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Introduction

writing is a way of life. get a bunch of writers in a room and you’ll see them start swapping bits of advice, 

contacts, and horror stories. as an editor at writer’s Digest Books, i’ve had the pleasure of talking with writers 

of varying degrees of experience from published authors to aspiring beginners. i’ve been to conventions, 

workshops, classes—you name it—and heard writers toss around all kinds of advice ranging from ideas about 

the craft to rants about the downsides of the publishing industry to inspiring stories of writers getting their big 

break. i love those kinds of conversations. after all, the act of writing is usually a solitary endeavor, so when 

writers get a chance to talk to each other and share ideas about the craft, it’s something to be celebrated. 

it’s in this same spirit of open communication that i offer this collection of interviews with authors, compiled 

from interviews conducted by the staff of writer’s Digest Books over the past few years. these writers come 

from different backgrounds, with different interests and specialties. Some of them are widely published; others 

are just getting started in their careers. they have different ideas about the craft—different thoughts about what 

works, what doesn’t, and what the writing life is all about. But they all share a deep passion for the craft—the 

same passion that drives any writer.

these interviews are casual. the ideas expressed here are those of the writer, and not necessarily those of 

writer’s Digest. the advice you find here should be thought of as any advice you might receive from a person 

at a writing conference—some things may work for you and some may not. listen to the conversation, take 

it all in, and decide for yourself. 

Best wishes and happy writing,

Scott Francis

Content Editor

writer’s Digest Books



Laurie Alberts

“You have to determine your intention for a piece of writing...”

laurie alberts is the author of six books including three novels: The Price of Land in Shelby, Lost Daughters, 

and Tempting Fate. She has also written a short story collection (Goodnight Silky Sullivan), and two memoirs 

(Fault Line and Between Revolutions: An American Romance with Russia). 

alberts’s work has won several awards, including a James Michener award and the katherine anne Porter 

Prize. She teaches fiction and creative nonfiction in the MFa in writing Program at Vermont College of Fine 

arts. 

i had the opportunity to interview alberts when she was working on a fantastic book for writer’s Digest 

titled Showing & Telling: Learn How to Show & When to Tell for Powerful & Balanced Writing. the book 

delves in to that age old bit of writing advice “show don’t tell” that every writer has had hammered into his 

skull since first sitting down at the keyboard. alberts’s advice is that there are times when both are necessary. 

what a refreshing premise!

alberts has plenty of other great ideas about the craft. here she discusses the writing life, the publishing 

industry, writing groups, contests, and more.

—SF

When did you first know you wanted to be a writer?

although i’d written stories since i was little, i never realized i wanted to be a writer until i spent a 

semester off from college living in an alaskan fishing village, working on fishing boats, absorbed by 

the life there and scribbling in a journal out of loneliness and fascination. i actually thought i wanted to 

become a commercial fisherman for a brief period. instead i became a writer and that alaskan experience 

led to my first novel, Tempting Fate.



What was the first thing you ever wrote?

“lucky wins his horseshoe”—a story i wrote at age five about a racehorse too young to race. i safety-

pinned it together and wrote beneath the title, “illustrated by the author.” i must have asked my mother 

how to spell illustrated and author.

What are your five favorite books?

well, that list shifts, of course, but some of my perpetual favorites are Love Medicine by louise Erdrich, 

the short stories of anton Chekhov, the novel A Fine Balance by rohinton Mistry, alice Munro stories, 

and the memoir When I Was Puerto Rican by Esmeralda Santiago. there’s a sixth that i read not long ago 

and was just amazed by—Suite Francaise by irene nemirovsky. it is about the german occupation of 

France, written by a woman who was in hiding from the nazis while she was writing, yet her humanity 

is so large that she is able to believably enter the minds of both the occupied and the occupiers.

With your book Showing & Telling you cover the importance of both scene and summary. I wonder 

if as a professor you feel that you have to de-program some of your students who have heard the 

old “show don’t tell” writing adage for the duration of their writing lives?

that’s true of some students i’ve encountered who were enamored by the minimalism of writers such 

as hemingway, raymond Carver, Bobbie ann Mason. it’s the rare writer who can pull off the kind of 

work that carries meaning primarily through surface events and dialogue.

What’s the one thing you can’t live without in your writing life?

Coffee. that’s only half a joke. a real necessity is what i think of as “time around the time”—what i 

mean by that is that i can’t just move from my ordinary life—teaching, being a mother, cooking dinner, 

taking care of my horses—into the alternate reality of creative writing without a space between the 

demands of normal life and the writing, space in which i can make that transition. that’s why i prefer 

writing in the morning, before the rest of my life has completely taken over.

What message do you find yourself repeating over and over to writers?

You have to determine your intention for a piece of writing—not necessarily before writing a draft but 

at least afterward. You must know what you are trying to achieve in order to decide what needs to be 

developed and what must be cut as you revise.



What are your thoughts on writing groups?

i think they can be enormously helpful as long as they are constructive. they shouldn’t be merely positive; 

writers need to hear their weaknesses and their strengths. But criticism must be offered in a supportive 

atmosphere. Years ago i was in a writing group in new York that was quite destructive. Members, 

many of whom were very successful in other fields, reacted competitively rather than helpfully; their 

criticism wasn’t aimed at improving the work. that was a disaster. i did, however, have the pleasure 

of having my first novel accepted by houghton Mifflin the week after that hostile group informed me 

that my manuscript wasn’t really a novel. i think trust is essential when people are sharing work they 

care about deeply.  

What piece of advice that you received over the course of your career has had the biggest impact 

on your success?

You have to write about something you care about passionately. it’s just too hard to spend years on a 

book without that passion to sustain you.

What’s the worst kind of mistake that new writers, freelancers, or book authors can make?

