that much easier 

mation for the several music publi-

(including the time a college band 

to roll up your sleeves and make 

cations covering the music industry 

actually picked me up—because I 

things happen. 

today, and it reminds me of how 

couldn’t drive—to take me to their 

I got started in publishing so very 

show). However, I don’t believe the 

KILL THE DJ

long ago. 

biggest gift  I received during this 

 (KillTheDJ.com) 

I’ve been with  Writer’s Digest 

moment of my life was free albums, 

 Kill the DJ is a digital publication 

for more than 25 years, but I actu-

magazines, or even mix tapes; it was 

that covers audiovisual stories 

ally got my start in publishing more 

learning how hard so many people 

related to the future of multimedia 

than 30 years ago as a teenager in 

were willing to work to continue 

in its various representations, 

an unlikely place—a local “all ages” 

doing what they love. 

including the synergy of AI and 

show in Dayton, Ohio. Th

e head-

Th

ese musicians had to continu-

creativity, trends in video technol-

liner was a band named Brainiac at 

ously reach out to clubs to try and 

ogy, ethical considerations of vari-

a club downtown that had a stage 

get a spot to play their music. Th

ey 

ous technological advancements, 

and a little record store fi lled with 

had to pull together money to create 

and more. 

CDs, 45s, and these little publica-

7" records and/or tape cassettes that 

Th

e editors say, “We’re here to 

tions called fanzines (many of them 

they’d then try to sell from the stage 

discuss emerging trends, potential 

just 8" × 11" pieces of paper folded aft er their sets. Plus, they would 

breakthroughs, and their impact 

in half). Th

e show was great, but 

reach out to even the smallest publi-

on entertainment, creativity, com-

those fanzines blew my creative 

cations (like mine) to try and spread 

munication, and beyond. Run by a 

mind, and it wasn’t long before I was 

the word about their music. Beyond 

team of music tech and audio tech 
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professionals and reporters,  Kill the 

A FEW IDEAS FOR CREATING YOUR OWN CHANNEL 

 DJ covers AV stories that escape 

mainstream media’s notice.” 

Whether you’re trying to break into music publications or another freelance Specifi cally, the editors are look-market, creating your own channel can be an exciting way to get experience ing for expert insights, innovative 

and establish expertise in a specifi c fi eld. Here are a few ideas: ideas, and creative explorations. 

•  CHOOSE YOUR PLATFORM.  As a teenager without any previous experience Potential writers can send pitches 

or contacts, I created my own fanzine—inspired by the other fanzines I or stories on spec to the editors via 

saw. You could create a print publication too, but you might also decide to email at editors@killthedj.com. 

make a podcast, website, newsletter, or YouTube channel. 

Th

e editors say, “We believe in 

•  INVOLVE OTHERS.  I knew I wanted to make my own contributions to my the power of collective knowledge 

fanzine, but I also started reaching out to others. For instance, I solicited to shape the future of these dynamic 

writing from other writers I knew and asked for pieces from artists. If you fi elds, and we invite you to be a part 

involve others in your channel, it can make it more fun and build com-of this journey. Whether you’re an 

munity, which is more powerful than one lone writer when it comes to industry expert, a tech enthusiast, or 

promotion. 

a creative mind with a unique per-

•  REACH OUT TO EXPERTS IN YOUR FIELD.  My fi rst interview was with the spective, we want to hear from you.” 

lead singer of a popular local band who worked at a nearby record store. 

Then, I sent interview requests by mail to a few others. Once a few issues XXL

were out in the public, people with that shared interest (mostly bands and 

 (XXLMag.com) 

other publishers) started coming to me. If you do a podcast or newsletter, Founded in 1997,  XXL is a monthly 

consider inviting experts in your fi eld on and you may fi nd it’s not too long music magazine published by 

before you experience the same popularity. 

Townsquare Media. Based in New 

•  PROMOTE (AND DISTRIBUTE) YOUR PLATFORM.  For my fanzine, I started York, it covers hip hop music. 

off doing a combination of handselling and selling on consignment at Th

e editors say, “Please email the 

local record stores. I never paid for ads, but I would send free copies out proper section editor—for in-book 

to bands and other fanzines I admired—and I think that only increased or online work—a query letter or 

visibility for my fanzine. In fact, one of my all-time favorite moments was story pitches rather than submit-seeing a copy of  Faulty Mindbomb propped up on stage during a band’s ting a completed manuscript; they 

set without my knowledge. 

will contact you if we are interested 

in your idea or in having you write 

REMEMBER: Creativity doesn’t have to stop with your writing. I’ve listed for us.” 

some ideas above, but don’t limit yourself to what I’ve done. Experiment Potential writers are advised 

and try new things. Set the new standard that everyone else will follow. 

to pitch specifi c editors by using 

their contact page (XXLMag.com/

markets for writers. However, they 

the editors of  Rolling Stone with 

contact). 

did leave small openings on their 

story ideas to tips@rolling

Th

e editors add, “If you would 

contact pages listed here. 

stone.com. 

like to submit ideas to multiple sec-

• SUBSTREAM MAGAZINE 

tions of the magazine and/or web-

• CONSEQUENCE (Consequence

(SubstreamMagazine.com)—

site, write separate queries to the 

.net)—have a listing for a part-

writers can pitch their writing 

appropriate editors using their con-

time news writer that can work 

services by submitting up to fi ve 

tact information.” 

remotely; interested candidates 

writing samples to logan@

can email info@consequence

substreammagazine.com.  WD

A FEW MORE MUSIC 

.net with their résumé, one-page 

PUBLICATIONS TO CONTACT 

cover letter, and 3–5 relevant 

Th

ese music publications do not 

writing samples. 

Robert Lee Brewer is senior editor of 

off er elaborate submission guide-

• ROLLING STONE (RollingStone

WD and author of  The Complete Guide of 

lines and are likely very competitive 

.com)—writers can reach out to 

 Poetic Forms. 
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LEVELUPYOUR 

WRITING(LIFE)

 Advice and tips to boost your writing skills. 