Many writers underestimate or overestimate their chances for success. You need to have enough 

confidence in your writing to keep going through rejections, an unfriendly review, or whatever unpleasant 

obstacles might confront you. as a graduate of one MFa program and as a professor in another, i’ve 

watched very talented writers give up because they can’t take the hard knocks. But you also need to 

keep a realistic view—one success doesn’t necessarily guarantee the next. remember, if you rely only 

on external rewards you may find yourself devastated. Satisfaction must come from the writing process, 

not just attendant results. hope for the best but be ready to deal with the rest.

What does a typical day look like for you?

a little family time in the morning with my husband and daughter before he goes off to work and she 

goes to school—we’re early risers. then my chores: feeding my three horses, mucking out their shed, 

cleaning up. next upstairs to my office to write, followed by teaching obligations. later, i’ll walk, ride 

one or more of the horses, or when there’s snow, cross-country ski—outdoor time. i don’t usually write 

in the afternoons unless i’m on deadline, though i do teaching related work. the late afternoon tends to 

be for errands, cooking, picking up my daughter or going to her games and track meets. Before dinner 



i have my evening farm chores. i tend to collapse in the evening– often falling asleep while watching 

a video or reading.

although i lived a pretty eventful life as a younger woman—commercial fishing in alaska, teaching 

in russia, etc.—i’m a real homebody now.

If you could change one thing about publishing, what would it be?

i would love to turn back the clock to the days before the individual publishing houses got bought up 

by corporations and conglomerates. So much of publishing is market rather than quality driven these 

days and editors move so quickly from one house to another. there’s no longer a tradition of cultivating 

writers if they don’t make big bucks on early books.

You’ve written everything from memoirs to novels to short fiction and a book of writing instruction. 

What is your favorite thing to write?

Fiction, because it allows the most freedom. on the other hand, i’ve been writing short personal essays 

lately, so who knows?

What advice do you have for writers seeking agents?

Send your work to reputable contests. i’ve been approached by agents after winning contests or even 

being a finalist.

Be sure to approach agents who represent writers whose work is compatible with yours in some way. 

Do a little legwork—find out who represents writers whose work you admire and if they are taking on 

new clients, approach them.

Be persistent. it took me more time to find an agent than to sell my first book!

What do you see as your biggest publishing accomplishment?

Selling my first novel. what could be more exciting for any writer, except finishing that first book?

To learn more about Laurie Alberts visit lauriealberts.com. 
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Barbara Baig

“If you want to become a better writer you need to devote 
yourself to learning and practicing your skills.”

Barbara Baig has devoted herself for almost three decades to the practices of writing and teaching. She has 

conducted dozens of writing workshops and classes for adults and college students, and was the writing 

instructor at harvard Divinity School for twenty years. She now teaches in the MFa Program in Creative 

writing at lesley University.

i had the opportunity to speak with Baig as she was finishing up How to Be a Writer: Building Your Creative 

Skills Through Practice and Play. here she discusses writing practice, being in the moment, and more.

—SF

What message do you find yourself repeating over and over to writers?

innate talent does not exist. if you want to become a better writer you need to devote yourself to learning 

and practicing your skills. there’s a wonderful book by geoff Colvin, which i highly recommend, 

called Talent is Overrated: What really Separates World-Class Performers From Everyone Else. the 

book explains what scientific researchers in the area of expert performance have learned in over three 

decades of research. they have shown that in athletics, music, chess, and many other fields, what makes 

people great is not a natural ability … but what they call “deliberate practice.” the same thing is true 

in writing: the more you devote yourself to practice, the more you will build your skills.

What piece of advice has helped you the most as a writer?

Peter wayne, my t’ai chi teacher, says repeatedly in class, as we do the t’ai chi form, “inhabit each 

movement as fully as you can. Be present in it—don’t [think] about what’s coming up next.” i keep 

this advice in mind all the time as i work. it enables me to be more present with what i can do now as a 

writer and teacher. when i fully inhabit the place where i am right now, i see much more clearly what 

i need to do next.

What’s the worst kind of mistake that new writers can make?

i think that new writers need to take the time to build their skills before they attempt to get published. 

there’s a lot to learn about writing, and you can waste a lot of time and energy trying to get into the 



“big leagues” of the publishing world when you should be mastering skills. For this reason, i also think 

that the focus in many writing workshops for beginners is misplaced; there’s far too much emphasis on 

producing finished pieces and not enough on learning skills. aspiring baseball players don’t just go out 

and play games—the sports equivalent of producing stories or poems—they practice. and research has 

shown that the best practice involves breaking down an activity into its component skills and devoting 

lots of time to practicing each one of those skills. So rather than working obsessively to perfect a single 

story or essay, new writers need to practice skills, such as using their imaginations or their powers 

of observation. once they have trained their skills, then they will be able to produce writing of much 

higher quality.

What are your thoughts about the publishing industry?

the publishing industry is changing constantly these days, and writers can’t control this change. So 

instead of focusing on what’s happening, or not happening, in “the biz,” i encourage my students to 

establish their own paths towards writing excellence. to set your feet upon such a path, and to stay on it, 

learning your skills through dedicated practice: that’s something completely within your control. and, 

more than anything else you can do, achieving excellence as a writer will lead you to publication.

Do you have any advice about how to build an audience?

i think that building an audience actually begins as we write. i see establishing a natural relationship with 

readers as an essential skill for writers. … it’s crucial to be able to imagine your particular  audience and 

to be in relationship with them as you write. who, exactly, are your readers? what kind of people are 

they? what do they need or want from a story or a poem or an essay? what do you have to give them? 

how will what you have to say help them? when you ask questions like this you develop a felt sense 

of real people “on the other side of the page,” and that helps give the quality of voice to your writing. 

and then, when you are ready to send your work out into the world, you will already know who your 

audience is, and can concentrate your promotional efforts on reaching those particular people.

What about advice for writers seeking agents?

Most baseball players don’t get agents until they are ready for the major leagues; that is, they have spent 

a long time developing their skills and are now ready to “go pro.” i encourage aspiring writers to do the 

same. there’s a lot of competition out there, and you are only wasting your time and energy trying to 

get an agent before you have trained your skills to close-to-professional level.



Any final thoughts?

Excellence in writing is available to anyone. it all depends on how much time and energy you are willing 

to devote to deliberate practice. … ted williams used to practice hitting until his hands bled. Ben hogan 

used to say, “Every day you don’t practice you’re one day further from being good.”

i’ve talked about learning skills through practice as a way to publishing success—and i believe it is. at 

the same time, dedication to writing practice has its own rewards. when you become a practicing writer, 

you are always engaged in learning, and the activity of learning is inherently satisfying and pleasurable. 

Even if you never get published, writing practice will build your brain, make you a better communicator, 

increase the pleasure you get from writing and reading, and make you feel more empowered. as geoff 

Colvin says in Talent is Overrated, “Being good at whatever we want to do is among the deepest sources 

of fulfillment we will ever know.”

Learn more about Barbara Baig at www.wherewriterslearn.com



William Cane

“Look at the books that the great writers have written and 
dissect them. They contain all you need to know.”

william Cane has had a distinguished career as a professor of English at CUnY and Boston College, where he 

helped a generation of students improve their prose by imitating great writers. Cane is the author of numerous 

books, including the international bestseller The Art of Kissing. a highly sought-after speaker on the college 

lecture circuit, he has appeared on almost every major television talk show, including today, the View, and 

CBS this Morning.

Cane’s book, Write Like the Masters: Emulating the Best of Hemingway, Faulkner, Salinger, and Others, 

was one of the first books i worked on as an editor with writer’s Digest Books. it’s one of my favorites to this 

day because it gives writers license to explore and develop their voice in a way that makes a lot of sense—by 

looking to great writers throughout history, studying their writing styles, and trying them out. any great writer 

will tell you that the secret to developing your skill as a writer is to read a lot of work by good writers—Cane 

takes it one step further.

in this interview from 2009 Cane talks about this process and about reading, writing, and the importance 

of studying the greats.

—SF

I’m always curious how writers ended up becoming writers. When you were a kid, what did you 

want to be when you grew up?

Up until the age of six i wanted to be a Don Juan. women reacted quite well to me at that age, too. then 

from seven to thirteen i wanted to be an inventor. i believed i could invent flying machines like tom 

Swift. after my first year of high school, after i had been introduced to the greek dramatists, i wanted 

to be a greek dramatist. i think my wish to be a writer originates from a deep desire to obtain the same 



kind of recognition that Euripides and Sophocles have.

What was the first thing you ever wrote?

the first thing i wrote was a science fiction short story inspired by the work of ray Bradbury, specifically 

his novel Something Wicked This Way Comes. his language and poetry knocked me for a loop. i knew i 

had a long way to go before i could hope to ever reach his level, and i kept asking myself: how on earth 

did he do this? where did he learn this? is he blessed by god, or what? why don’t they teach me to do 

this in school? where can i learn to write like this—or anything even remotely close to this—too?

Speaking of writing like others, in Write Like the Masters you advise writers to learn the craft through 

imitating great writers throughout history. Would you mind elaborating?

i wrote Write Like the Masters to answer a simple question, one that puzzles a lot of contemporary 

writers, namely, “why can’t i do what hemingway, Faulkner, and Salinger did? why can’t i write a 

great novel?” the answer is that you can. But you need to realize that these great writers—Shakespeare, 

Milton, Eliot, hemingway, Faulkner, Balzac—they were all educated very differently from you and me. 

the long and the short of it is that writers today have been denied an opportunity to reach the heights 

that great writers have reached because they (the modern writers) have been woefully shortchanged 

by their education. and i say this being an educator myself. (i have taught college English for the past 

two decades.)

So, modern writers have been shortchanged by their education?

the fact is that one of the greatest tools of the writer is the art of rhetoric. this art was studied and 

perfected for more than two thousand years. But suddenly over the past eighty or so years it has been 

phased out of american education. this is why great novels are not being written in america (as a 

general rule) but they are still being written in Europe.

there’s no question that the single most important aspect of rhetoric is imitation. and i think that 

judgment will be upheld over time when we see the mess we’ve gotten ourselves into. the science 

of memetics will come into its own and will reinforce the idea that humans learn primarily through 

imitation. this is as true today as it was two thousand years ago when aristotle was talking about the 

value of imitation in The Art of Rhetoric. But american education moved away from teaching imitation. 

our English departments are to blame. they have focused on the adulation of the canon to the exclusion 

of teaching students how to write. they try to teach them to write, but they’re using all the wrong 



methods. i see it every day, and have seen it every day for more than two decades.

What do you advise writers to do?

Forget what you learned in school. … You need to look at the books that the great writers have written 

and dissect them. they contain all you need to know. 

So how can a writer learn the art of imitation?

Most writers teach themselves. But that’s because they have to. there are so few teachers of the art of 

writing today who know what they’re doing. My book opens a door to a way of seeing that is almost 

unique in this century. it is an old way of seeing, a time-tested way. it invites the writer to learn from 

Balzac and Dickens and hemingway and Salinger and all the other masters. with these writers as your 

models you can’t go wrong.

What was the best piece of writing advice you ever received?

the best writing advice i ever got was from a law school professor who told me, “if something is worth 

writing it’s worth writing poorly.” what he meant, of course, was that if you expect perfection on a first 

draft, you’ll never write anything. Don’t let a poor style hold you back. Just get that first draft finished. 

there’s always time to revise. that’s what summers and Christmas vacations are for.