BY SHARON SHORT 

Tips for Eff ectively Researching 

Any Writing Project (Part II)

 Envy, Maker’s Mark … Th

  e choices 

doesn’t mean coming up with this 

 seemed endless. She chuckled to 

detail was a waste of time; all eff orts 

In my last column, I covered tools 

for researching creative writing 

projects as well as how to wield 

 herself, wondering if the authors 

to detail characters are worthwhile 

them eff ectively and productively. 

 of the Volstead Act—formally the 

because they help our characters 

But even aft er a writer becomes 

 National Prohibition Act—which 

come to life in our imaginations, 

comfortable with their research 

 was enacted in October 1919, and 

even when those details don’t end 

toolkit, questions remain: how to 

 which was put into force mid-

up on the page. Th

e same can be 

best weave the results of research 

 night January 17, 1920—would be 

true for research. If it helps you 

into a project? And how to best use 

 amazed, horrifi ed, or amused by 

know your characters or setting bet-

research techniques to enhance one’s 

 how popular alcohol was in the 

ter, the research is not for naught 

 2020s. 

even if it doesn’t become part of the 

writing life? 

3.  RESIST THE TEMPTATION TO USE 

narrative. 

First, let’s start with what not to 

ALL YOUR RESEARCH. 

4.  CAUTION: DO NOT BREAK THE 

do when weaving the great results of 

It can feel disheartening to real-

WALLS OF TIME THAT YOU’VE 

your research into your novel, story, 

ize that you will not be able to use 

SET UP FOR POINT OF VIEW 

memoir, essay, or other prose: 

all of the fascinating nuggets you 

AND/OR SETTING.  

1.  DO NOT USE IDIOT DIALOGUE. 

unearthed. Yet, you probably know 

Let’s say your story is set in 1967 

 “As you know, Sue, the Volstead 

more about your characters than 

and features a character with Acute 

 Act—or formally the National 

you’ll be able to use on the page. 

Lymphoblastic Leukemia. Tragic, 

 Prohibition Act—was enacted in 

For example, maybe you decided 

especially given that life-saving 

 October 1919 to defi ne just what 

your character’s favorite childhood 

treatment became available in 1968. 

LE

IXP

 ‘intoxicating liquors’ meant in the 

food was SpaghettiOs. And maybe 

Yet despite that, if your story is tak-

DIL

, W

 Eighteenth Amendment, and was 

T

this tidbit can be used to reveal big-

ing place in 1967, it’s important not 

TOPS

 put into force at midnight January 

ger truths about your character (his 

to break the fi ctive dream you’ve 

MA

 R

 17, 1920, and promptly violated in 

K

grandmother always served him 

created by inserting that fact about 

NAR

 Chicago nine minutes later.” 

SpaghettiOs when he visited, and 

1968. On the other hand, if the story 

: FSEGA

2.  AVOID STOPPING ACTION FOR A 

because those visits became some of 

is being narrated by a character 

 IMYTT

LONG NARRATIVE.  

his most precious memories, he still 

looking back on the story events of 

E

G

 Sue contemplated the bourbon 

©

eats SpaghettiOs as a comfort food.) 

1967 from 2008, then yes, it can be 

SN

IOT

 and whiskey options on the liquor 

Or maybe there is no need for 

plausible to weave in a bit of the his-

ARTSU

 store shelf: Writers’ Tears, Angel’s 

this fact in your prose. But that 

tory of the cure that came later. 

LIL
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5.  TAKE CARE NOT TO USE JARGON 

left over research in blog posts, your 

newest book? Does the agent’s web-

OR TERMINOLOGY THAT IS CON-

email newsletter, interviews, and so 

site indicate an openness for mate-

FUSING OR CLICHÉD.  

on as you promote your work. 

rial like your project? If not, does 

 “Hey, daddy-o, could you fl ip me 

4.  CONSIDER WHAT A CHARACTER 

the website include other agents 

 some smokes?”  might be something 

MIGHT OR MIGHT NOT KNOW 

who might be interested? 

a character would really have said in 

ABOUT A TOPIC GIVEN THE 

2.  MEET OTHER WRITERS.  

the 1950s, but the sentence sounds 

TIME PERIOD.  

While much of draft ing and revis-

so odd to modern ears that it might 

Also, keep in mind what your read-

ing is a solo activity, writers also are 

jolt the reader out of the world the 

ers might know about big events or 

more likely to thrive in a commu-

author is working so hard to create. 

about specifi c topics. For example, 

nity of other writers. Find similarly 

readers of historical research proba-

minded writers on social media, 

Now that we’ve explored what not to 

bly are aware of the big stock market 

at library meet-ups, and at writing 

do with research in your prose, you 

events such as workshops. 

might be wondering what to do. So, 

crash in late October through mid-

3.  GROW IN YOUR CRAFT.  

let’s fl ip the script: 

November 1929 that preceded the 

Great Depression. So, if your main 

One of the delights of the art and 

1.  WEAVE RESEARCH INTO DIALOGUE. 

character quits his stable job to pur-

craft  of writing is that there is always 

 “So, aft er Prohibition went into 

sue his dream of being a stockbroker 

something more for even the most 

 eff ect, everyone stopped drinking 

in August of 1929, then your readers 

experienced writer to learn or 

 alcohol?” asked Sue. Her history 

are likely immediately concerned 

improve. Stuck on a particular craft  

 instructor chuckled. “Not exactly. 

about this character’s future. 

topic? (Mine is always pacing!) Use 

 Th

   e law went into eff ect at midnight 

5.  TOUCH ON SLANG, DIALECT, SPE-

your research chops to get unstuck. 

 January 17, 1920—and was violated 

CIAL TERMINOLOGY, AND SO ON, 

4. FIND INSPIRATION.  

 nine minutes later in Chicago.”  Huh , Writing is also in many ways an 

BUT ENSURE MEANING REMAINS 

 thought Sue.  Seems human nature 

emotional and spiritual journey. 

EASILY UNDERSTANDABLE TO CON-

is the same in every era.   

Find books, articles, other writers, 

TEMPORARY READERS: 

2.  WORK SMALL DOLLOPS OF FACTS 

 “Can I bum a smoke?”  

and events that will help you fi nd 

INTO ACTION.  

the motivation and energy to return 

 Sue contemplated the bourbon and 

NOW, AS FOR YOU DEAR 

to your work time and time again. 

 whiskey options on the liquor store 

WRITER … 

5.  LEARN THE BUSINESS ASPECTS OF 

 shelf: Writers’ Tears, Angel’s Envy, 

Beyond using research to add depth, 

BEING A WRITER.  