What book made the biggest impression on you?

Nineteen Eighty-Four by george orwell, which i read when i was thirteen. it was something i picked 

up in a department store. in those days they had literature near the checkout aisle. i didn’t know it was 

literature, though. i just knew it hooked me from the first sentence to the last. it turned my world upside 

down. i thought to myself that here was a book that had thought in it, that was filled with deep ideas. it 

was exciting and inspiring.

What else did you read around that time?

the tom Swift and hardy Boys series. … i read almost everything written by Edgar rice Burroughs 

and E.E. “Doc” Smith. i devoured science-fiction. i started reading more widely in high school. Some 

of my friends introduced me to nietzsche. i became a big fan of playwright Eugene ionesco. i also read 

Sartre, kierkegaard, Camus, and avant-garde novelist alain robbe-grillet. But undoubtedly the biggest 

influence on me at the time was the thinking and the energetic german style of nietzsche. i used to carry 



around a copy of The Will to Power, the paperback edition with the black cover, telling my friends that 

it was my Bible. they used to kid me about it. Everyone knew i was into nietzsche. the first gift i ever 

gave a girl was a copy of Thus Spake Zarathustra. She said, “why are you giving me this?”

So who’s your favorite writer?

Franz kafka. this may sound silly but what first attracted me to kafka was the way he began his stories. 

at the time i had been reading a good number of weighty classics that took forever to get to the heart 

of the matter. But with kafka it was—bang!—sentence number one, you know what the story is about, 

who the protagonist is, and what his main problem is going to be.

So, first and foremost, kafka is a different kind of writer. his style is unique not only because 

his stories are different but also because his prose is different. his stories are dreamlike and baffling 

allegories that keep readers guessing until the end. what is less understood is that his paragraphing 

presents a bold new stylistic approach to dialogue. Most writers today break out each character’s speech. 

But kafka usually groups conversations into larger units separated by rather infrequent paragraph breaks. 

to my mind, this is a brilliant strategy—not as easy on the eye, but in many ways more intellectual than 

the usual hemingwayesque practice. You have to immerse yourself in kafka’s paragraphs to enjoy 

them. i find it an exciting and seductive style.

So, you mentioned earlier that you went to law school?

i was suffering from the delusion that after graduating you automatically become another F. lee Bailey. 

nothing could be further from the truth. Unless you go in as a hotshot litigator, like he did, you come 

out at the bottom of the heap. You then slave away in a law firm for many years. i hope i don’t sound 

cynical. to be fair, many of my classmates are very happy and wildly successful. So i don’t want to 

knock the profession. Especially since kafka went to law school.



Orson Scott Card

“What are you doing here listening to me when you could be off 
somewhere writing your own stories?”

orson Scott Card is an award-winning science fiction novelist whose credits include the hugo nebula and 

world Fantasy awards. his novels include Ender’s Game, Shadow of Hegemon, and Speaker for the Dead 

among others. he is also the author of the writing instruction titles Elements of Fiction Writing: Characters 

& Viewpoint and How to Write Science Fiction and Fantasy.  

in the following interview, Card discusses writing trends, the book industry, writing pitfalls to avoid, and 

more.

—SF

Trends in writing come and go. What, in your opinion, should writers keep in mind regarding literary 

trends?

if you’ve been making a living by following “literary trends,” then by all means keep doing whatever 

has been working for you. however, when the trend is over, so are the stories and books you wrote to 

satisfy them.

the good and great writers, the ones whose works still have value even when the copyright date is 

from an earlier decade (or century), are the ones who wrote what they believed in and cared about, with 

little regard for trends.

Yes, this custom of ending sentences with periods—that’s a trend that seems to have staying power, 

you can follow that one. on trivial matters, play whatever games you want.

But if someone has told you that a certain kind of book always has to have a certain kind of scene in 

it, you don’t have to pay the slightest attention to their advice. Such counsel is only useful for desperate 

writers who do not trust their talent. and sometimes such desperation is justified—the writer doesn’t 

have the skill yet, or isn’t picking the stories they’re actually good at.

(and speaking of trends, let no one complain about my using plural “they’re” with the singular “writer” 

as the antecedent—not if you use “you” to address a single individual. “You” is also a grammatical 

plural frequently used for the singular.)

You only write at your best, and you only invent your best stories, when you believe in and care about 



the people, relationships, motives, and events in the story. anything you plug in to satisfy a trend or 

to follow someone else’s idea of what you have to have merely guarantees that your work will be that 

much less honest and that much less heartfelt.

it’s like sending your child off to school with another kid beside him as his designated test-taker. 

“it’s not that i don’t believe in you, darling,” you tell your baffled child. “But i hear that this lad is very, 

very good at test-taking, and we want your education to be the very best it can be!”

Your writing instruction books like Characters & Viewpoint and How to Write Science Fiction & 

Fantasy are perennial favorites for writers. What do you think makes writers go back to these 

books again and again?

on dark lonely nights of brooding, i imagine they keep rereading them in hopes that this time they’ll 

find something useful and true.

But on my better days, i think that these books remain in print, the reason that many writers keep well-

thumbed copies close by, is that i give serious practical advice. no literary theories, no fancy art. i start 

from the premise that a story or novel is not a work of art, it’s the script of a work of art, the blueprint, 

if you will, which the reader will use to construct the real work of art in their own memory.

when you look at it that way, there’s nothing precious about the text. it’s just like the attitude of 

play producers during out-of-town tryouts. if a scene or a line isn’t working, you toss it out or move it 

around.

My attitude is that the text is a tool, which we put in the hands of amateurs to perform every role and 

build every piece of scenery and provide every stage prop. we need to help them all we can, with such 

clear explanations of what is happening and why it is happening that they cannot misunderstand. then 

i provide a bookful of tools that writers can use to help them make their own tools.