 Maker’s Mark … Th

   e choices seemed 

verisimilitude, and richness to your 

While some writers write solely 

 endless. She chuckled to herself, 

characters, settings, and plots, use 

for themselves (a fi ne option), 

 wondering if the authors of the laws 

research tools to help yourself in 

many wish to get their work into 

 of Prohibition would be amazed, 

every aspect of being a writer: 

the hands of readers. Fortunately, 

 horrifi ed, or amused by how popular 

resources abound—and with your 

 alcohol is more than a century later. 

1.  IDENTIFY OPPORTUNITIES FOR 

research abilities, you’ll track 

3.  HANG ON TO YOUR RESEARCH 

PUBLICATION.  

them down. 

NOTES, EVEN IF YOU AREN’T 

Resources abound online and in 

Research is a mighty tool; be sure 

USING ALL YOUR FINDINGS IN 

print for writers to fi nd publishers 

to wield it wisely for every aspect 

YOUR PROJECT.  

for their work or to research self-

of your writing as well as your 

As mentioned, research is never 

publishing. Of course, be sure to 

writing life.  WD

wasted so long as you don’t use it 

check out WD’s resources. But also 

as a way to procrastinate on your 

look into how your favorite writ-

writing. If it makes you feel more 

ers found their way to readers. For 

Sharon Short (SharonShort.com) is the 

comfortable with your setting, 

example, perhaps you want a tra-

award-winning author of more than 14 

your timeframe, or your charac-

ditional path to publication. Does 

novels, most recently the Kinship Historical 

ter’s expertise, then it was time well 

your favorite author cite their agent 

Mystery Series (as Jess Montgomery) and 

spent. And you can also use your 

in the acknowledgments of their 

the historical suspense  Trouble Island. 
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BUILDINGBET TERWORLDS

 Tips for making your story concrete. 

BY MORIAH RICHARD 

The Supernatural 

It’s probably not a shock to 

you—especially if you’ve read 

quite a bit of my work here at 

WD—but one of my favorite shows 

of all-time is “Supernatural.” Yes, the 

writers played fast and loose with 

the world-building, and we were 

all betrayed by certain character 

deaths (quick, pick the one that 

traumatized you the most) and 

the treatment of the nonwhite and 

queer characters, but still. Th

ere’s 

something about the fact that in the 

fi rst fi ve seasons alone, there are 

about 50 supernatural entities that 

appear in the show. 

As a kid who grew up on the deli-

ciously bad made-for-TV movies on 

Rebecca Yarros’ Empyrean series 

consequence of that power is. You 

Syfy (back when it was Sci-Fi), the 

or Shirley Jackson’s  Th

  e Haunting 

might also include shapeshift ers on 

supernatural has a stronghold on 

 of Hill House, the original haunted 

this list, like Stephen Graham Jones’ 

my heart. So, in honor of the ghosts 

house story. Remember, the idea 

 Mongrels showed that some shift ers 

and ghouls out there, let’s discuss 

of ghosts is tied to the idea of 

are as natural as humans. 

how to incorporate the supernatural 

people’s souls lingering aft er the 

Next on the list is the ARCANE. 

into your work. 

body has passed, getting into the 

Th

ese are creatures born of magic 

theological discussion of the soul 

and ritual. Th

ink about creatures 

THE SOURCE 

and the aft erlife. 

that rely on magic to survive (does 

When it comes to these kinds 

Th

e second is going to be NATU-

Tinker Bell come to mind?) or ones 

of entities, there are a bunch of 

RAL. Th

ese would be things like the 

that are born out of dark magic, like 

ways an entity can enter into the 

ley lines in Maggie Stiefvater’s Raven 

the undead under the control of the 

real world. 

Cycle or elemental forces like air 

Lich King in World of Warcraft . 

LLA

Th

e fi rst is SPIRITUAL—this 

elementals in Dungeons & Dragons. 

Lastly, there’s the TECHNOLOGI-

 W

IDVA

category would house things like 

Th

ese entities should come from 

CAL. Th

ese include hybrid ani-

: DSE

ghosts, spirits, demons, gods, and 

nature in some way, even if the way 

mals created by advanced sciences 

GA

 IM

other creatures that are tied into 

is unclear to the readers. We don’t 

(think Indominus rex in  Jurassic 

YTTE

G

the religions and creation stories 

need to know where the ley lines 

 World), cybernetics (like TJ Klune’s 

©EG

of your world. Th

ink of the gods in 

get their power from, just what the 

 In the Lives of Puppets), and other 

A

IM
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science-based advances—or set-

the creature can’t (and doesn’t want 

scenes—they are a door for you to 

backs, depending on how you incor-

to) cross those boundaries. 

deepen the meaning and emotions 

porate them into your plot. 

A lot of these limitations and 

within your story. 

However, there will always be 

consequences will be easy to pin-

You can also use them to cre-

creatures that don’t fi t super neatly 

point once you fi gure out exactly 

ate confl ict within the story. Josh 

into a category. A great example of 

how your entities interact with the 

Malerman’s  Incidents Around the 

this is the djinn in Whitney Hill’s 

physical world. Are they able to pass 

 House uses a haunted house frame-

Shadows of Otherside series. Th

ey’re 

through walls or even realms? Can 

work to look deeper at the relation-

tied to magic and can teleport, 

they scale buildings, vanish into 

ships between family members and 

shape-shift , and self-heal, but they’re 

trees, manipulate the weather? By 

explores the importance parents 

also ghosts who can be trapped in a 

fi guring out how they exist in your 

have in their children’s lives. 

bottle and used. By blurring the cat-

world, you’ll be able to see the places 

Don’t be afraid to focus on 

egories between the arcane and the 

where you can limit them or at least 

what twists you can put on age-

spiritual, Hill has created an entity 

fi gure out ways for your characters 

old creatures. Th

ink about all the 

that works for both her world-

to overcome them. 

variations of the vampire there have 

building and her plot. 

been (sparkly or otherwise). Th

ink 

CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE 

about the way that Natasha Bowen 

RULES AND LIMITATIONS 

Something else you’ll want to con-

explores West African traditions 

One of the most important things 

sider is the way that the supernatu-

and mermaids in  Skin of the Sea or 

when it comes to constructing any 

ral aff ects the cultures in your world. 

how  Nowhere by Allison Gunn takes 

kind of new creature is that you 

Th

is includes religion (going back to 

a new spin on Appalachian folklore. 

have to give it rules and limitations. 