But i give no rules. or rather, when i do, i make it plain that every rule is breakable. So i don’t just 

say, “Do this or else,” i say, “here’s what this particular technique is good for, and here’s what you lose 

out on if you use it—the cost of the technique. if it’s worth the cost, then use it and then compensate 

for the cost in other ways. But if it’s not worth it, then don’t use it ... even if it’s a technique all your 

friends admire.”

that’s why i urge so strongly against weird arty choices like first-person present-tense narratives. 

they’re devilishly hard to manage, and they establish and maintain a level of artificiality that is 



constantly at war with the need for the reader to concentrate on what’s happening rather than how it’s 

being written.

But that didn’t stop me from choosing Maureen Power’s “Miracle on Massachusetts avenue” as a 

publisher’s-choice entry in the December 2010 of my online fiction magazine, Intergalactic Medicine 

Show (www.oscigMS.com)—even though it’s written in present-tense first-person! She paid the price, 

and the story worked. She didn’t break any rules at all—she had a good reason for using the difficult 

technique, and she handled it splendidly. But i still advise against it, most of the time.

i hope that my giving the explanation for every rule is the reason why, instead of feeling fenced in 

by my dicta, the writers who use my books feel empowered to find their own way into each story they 

attempt. i don’t put “do not enter” or “geniuses only” signs on any door. i give the readers a flashlight 

and warn them it’s really dark in there ... but then i unlock the door.

What piece of advice received over the course of your career made the biggest impact on your 

success and why?

i’ve cribbed ideas from everything. My best training, though, was as a playwright, because getting 

people together to read your play out loud is virtually free (unless you’re one of those obnoxious-drunk 

writers who drive away all their friends). when people read your dialogue aloud, when they struggle 

through a scene, all the problems suddenly become obvious. in learning how to actor-proof my dialogue 

and construct effective scenes with proportionate emotions, i learned more about writing than any 

writing course (including my own!) can ever teach.

i know, you think i’m dodging the question—but i’m not. Because there really is one single piece of 

advice, which i received on a certain day from a certain writer, which absolutely changed my attitude 

toward writing and improved every single thing i’ve written since then.

it was in Dean r. koontz’s first writing book, writing Popular Fiction, which my friends and i read 

just at the point when i was starting to sell a story here and there. i can’t quote the book because it wasn’t 

my copy, but he said, in my words now, this:

there is no “rough draft” and therefore there’s no “second draft.” knowing you’re going to write a 

second draft makes you lazy and it makes you lose countless opportunities to improve your story because 

you skip over the problems, telling yourself you’ll “add that in the rewrite.” write your first draft as if 

it were the only draft you’ll ever write, and then leave it alone except to fix typos.

Since then i’ve observed that my best work, my best scenes and events and motives and relationships, 



almost always come out of the hard scenes, the ones that all writers, myself included, want to skip over—

because we’re lazy and scared, a deadly combination.

i’ve also seen, in the work of many friends, clear evidence that rewriting kills. only the first draft is 

fresh from your heart and mind. Everything you do to the text thereafter removes if from that gushing 

fountain of first life and kills it, bit by bit. think of it as a flow of lava pouring out of an erupting volcano. 

it’s so hot it can burn you from twenty feet away, but when it cools into final form it reveals its natural 

shape. You can take the hardened lava and chip at it with tools and make something else of it—but the 

shape of the living, flowing rock is gone, and it’s cold as ... well, as stone.

literature classes teach “great books” as if they were carved in stone. well, they may be stone now, 

but what flowed out of Jane austen and Mark twain and Charles Dickens and thomas hardy and 

william Shakespeare was hot lava to start with.

it was that advice from Dean koontz, given through his words on a page, that gave me permission 

to write in my own natural first-draft voice, which is one of the strengths of my own writing—and of 

everyone else’s who writes this way. koontz and i have never actually met, though we have mutual 

friends, and he’s never put a blurb on a book of mine, but he has affected my career more than any other 

advice-giver.

What message do you find yourself repeating over and over to writers?

what are you doing here listening to me when you could be off somewhere writing your own stories?

What kind of avoidable mistakes do you see new writers consistently make?

the most common mistakes come in picking where and how to begin their story. too many people 

believe that old canard about plunging into the middle of the action: in medias res, the way the classic 

epic poems began. we see it now in the meaningless car chase, where you don’t know who is in either 

car, so you don’t care whether the fleer is caught or gets away. the lonely sad person crying, as we then 

flash back through the entire story.

the fact is that The Iliad doesn’t start in the middle of the action, because the “action” of The Iliad 

is not the trojan war, it’s achilles’ refusal to fight because the captive girl Briseis was taken away 

from him. So the poem starts right at the beginning of that action, and flows pretty much in time order 

to the end of it.

So i give several tools that writers can use to find, not the exact right opening (there’s no such thing), 



but an adequate opening, a starting place.

But the flip side of the in medias res opening is the hideous dump-the-trunk prologue opening, 

where the writer thinks we won’t understand anything unless we are first told these eight paragraphs 

(or eighteen pages) of really boring, unintelligible, and unmemorable facts.

Beginnings are all about expository flow—getting information from your head into the reader’s head 

as painlessly and memorably as possible.

if you have selected the right point-of-view character, then you can simply tell us, as it comes up, 

what the character already knows and is already thinking about, and then bring up each new piece of 

information as he or she learns it. if you need a prologue, or a flashback within the first chapter, or a 

long explanation to catch the reader up, you’ve started in the wrong place.

and most—no, nearly all—first novels make one or the other mistake in how the opening of the story 

or novel is handled.