our discussion about souls!), cults, 

Th

ese authors weren’t afraid to take 

Th

is is because unless the point is 

folklore, and legends. Each of these 

something old and put their own 

to make your characters completely 

will shape the fabric of your world 

fi ngerprint on it, making the charac-

powerless by the all-mighty (like in 

in new and exciting ways. How do 

ters—and the stories themselves—

 Th

   e Ballad of Black  Tom by Victor ideas about the supernatural and the 

stand out from the crowd. By adding 

LaValle or “Blackwood’s Baby” by 

aft erlife shape the way people live 

personal touches and focusing on 

Laird Barron), there should be a 

their day-to-day lives? You’ll want 

your unique authorial voice, you can 

way for your characters to fi gure out 

to focus on whether characters in 

bring an entirely new perspective to 

how to take down or appease the 

your world are going to feel about 

your readers. 

supernatural. Otherwise, there is no 

these entities: fearful, awe-inspired, 

While “Supernatural” ended years 

narrative tension, and you lose your 

reverent. Each of these is going to be 

ago, you can’t deny the chokehold 

reader’s interest. 

important when it comes to how the 

the show still has on its viewers. 

Th

is means that consistency is 

spirits show up in their world and 

Look at the amount of people who 

key—if fae in your world react nega-

who is most eager (or not) to inter-

still attend cons for a chance to see 

tively to iron, then all fae should 

act with them. 

the showrunners speak about roles 

react to it. If spirits can’t cross salt, 

they haven’t occupied in years. By 

then they should never be able to 

IMPORTANCE TO PLOT 

taking something familiar and 

cross salt. Having these rules in 

You can also use the supernatural to 

really digging into how you can 

place makes the plot accessible for 

drive your themes. When unfamil-

make it unique, you’ll be on the 

your readers and prevents confu-

iar entities challenge your charac-

path to create something just as 

sion and frustration for them as 

ter’s reality, it’s going to be an easy 

special, something that readers will 

they read. 

way for you to explore mortality, the 

fl ock to, identify with, and adore 

Th

ere should also be conse-

unknown, loss, trauma, and even 

just as much.  WD

quences to the creatures attempt-

the signifi cance of memory. Your 

ing to break these rules. Whether 

supernatural characters can add 

it’s physical pain, banishment, etc., 

a lot more to your narrative than 

there should be a clear reason why 

just spooky or adrenaline-pumping 

Moriah Richard is managing editor of WD. 

WritersDigest .com  I  75

[image: Image 78]

FORALL AGES

 Writing and publishing advice for picture books, middle-grade, and young adult storytelling. 

BY JOY PESKIN 

Surefi re Ways to Sell Your 

Children’s Book 

In my 28 years editing chil- 2. CREATE THREE POINTS  how to be polite. Th e story should dren’s books, I’ve learned that 

OF ENTRY. 

come fi rst, many steps ahead of the 

publishing exists at the inter-

An adult customer who walks into 

lesson. Also, authors sometimes 

section of art and commerce. Both 

the children’s section of the book-

make the mistake of having adults 

are equally important for successful 

store may not know the particular 

loom too large in the children’s can-

authors. If you write something you 

title they want, but they have a spe-

vas. In children’s books, kids have to 

love that’s not particularly salable, it 

cifi c child in mind as the recipient 

be the main players; oft en supported 

may never be published. If you cre-

of that book. Maybe it’s a 5-year-

(and sometimes challenged) by 

ate a project that checks commer-

old boy who is into cats, a 7-year-

grown-ups, but not overshadowed 

cial boxes and makes it out into the 

old girl who likes funny stories, or 

by them. 

world but you’re not proud of it, that 

a 3-year-old who is a picky eater. 

isn’t really a win either. 

“Cats,” “humor” and “picky eater” 

4. WORD COUNT COUNTS. 

Ideally, you want to craft  mean-

are all reasons for a consumer to 

In mainstream publishing, there is 

ingful literature for young readers 

buy your book. Meanwhile, teens 

no such thing as a 7,000–word pic-

that both delights kids  and attracts 

may be drawn to themes like queer 

ture book or a young adult novel 

an editor who’ll make you an off er. 

romance, social justice, or dystopian 

that’s 10,000 words. A general 

Here are tips to help you leap into 

satire. Th

e point is this: A singular 

“children’s book” that is for young 

that Venn diagram overlap of love-

hook isn’t enough. So, think about a 

readers of all ages will reach none 

able and marketable. 

funny cat story that features a sub-

of them because stores and libraries 

plot about picky eating. Or a dysto-

won’t know where to shelve it. If you 

1. KNOW YOUR CATEGORY. 

pian satire featuring queer characters 

strive to be an iconoclast who breaks 

Many beginning children’s authors 

who fall in love while fi ghting for 

all the rules, it’s likely your best bet 

are inspired by their favorite books 

social justice. Th

ree ways into your 

will be to self-publish. But if you’re 

from decades past, not realizing 

book will triple potential sales. 

seeking traditional publication, here 

how much the market, medium, 

are some general guidelines. 

and language have changed since 

3. LEAD WITH A CHILD-

then. Before even starting your 

CENTERED NARRATIVE, NOT 

• PICTURE BOOKS: ages 3–7, 300–

project, read at least 10 current 

THE MESSAGE. 

1,000 words 

top books in your target genre and 

Kids want a story about a specifi c 

• CHAPTER BOOKS/YOUNG MIDDLE 

age range so you know what’s out 

theme or topic, not a lecture. A 

GRADE: ages 8–12, 40,000–

there now, where your story might 

book about manners, for example, 

50,000 words 

fi t in, and how it could add to the 

might appeal to a child if it’s funny, 

• OLDER MIDDLE GRADE: ages 

conversation. 

not because they want to learn about 

10–14, 60,000 words 
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• YOUNG ADULT: ages 12–18, 

7. GOOD ENOUGH WRITING 

9. LEAVE YOUR READER 

70,000 words 

ISN’T GOOD ENOUGH. 

WITH A SENSE OF HOPE. 

• OLDER YA: ages 14–18, 80,000–

Avoid familiar phrasing and clichés, 

A librarian friend told me that teens 

90,000 words 

especially those that relate to emo-

would oft en ask for stories about 

tions felt in the body—“a shiver 

kids who went through something 

5. KEEP IT REAL. 

ran down her spine,” “his blood 

hard but were OK in the end. I’ve 

Young readers crave an authentic 

was boiling” or “her tears fell like a 

considered this my mission state-

voice that tells the truth. To that 

waterfall.” As an editor, I can work 

ment in the sorts of books I acquire. 

end, avoid telling a story with an 

with an author on macro issues like 

Youth is a time of intense emotion 

unrealistically happy ending. For 

plotting and character development, 

because each experience is new. 

example, I have rejected many man-

and I can help an author push their 

First love feels like it will last forever. 

uscripts about bullying that portray 

writing to the next level. But I can’t 

First heartbreak feels unbearable. 

it as a problem easily solved. While 

make each line sparkle. I recently 

Family strife feels like it will never 

extending a hand in friendship to 

asked an author of gorgeous line-

end. Off er a sense of reassurance 

a bully, or standing up to one, can 

level writing how she does it. She 

that the character made it through 

help make peace, most of the time, 

quoted a teacher who said, “A cliché 

this tough time on the road to OK, 

it’s a lot more complicated. Aim for 

isn’t something you’ve heard 100 

and that you—the reader—can, too. 

sincere empathy and honest com-

times; it’s something you’ve heard 

plexity, not easy answers. 

once.” Th

e lesson here is this: If 

10. WRITE THE BOOK THAT 

someone has already said it that way, 

ONLY YOU CAN WRITE. 

6. FOR MAINSTREAM 

fi nd a new way to say it yourself. Be 

If you’ve ever watched “Shark Tank,” 

PUBLISHERS, FIND AN 

bold and original, and work hard on 

you know the origin story mat-

AGENT FIRST. 

your craft  by taking children’s writ-

ters as much as the invention itself. 

If you want to self-publish or land 

ing classes and getting your work 

Th

e same can be true in children’s 

at a small or indie press, you don’t 

critiqued by fellow authors whose 

books. With each project you begin, 

necessarily need literary representa-

work you admire. Aspiring to the 

ask yourself: Why am I writing this 

tion. But if you’re shooting for a Big 

highest level of craft  will capture an 

story? If you’re following a trend or 

5 or other larger publishing house, 

editor’s attention from line one. 

off ering evergreen narratives that 

an agent is oft en essential. Th

e agent’s 

lack a fresh spin, the project can fall 

job is to know the right editors to 

8. GIVE EVERY CHARACTER 

fl at. Th

e experiences don’t have to 

whom to submit your work, negoti-

A REASON TO BE ON 

have happened to you personally, 

ate the best possible deals, and help 

THE PAGE. 

but the narrative should be sincerely 

guide your career. But be sure to do 

While the hero is always the star, a 

rendered and deeply felt. Th

at pas-

your due diligence to fi nd out if your 

scene-stealing secondary sidekick 

sion will translate to the page.  WD

agent is the real deal before signing 

always shows me an author has real 

on because anyone can hang out a 

talent. Your main character must 

shingle and call themselves a liter-

be unique, yet everyone who graces 

ary agent. A big red fl ag is if you are 

your pages should have their own 

Joy Peskin (JoyPeskin.com) is the senior ever asked for money; that is unethi-elan. To that end, avoid an ensem-

executive editor at Farrar, Straus & Giroux Books for Young Readers, an imprint of 

cal. Th

e agent should only take an 

ble straight from central casting: 

Macmillan Children’s Publishing Group. 

agreed-upon percentage of earnings 

Th

e Overbearing Mom, Th

e Busy 

An award-winning essayist with work 

from deals they make on your behalf. 

Dad, Th

e Annoying Little Brother. 

published in  HuffPost, Salon, Glamour, 

Unsure where to start? Ask for rec-

Get up close and personal with 

 Parents magazine, and  Lilith magazine, she ommendations from other authors, 

each individual, even those who 

is also a CASA (court-appointed special 

advocate) for youth in the foster care 

research agents’ websites, follow 

only appear briefl y. Th

is shows your 

system. Joy has taught writing to incarcer-

agents on social media, and join 

editor that you don’t know only one 

ated women, youth in the juvenile justice 

groups like Th

e Society of Children’s 

character in this world, you know 

system, and young people experiencing 

Book Writers and Illustrators. 

each one. 

homelessness. 
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2025 VIRTUAL CONFERENCES

Genre-Specifi c Instruction From Award-Winning Authors, Plus Agent Feedback

ROMANTASY

NONFICTION

July 19

November 15

SCIENCE FICTION/

HISTORICAL 

FANTASY

FICTION

August 22–24

December 12–14

HORROR

October 18

Visit WritersOnlineWorkshops.com

to fi nd out more and register. 
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CRITIQUE 

& EDITING 

SERVICES

SEND YOUR WORK TO WRITER’S DIGEST 

2ND DRAFT CRITIQUE SERVICE! 

2nd Draft provides a high-level review of your writing, pointing out reasons your work may be getting rejected or may not meet the standards of traditional publication. 

After an evaluation of your submission, one of the professional 2nd Draft critiquers will provide feedback and advice. You’ll not only learn what’s working in your writing, but what’s not, and—

most importantly—how to fix it. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION, VISIT

WritersDigestShop.com
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FRONTLIST/BACKLIST

 Whether hot off the presses or on the shelves for years, a good book is worth talking about. 

BY AMY JONES 

Thriller, No Killer

As I’ve done occasion-

expectations by making it clear this 

ally with this column, 

killer won’t kill anymore. And that 

I’ve chosen to reverse 

allows him to infuse the book with 

the order and list the backlist title 

humor at times and address moral 

fi rst. Rob Hart’s newest novel,  Th

  e 

and philosophical questions not 

 Medusa Protocol, is the second book 

typically considered in a thriller. 

in his un-put-downable Assassins 

Questions like, is it possible for an 

Anonymous series, and while it can 

assassin to try to make amends to 

be read and enjoyed on its own, 

those he’s harmed? Given that some 

reading  Assassins Anonymous fi rst 

of his hits were targeted for their 

will provide a fuller experience. 

own monstrous actions, does he 

even want to make amends? 