Many writers have routines or rituals that get them into their creative zone. What’s your schedule 

like?

it begins with waking up, sometime between four a.m. and one p.m. if it’s a good day, then i just 

finished a project and i don’t feel guilty about not doing a lick of work during the whole day. But if 

i’ve already passed the writing deadline, then my mind is wonderfully concentrated and i can often 

do two separate writing sessions of three or four hours in the same day, one of them in the “morning” 

(beginning somewhere between five a.m. and two p.m.) and the other at “night” (somewhere between 

two p.m. and two a.m .).

Most of the time, though, i play Civilization II, Spider Solitaire, Cruel, backgammon, or, if i’m feeling 

suicidal, Tetris. or i draft my wife to play Ticket to Ride with me on the kitchen table. or i watch old 

tV episodes on my nano or whatever we have recorded on the tiVo. old episodes of That 70s Show 

are excellent for putting off working.

it’s amazing how much work i can avoid by doing these things.

Some people need structure and habit to get their work done. i need a complete lack of structure, 

absolute schedule-freedom, and a desperate urgency in order to accomplish anything. Everybody should 

figure out what works for them and then use it to get things written. no writer should waste even a tenth 

of a second wishing that somebody else’s method worked for them. there’s no good or right way to 

organize your writing day—there’s only what works.



Is there one thing in your writing life that you can’t live without?

the computer. the second i could afford one, i got onto wordStar on an altos CP/M machine (that 

was 1978). it cost ten thousand dollars for printer, monitor, and computer. nowadays i could buy ten 

computer set-ups a thousand times more powerful for the same money. But it was worth it, because once 

you get over the need to print everything out so that it’s “safe” (it is replaced by the need to get everything 

onto the computer so it’s revisable!), the computer makes it possible to follow Dean koontz’s advice: 

You can fix anything at any time without having to retype the whole manuscript or have a bunch of 

illegible corrections scattered about on every page. You can change a character’s name halfway through 

a book—heck, all the way through a book. You can insert a vital bit of exposition without having to 

repaginate. all the things that used to make lazy writers (which is most of us) resist making a repair 

until the rewrite can now be fixed with almost no effort.

having said that, however, i must point out that i have always made sure to own a manual typewriter 

that does not need to be plugged into a wall. of course, if civilization ever breaks down too much, where 

would i get typing paper? But i still remember how to type on a machine that you have to strike with 

some serious finger-force.

What are your thoughts on the evolution of the publishing industry over the last couple of years?

a lot of the flap about electronic publishing is rather like hollywood’s absurd love affair with 3D. it 

has its uses, but it isn’t going to replace 2D film unless they’re so stupid they stop making it. this is 

not like the difference between silent and sound films—sound wasn’t annoying and silent films had the 

constant annoyance of the picture leaving the screen so words could pop up.

E-books and audiobooks don’t replace something annoying with something that isn’t annoying. My 

kindle holds hundreds of books and i really like it, but “pages” hold too few words and it’s hard to riff 

through the pages and find something. it’s also really bad to drop it in the bathtub. My iPod nano has 

three dozen audiobooks on it at any one time, and i can listen to it while doing other things, like errands 

or exercise—but i can’t skim or skip to the end very easily, so it takes the full time to read it. Each 

medium of delivering the text of a book has advantages, and there’s no reason they can’t all coexist.

the real change is in the way books are delivered. kindle and other e-books have a strong advantage 

here, and audiobooks from audible.com are almost as easy to get and transfer onto my nano. when i 

run across a book so rare there’s zero chance that it’ll be in the local bookstore, i can almost always get 

it from amazon or one of their affiliates and have it shipped to my door.



But none of these methods offers the pleasure of wandering through a bookstore discovering stuff. 

the presence of coffee shops (or, for Mormons like me, hot chocolate) turns the store into a haven, a 

community. … Sometimes the free market kills things we wish had survived. i hope that we emerge 

from this with plenty of great bookstores … as well as the amazon.com department store (for that is 

what it has become) and audible.com, which stocks far more audio titles than any bookstore can afford 

to carry. i like them all and i want them all to exist. i think i’m not alone in that wish!

How has your own writing life changed?

i’m older. i have more books out there. i also have more people wanting me to come and speak or sign 

or whatever, since they apparently don’t make the connection that when i’m traveling and speaking and 

signing, i’m not writing. But that’s ok. i simply say no to most of them and then i can stay home. it 

would be absurd for me to complain about it—i can remember a time, not too long ago, when i longed 

for such markers of success.

the important changes are not writing changes. they’re just life changes, and sometimes those 

changes affect my writing. typing words into wordPerfect is pretty much what it’s been for a couple 

of decades now.

What are your thoughts on self-publishing given the changes in the publishing industry?

Self-publishing is what you do when you don’t want to write any more. Because if you’re going to be 

successful at self-publishing, you have to work hard at the jobs that a good publisher does for you—

arranging publicity, distribution, marketing, printing. Since people go into writing precisely because 

they don’t want a business career, self-publishers are usually lousy at it, and they end up with a garage 

full of unsold books and a spouse (if they’re lucky) who no longer has any patience with the need for 

“writing time.”

instead of self-publishing, set that book aside and write another. Eventually you’ll either write one that 

a publisher accepts, or you’ll realize that you’re not a very good writer after all, or you’ll realize that your 

work is simply a niche taste that isn’t economical for a mainstream press to publish. all these outcomes 

are just fine. if you then self-publish online, and then refer all the two hundred readers who care for your 

books where they can download them, you’re still a writer and can still find your audience.

Do you have any advice for new writers on building an audience?

write stories you care about and believe in. Chances are that there are other people who believe in and 



care about the same kinds of stories—as long as you’re writing them clearly enough that they realize 

that’s what they’re getting. word of mouth is still the only effective means of spreading the word, but 

having the right cover displayed prominently in the bookstores can also give your book a readership 

jolt.

But the truth is, the only way to build an audience is to keep writing books and getting them published. 