Backlist 

But here’s the takeaway: Hart is 

 Assassins Anonymous by 

able to do this because key elements 

Rob Hart 

of readers’ genre expectations are 

(Putnam, thriller, June 2024) 

still met. Th

ere is still the mystery 

SYNOPSIS: When Mark, also known 

of who is aft er Mark. Th

ere is still 

as Pale Horse, the deadliest assassin 

those living in the same apartment 

the dangerous chase taking Mark 

in the world, decides to stop tak-

building) is at risk of being collateral 

from country to country. And even 

ing jobs, he knows his life is at risk. 

damage. 

though Mark has sworn off  killing, 

Aft er all, he’s made more enemies 

To save himself and the people in 

his skills for sensing danger, recog-

than he can count, and the organi-

his life, Mark must fi gure out who is 

nizing a setup, and making it out of 

zation he worked for isn’t exactly 

aft er him and attempt step number 

a fi ght alive are still on full display. 

known for letting people walk off  

nine in his recovery process: try to 

Aft er the basic terms of the genre 

the job. But when he’s attacked aft er 

make amends. 

are fulfi lled, writers have the free-

an Assassins Anonymous meet-

dom to surprise readers. 

FOR WRITERS: Th

is is a novel that 

TTO

ing—a support group for recover-

proves it is possible to mix seem-

PS

Frontlist 

MA

ing killers-for-hire—he realizes that 

ingly disparate ideas in one book 

 RK

 The Medusa Protocol by 

NA

he’s in more danger than he thought 

R

and get away with it. At a glance, it’s 

: F

Rob Hart 

SE

because even if he’s trying to protect 

G

a page-turning, round-the-world 

A

(Putnam, thriller, June 2025) 

 IMY

himself, he’s vowed not to kill any-

thriller about an elite assassin try-

TTE

G

more. What’s worse, now that Mark 

ing to fi gure out who’s aft er him—

SYNOPSIS: Th

e Assassins 

©N

IOT

has been found, everyone around 

the perfect setup for a traditional 

Anonymous support group for 

ARTSU

him (from others at the meeting to 

thriller. But Hart quickly upends 

former killers who’ve decided to 

LIL
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while sticking to her new no-kill 

lifestyle? 

FOR WRITERS: If you’re writing 

a book and having trouble with 

middle-of-the-book sag or keep-

ing up the pace you started with, 

 Th

   e Medusa Protocol off ers a clear 

example of how you might choose 

to structure the middle of the book 

to help yourself out. Setting aside 

what is essentially a prologue and 

the fi rst part, parts two through fi ve 

each have three chapters, which fol-

low the pattern: Astrid in the past, 

Astrid now, and Mark now. So, 

we learn enough of Astrid’s back-

story to slowly reveal why she’s in 

the situation she’s currently in, who 

choose a diff erent way of life is 

might be aft er her, and why. Th

en, 

back, picking up about a year and 

when we learn  just enough to pique 

a half aft er the conclusion of the 

our interest, we jump to her pres-

fi rst novel. Mark is now leading the 

ent situation. What challenge is she 

group, and his committed spon-

dealing with now, what information 

see, Astrid, hasn’t shown up for a 

is she learning about where she’s 

month. Knowing she wouldn’t bail 

being kept, and who she’s being kept 

on the group, the general assump-

with. Th

en again, once we learn just 

tion is that someone from her for-

enough, the next chapter jumps to 

mer life has found her and taken 

Mark in the present to see what he’s 

her out. But Mark still believes she’s 

doing to try to fi nd Astrid, what 

alive, and when, one day, a very 

can he piece together about where 

specifi c pizza is delivered to their 

she’s located, and how she might be 

very secure meeting location, Mark 

saved. 

knows she’s alive. 

While this exact type of pat-

And she is. Having been 

tern might not work for the middle 

abducted, Astrid wakes up in a 

of your book, fi nding some sort of 

cell designed for overstimulation 

pattern-based structure to keep your 

torture. Aft er weeks of solitary 

writing (and therefore your readers) 

confi nement, only seeing a single 

moving forward may be the key to 

guard who won’t speak, Astrid 

making the middle of your book just 

fi gures out a way to escape the cell. 

as page-turning as the beginning 

She quickly discovers she’s trapped 

and end.  WD

on a remote island, home only to 

hordes of deadly snakes and the 

prison where she and other high-

value prisoners are being held 

while a doctor experiments on their 

Amy Jones is editor-in-chief of WD. Follow minds. Will she be able to escape 

her on Instagram @AmyMJones_5. 
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CONFERENCE GUIDE

CALIFORNIA

OKLAHOMA

CONFERENCE GUIDE 

CUESTA COLLEGE CENTRAL COAST 

WRITERCON 2025, now in its 18th

JULY/AUGUST 2025

WRITERS’ CONFERENCE has been 

year, returns August 29–September 

•  Keep in mind that there may 

helping new and established writers 

1 at the historic Skirvin Hotel 

be more than one workshop 

fulfill their dreams since 1984. This 

in Oklahoma City. This premier 

in each of the listings. 

year’s event will be held on Friday 

conference offers over 70 sessions 

•  These workshops are listed 

and Saturday, September 26–27, 

led by 60+ authors, agents, 

alphabetically by state, country, 

2025 in San Luis Obispo, Calif. 

and publishers, covering writing 

or continent. 

Now in its 41st year, CCWC is one 

craft, publishing, and marketing. 

of the longest, continuous writers’ 

Attendees can pitch to agents, 

•  When you find workshops that 

events in the country and offers 

join masterclasses, participate in 

interest you, be sure to call, 

a variety of workshops featuring 

contests, and enjoy networking 

email, or check the website of 

experts in various genres, master 

events like roundtables and open 

the instructor or organization 

classes, pitch and critique sessions, 

mic nights. With options for private 

for additional information. 

and more. Register early and save: 

consultations and manuscript 

•  All listings are paid advertise-

CentralCoastWritersConference.com

reviews, WriterCon is ideal for writers 

ments. 

at every stage. 

Contact:

Meagan Friberg, CCWC Director

Contact:

centralcoastwritersconference@

William Bernhardt, Director

gmail.com

storytellers@writercon.com

Ph: 805/610-4252

WriterCon.com

CentralCoastWritersConference.com

WritersDigest.com/customerservice

ONLINE SUBSCRIBER SERVICES

View your account information  |  Renew your subscription Pay your bill  |  Change your mailing address or email address CUSTOMER SERVICE PHONE: 800-333-0133 weekdays SUBSCRIPTIONS

Customer Service

2143 Grand Ave. 

Des Moines, IA 50312

subscriptions@aimmedia.com

EDITORIAL

Writer’s Digest

P.O. Box 42534 

Cincinnati, OH 45242

Writers.digest@aimmedia.com
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CLASSIFIEDS: READING NOTICES

BOOK/MANUSCRIPT SERVICES

BOOK/MANUSCRIPT SERVICES

CLASSIFIEDS:

WE TYPE MANUSCRIPTS

Advertising rates for a WE TYPE 

MANUSCRIPTS (6 line listing): $200 

for one issue; $525 for three issues; 

$800 for eight issues. Payment in 

full must accompany the order. 

Rates apply to consecutive issues. 

A sample typed manuscript page 

must accompany initial order. Prices 

quoted in listings refer to a standard 

manuscript page double-spaced with 

1¼

" margins on all sides. 

For advertising information, contact: 

April Krueger, Ph: 715/318-0996, 

AKrueger@aimmedia.com

PAYMENT by credit card ac cepted 

MANUSCRIPTS TO GO, BOOK & AUTHOR 

with advertising orders of three or 

EDITORIAL SERVICES

SERVICES. Book and cover design, editing, more consecutive issues. 

author assistance and more. Cris Wanzer, 

ManuscriptsToGo.com, spuntales@gmail.com

CLOSING DATE FOR THE NOV/DEC 

2025 ISSUE IS AUGUST 12, 2025. 

April Krueger, Ph: 715/318-0996, 

AKrueger@aimmedia.com

COACHING

BLOCKED? STRUGGLING? I'LL HELP YOU 

WRITE, EDIT, PUBLISH!  Breakthrough coaching ARIZONA

with published author, experienced editor and teacher, compassionate mentor. Breakthrough 

BARBARA ALLEN WRITERS' SERVICES

individualized intensives, MD/DC/VA area. Carol 9462 N. Albatross Dr., Tucson, AZ 85742

Burbank, MA, Ph.D. StoryWeaving.com, 

Ph: 520/744-9318, allen9462@comcast.net

cburbank@storyweaving.com

Web Page: BAWriterServices.com 

Manuscript typing; editing; forwarding to 

agents and publishers. 

COLORADO

EDITORIAL SERVICES

A Author Dedited there own werk

JEANNIEMAY ENTERPRISES

635 W. Jefferson St., Trinidad, CO 81082

An Editor edited the author’s work. 

720/416-5208, geniemay2001@yahoo.com

Manuscript & screenplay typing, copyediting. 

Experienced, fast, accurate, dependable. 

Which would you prefer 

Cash, checks, Paypal. 

to present to the public? 

Editing by Michael Fay

QUESTIONS? 

kenneth.fay46@yahoo.com

FEEDBACK? 

704-408-6962

WE’RE HERE TO HELP! 

Give us a shout-out on Instagram 

@WritersDigest. 

Looking for ideas? 

Look for us at 

PROFESSIONAL EDITOR, award-winning author Facebook.com/writersdigest. 

(Bantam, Berkley/Ace, others) offers extensive Check out our weekly 

critiques, in-depth editing. Fiction, nonfiction, Sign up for our free email 

writing prompts at 

juvenile/YA. Carol Gaskin, 941/377-7640. 

newsletter at WritersDigest.com. 

Carol@EditorialAlchemy.com; 

writersdigest.com/prompts

EditorialAlchemy.com
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2025 WEBINARS 

WITH JANE FRIEDMAN

SAVE THE DATES! 

JULY 17

OCTOBER 16 

Today’s Key Book Publishing Paths

Hybrid Publishing vs. 

Self-Publishing: Which Is Best 

AUGUST 14

for Your Project? 

Platform Building When You’d 

Rather Write: Literary Strategies 

NOVEMBER 13

to Elevate Your Career

Establish (or Improve) 

Your Email Newsletter

SEPTEMBER 25 

Effective Book Marketing 

DECEMBER 11 

for Any Author

Improve Your Author Website

Visit WritersOnlineWorkshops.com

to fi nd out more and register. 
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SHOP

POPULAR WRITING RESOURCES

Has this ever happened to you while brainstorming for a novel? Your characters are fl eshed out, your setting is taking shape, and you’ve got some great scene ideas; now you just need a strong plot to bring everything together. 

Made for any authors who are feeling stuck in either the brainstorming or draft ing stage and are looking to supercharge their plot, the PLOTTING YOUR 

NOVEL BUNDLE can save you time, eff ort, and money. 

ASK THE EXPERT—1:1 CONSULTATIONS: Unlock your potential with our personalized consultation sessions! Our program off ers expert guidance, actionable insights, and the motivation you need to turn your writing dreams into reality. 

Whether you’re writing freelance articles for publications, editing your novel draft , or trying to write more professional emails, the WRITER’S DIGEST 

GUIDE TO BETTER WRITING off ers more than 50 techniques, strategies, and grammar rules with practical, real-world examples to help improve your writing. 

It may seem as though signing a book deal is the ultimate achievement for an author, but in today’s ever-expanding literary market, the journey doesn’t end there. Wherever you are in the arduous publication process, BOOK 

DEALS AND BEYOND will arm you with the necessary expertise to proceed on your author journey with confi dence! 

TNEMEIST

TO DOWNLOAD THESE RESOURCES, VISIT

REVDA

WritersDigestShop.com
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Research for Writers

In this online writing course, you will learn how to manage your research time and eff ort, and even become comfortable with it. You’ll learn how to fi nd resources, streamline the process, and organize results. 

Query Letter in 14 Days

Take your writing one step further and tackle the publishing process. 

When you enroll in this online course, you’ll learn the details of the query letter format and how to write a query letter that catches the attention of agents and publishers. 

Form and Composition

Proper grammar, punctuation, and mechanics make your writing correct. In order to truly write well, you must also master the art of form and composition. From sentence structure to polishing your prose, this course will enhance your writing, no matter what type of writing you do. 

Other courses include:

Copyediting Certifi cate Program  |  Outlining Your Novel  |  Grammar and Mechanics Creativity and Expression  |  Freelance Writing  |  Build Your Novel Scene by Scene Getting Started in Writing  |  Introduction to Copyediting  |  Focus on the Short Story TNEMEIS

The Novel Opening  |  Creative Writing 101  |  Fundamentals of Fiction TREVDA
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Expert Instructors, 

Real-World Advice

Script University has moved! 

You can now fi nd the same great Script University content as part of Writer’s Digest University. Th is 

move provides a convenient one-stop shop for all your online writing education needs: screenwriting (fi lm, shorts, TV, etc.), fi ction, nonfi ction, short stories, and more! 

Creating the Viral Web Series

By the end of the course, you’ll have your pilot in hand—and a plan for where you want to take your series in subsequent episodes. 