Book one is not a career, it’s not even the start of a career, it’s just the first foot in the door. if your 

writing is good, and you’re telling good stories, each book builds on the success of the previous ones 

and your audience grows across time.

Encourage your readers to lend your books any chance they get. i’ve heard of writers who actually 

get angry at people who borrow books instead of buying them, but those writers are boneheads. a lent 

book can bring you a lifelong reader. they may not have bought that copy of your book, but if they like 

what you write, they’ll buy later ones!

What about advice for writers seeking agents?

agents are, with extremely rare exceptions, perfectly horrible at recognizing great new writers. agents 

only know how to sell last year’s bestseller. Editors are the ones whose livelihood and reputation depend 

on finding new writers who will produce next year’s completely different bestseller. So the publishers 

that think they’ll save money by making agents do the pre-screening are killing their own future: agents 

will weed out and discard the very books that might have made their publishers solvent three years 

later, and will pass along mostly the books that are just like the books that are already selling. it makes 

a constant opportunity for new publishers who are willing to read the slushpile, instead of relying on 

agents.

But what do you do? write good one-paragraph query letters that provide editors with the two-

sentence hook that you see on back covers—get them intrigued with the story. writing such hooks is 

a completely separate art form, so maybe you need someone else to write them for you; or you could 

work hard and learn how yourself. Send letters that simply state the hook, followed by the sentence, 

“would you like to see the manuscript?” or even “would you like to see my query package?”

the editors and publishers that refuse to look even at such a query letter will be out of the business 

pretty soon anyway. the smart editors are still looking at such mini-queries assiduously: they know 

that this is how they’ll find the next Big writer.

there are also regional presses that would just love to have your brilliant, world-changing book and 



let it carry them into the big time.

the only agent worth having is the kind of agent you get after you have a contract offer on your first 

book. let the editor be your judge; let the agent be your, well, agent, and negotiate a deal that holds 

onto your foreign rights and subsidiary (i.e., screen) rights without sharing a single dime with your 

book publisher. the publisher should make their money from the book itself, not from foreign-sale and 

movie-sale windfalls that by rights belong only to you.

Any other thoughts you’d like to share with aspiring writers?

there are safer ways to earn a living. Steadier jobs. if you can get somebody to pay you to do something 

else, do that other thing and write as a hobby, in your spare time. You can have a wonderful, prestigious 

career doing that—while still having food on the table and sleeping under the same roof every single 

day.

Learn more about Orson Scott Card at www.orsonscottcard.com and www.hatrack.com.



Sage Cohen

“You have your own, unique place in this world, and your job is 
to write yourself there.”

Sage Cohen is the author of Writing the Life Poetic: An Invitation to Read and Write Poetry and the poetry 

collection Like the Heart, the World. her essay “the word is the way” appeared alongside thought leaders 

such as Barack obama, al gore, and thomas l. Friedman in the anthology How to Achieve a Heaven on 

Earth. Cohen has won first prize in the ghost road Press poetry contest and been nominated for a Pushcart 

Prize. She holds an M.a. in creative writing from new York University and a B.a. from Brown University. 

Cohen lectures and teaches widely—including the popular online class Poetry for the People, publishes the 

writing the life Poetic zine, and hosts the online community and learning laboratory the Path of Possibility 

in writing and life at www.pathofpossibility.com. 

i had the chance to work as Cohen’s editor for her book The Productive Writer. i found myself identifying 

with so many things she said in the book, and was inspired by not just her ideas and writing advice, but by her 

voice. reading her book was like sitting down to discuss the craft of writing with a friend over a cup of coffee. 

Check out the following interview with her, and you’ll see what i mean.

—SF

When did you first know that you wanted to be a writer?

i never really thought about wanting to be a writer. From a very young age, writing was just something 

i did––like breathing––to stay alive. in my early 20s, it occurred to me that i wrote poems every day, 

and perhaps that meant that i was a poet. it was a bit of a shock, really, to discover that i was a writer 

when i had no self-consciousness about it for so long.



What was the first thing you ever wrote?

while it was certainly not the first thing i ever wrote, my 10th grade paper on “the once and Future 

king” was my initiation into the alchemies of the writing life. i remember carefully articulating my 

three-point argument to back up my thesis statement, just as we were instructed to do. and then, when 

i arrived at the conclusion, it sort of wrote its way through me. i lost conscious control and some other 

impulse drew the unifying revelation out and onto the paper. it was almost a mystical experience. i was 

hooked.

What’s the best advice you ever received?

natalie goldberg’s instruction about freewriting helped me cultivate a practice of welcoming my writing 

without judgment. through regular freewriting, i stopped hearing those unfriendly “editor” voices and 

started allowing what wanted to come through in words to find its way to the page. (the editing came 

later, of course.)

What advice do you have for other writers?

Your ordinary life, a pen and paper (or computer and keyboard) is all you need to write. there will always 

be writers more and less talented, more and less successful than you. You have your own, unique place 

in this world, and your job is to write yourself there.

What is a common pitfall you often see writers fall into?

Many writers will short-circuit themselves by expecting perfection, when really all we’re doing is 

practicing. the best we can do is our best from day to day, and let that be good enough. ira glass astutely 

said, “if you want to be really good at something, you have to be willing to do it terribly for at least a 

decade.” in my experience, the trick is to love what you’re writing so much that “good” and “bad” won’t 

matter nearly as much as the gratification you get from doing what you are called to do.

of course, the more you write, the better you will get. and tomorrow, you’ll have insights about your 

craft, your audience and your market that are simply beyond your comprehension today. i’d suggest 

that you let it all unfold and trust that you are learning what you need to learn along the way.