Whether you’re interested in comedy or drama, this course will give you the tools you need to get started writing and producing your very own series from the ground up. 

Scriptreading Certifi cate Program

Th

is course will show you, step-by-step, how to write script coverage. 

We will cover key elements of screenwriting coverage, including writing a synopsis, analyzing a script, writing an evaluation, script formatting, and fi nding work as a reader. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION 

OR TO REGISTER, VISIT

TNEMEIS

WritersOnlineWorkshops.com

TREVDA
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BEFOREYOUGO

BY BOB ECKSTEIN AND MARK SHATZ, ILLUSTRATIONS BY BOB ECKSTEIN

Ye Olde Writing Rules 

We recently stumbled  WHODUNNIT 

ROMANCE 

upon a long-lost manu-

A heinous crime must commence 

Love cannot blossom without for-

script,  Th

  e Limner’s 

the tale—poisoned noblemen, miss-

midable obstacles, be they clan 

 Elements of Stylish Prose: Writing 

ing pies, or stolen oxen. Scatter 

feuds, curses, or syphilis. Maketh 

 During the Plague by E. B. Black the 

clues like breadcrumbs in unex-

the reader blush with overwrought 

Elder. Th

ough much of its advice 

pected places. Unfold the riddle 

descriptions like, “His Herculean-

has gone the way of the guillotine, 

like a precious piece of parchment 

sized hand gently stroked her blond 

there is still something to be learned 

and reveal the villain in a surprising 

tresses like a robin cra-

from the suggestions. Maybe. 

twist. And if all else faileth, kill off  

dling an egg until its 

Behold, a sampling of writing 

everyone.  —Shire Robin

very heart fl uttered.” 

advice for popular genres way back 

And lo, it’s not just 

when. 

HORROR 

the couple that 

Send plentiful shivers down spines 

swooneth, but also 

DRAMA 

with eerie shadows, whispering 

birds, trees, and 

Drama demandeth confl ict between 

trees, and witches bearing skulls. 

livestock, for 

characters burdened with tragic 

Th

ink lurking ghosts, vengeful spir-

love doth 

fates like unrequited love, 

its, and angry demons. At least three 

conquer all. 

betrayal, or both. 

children must be possessed by the 

 —Princess 

Drench story-

devil and scream in Latin.  —Brother 

 Juliet  

telling with 

 Quasimodo

metaphors—

HUMOR 

that rusty, 

FARCE 

Jest for all, not just a king. Maketh 

cracked mug isn’t 

Sure, I could have simply said, 

merry for everyone with puns. 

just a leaking vessel 

“Oswald, art thou done?” but isn’t it 

“I wasn’t born into royalty; I’m a 

but an aged, frac-

funnier for the Earl of Kent in  King 

serf-made jester.” Absurdity is thy 

tured soul. Patch 

 Lear to say instead, “Th

ou whore-

friend—a knight dueling with a stale 

any plot holes with 

son zed, thou unnecessary letter!” 

loaf of bread or a silent monk who 

biblical parables. 

See what I did there? By the time 

can’t stop giggling. Jokes will landeth 

 —Sir Arthur

the audience deciphers my complex 

with fervor using setups such as, “A 

wordplay and meaning, I’m onto the 

monk, knight, and dragon stroll into 

FAIRY TALES 

next line. Nobody wants to feel left  

an alehouse …”  —Jester Rodney   WD

No tale shall be believed unless it 

behind, so it incites laughter. Plus, 

commenceth with, “Once upon a 

the word  thou is funny, dost thou 

time.” Fill thy work with talking 

think?”  —William Shakespeare

creatures, witches with poor dental 

hygiene, and pumpkins harboring 

aspirations to be carriages. Lean into 

INETS

clichés. Describe moral lessons with 

KC

 E

Bob Eckstein’s new book is  Footnotes B

the ferocity of a dragon’s roar by 

O

B

 From the  Most Fascinating Museums. 

©

using color to dictate virtue: golden 

SN

IOT

is beautiful, white is good, and black 

A

Mark Shatz wrote the bestselling humor RTSU

is evil.  —Friar Shrek 

writing book  Comedy Writing Secrets (3rd ed). 

LIL
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Self-publishers need a trusted printing 

partner and outstanding results. 

With 48 Hour Books, you get both. 

 Not to mention... 

Fast Turnaround 

Unmatched Service

We’re the fastest book 

~ƭƑĚǊƎĚƑƥƙƥîĲĲĿƙĺĚƑĚ

printers in the world! 

Premium Options

for you at every step.  We 

Production time for standard 

 actually answer our phones! 

Fast printing doesn’t mean 

perfect bound books is 48 

Don’t take our word for it 

skimping on options! Elevate 

hours or less, with same-day 

- check out our incredible 

your book with features such 

service available. 

independent reviews. 

as Diamond 3D covers, foil 

stamping, hard cover books, 

dust jackets, and cloth and 

leather covers. 

FREE Self-Publishing Guide

Easy Pricing & Ordering

Visit 48HrBooks.com to order 

Select all the options you want and 

your copy today!   Paper and cover 

ǶŠēūƭƥĚǊîČƥŕǋǅĺîƥǋūƭɫƑĚƎîǋĿŠĳ

 samples included. 

when you place an order. 

800-231-0521

Call us today for FREE HELP

getting your custom book printed

info@48HrBooks.com

www.48HrBooks.com
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Marketing assistance available:
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Email
TODAY!
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Let's discuss 2
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w.RedQuillEditorial.com

FULL-SERVICE EDITOR
Copy editing - Development - Critique
Give your manuscript the star treatment.
Experienced, award-winning professional

with discerning eye helps you publish

with confidence. Sample edit. YA/Adult.
Thorough. Friendly. Multiple genres.

Fiction/Non-fiction. Reasonable prices.
Personalized coaching sessions!

./ JanetF. Williams
qooddaymediacom  760-917-6125

gooddayjanet@gmail.com
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Naive Beauty
After G. M. Hopkins

Praise be to humankind for raw things—
For fields of mowed-fresh wheat and shorn sheep;
For earth-clung potatoes turned up from the ground;
The scrubbed canvas, the just-stripped wall.
Clear-squeezed, paint palette-pools—the unblemished brush.
Early, star-point mornings. The job just begun.

All things new, crisp, unspoiled, clean.
‘Whatever is waiting, open (who knows to what).
‘With intent, desire, the brave move forward
we beauty-forth past knowing
and redeem ourselves.
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