What does a typical day look like for you?

typical day? what’s that? [laughs] in addition to being an author and a poet, i care for my toddler 

son (with some daytime help), lecture, teach, and run my own marketing communications firm––so 



life is pretty full these days. while every day is different, the general mix includes: a family dog walk, 

leisurely time with my son, and at least eight hours of “work”––often a mix of client projects, teaching/

lecturing/reading, creative writing/authoring, and book promotion. i’m grateful that i love what i do, 

because i do a lot of it.

What’s the one thing in your writing life you can’t live without?

You asked for one, but i equally value the two rituals that bookend my days: morning dog walks in the 

forest and evening soaks in the tub. i don’t know if or what i would write without that contemplative 

mix of action and stillness.

In what way has your writing/publishing life changed in the past five years?

My entire writing and publishing life has been rewritten these past five years. i have authored my first 

three books while getting married and becoming a mother. i consider my son theo and my book Writing 

the Life Poetic to be my multi-media twins, as they were conceived and birthed at approximately the 

same time. Both exhausted me, thrilled me and broke me open to unprecedented new possibilities. and, 

thank goodness, the book knew how to sleep through the night the moment it was born!

Do you have any advice for new writers on building an audience?

Start by writing what you are called to write, then share it as much as you can: blog, read publicly, 

publish, participate in workshops and critique groups. Pay attention to who is interested in/moved by 

your work, and then start refining what you write and how/where you offer it from there.

For example, when i started blogging, i considered my blog a “literary” experience. Yet, the folks 

who seemed most interested in what i had to say seemed to identify as “spiritual.” So that got me curious 

about what i was actually doing in my writing, and how i might continue to offer something of value 

to those readers. as a result, i recently launched a site specifically designed to bridge the literary and 

spiritual.

What about advice for writers seeking agents?

remember that you have something uniquely valuable to offer, and the right agent will be able to 

perceive this value—then help you polish and package it most effectively.

when you are making your selection from the many agents eager to work with you (let’s assume 

that’s just a matter of time), trust your gut about who you want to represent your work and introduce 



you to the realm of publishing.

Before you sign on the dotted line, make sure the agent’s experience, expertise, track record and 

author list lines up with your own goals in a way that makes sense to you. and talk to a few authors 

represented by the agent, if possible, to get a sense of what to expect from your working relationship.

You’ve published a book about poetry and a book about productivity. Why these two topics, and 

how are they related?

i’ve discovered through writing the books Writing the Life Poetic and The Productive Writer that my 

central inquiry seems to be: what is possible in our writing and our lives? and what i want most is for 

my readers to find ways to turn their sails into their own, great gusts of possibility. So that someone 

wanting to be more poetic or productive doesn’t have to waste any more time wondering how to get 

started––or if they’re good enough to even try. they can simply jump in and start exploring through 

the creative companionship that my books provide.

Any final thoughts?

My son’s favorite book this week, The Little Engine That Could, offers an important reminder about 

the human condition: when you tell yourself “i think i can,” it’s far more likely that you can—and you 

will.

Learn more about Sage Cohen at www.pathofpossibility.com and www.sagecohentheproductivewriter.com.



Sarah Domet

“If you sit around waiting for inspiration to hit, you’ll likely be 
sitting around forever.”

Sarah Domet’s work has appeared in New Delta Review, Cincinnati Review, Beloit Fiction Journal, and 

Potomac Review, among others. She is the author of 90 Days to Your Novel: A Day-By-Day Plan for Outlining 

& Writing Your Book.

i had the pleasure of being Domet’s editor for 90 Days—a book that takes a tough love stance and provides a 

great motivational plan for finishing your novel. in the following interview she discusses inspiration, motivation, 

and the importance of a writing routine. 

—SF

When did you first know that you wanted to be a writer?

i think i’ve always known i wanted to be a writer. i just didn’t know i knew. as a girl, i’d check out 

collections of poetry from the school library. i didn’t understand what i was reading, but i knew i liked 

the feel of checking out those books and reading them, even if they didn’t always make sense to me. 

when we were assigned book reports in elementary school, i’d read books like War and Peace, and 

hand-write thirty page synopses. (My ever-patient mother would then type these for me, asking me if 

i could, perhaps, shorten my summaries.) 

as a kid, i struggled with shyness—big time. (My school nurse sent me to a speech therapist who 

asked me why i didn’t like to talk. i shrugged my shoulders in response.) writing was my outlet. it 

should come as no surprise that my earliest stories featured me as an outgoing protagonist, accomplishing 

all of these amazing feats—saving lives, conquering outer space, traveling in time, and meeting world 

leaders.       

What was the first thing you ever wrote?

Something exceedingly embarrassing. i think it was a science-fiction story about traveling forward in 

time, only to coincidentally meet my family in the future who, of course, sent me home with messages 

and warnings for everyone. however, the logistics of the story didn’t make complete sense. For example, 

when i leapt forward in time, my brother and sisters, well into their 30s/40s by then, were all still living 



at home with my parents. in the illustrations, the “future” family all wore matching one piece jump 

suits that looked right out of Mork and Mindy. 

Your book 90 Days to Your Novel offers a very structured approach to writing… what do you hope 

readers will gain from it? 

90 Days to Your Novel is a line in the sand with a challenge to cross it. it’s the kick in the pants, or the 

deadline, or the schedule, or the impetus for those who require such things. it’s not important what 

motivates you to write (passion, inspiration, guilt, catharsis, praise from your fourth-grade teacher, an 

outlet from your cubicle-confining day job, etc.), it matters that you write. the book asks its readers 

to put away clichéd notions of the Muse of inspiration and, instead, focus on creating good writing 

habits—and on looking at a work of fiction as a reader would. 

Many other books out there offer up get-in-touch-with- the-beautiful-inner-you advice that really 

keeps writers focused on the elements of writing that are too abstract for anyone’s good. when writers 

read these books, they say:  okay, i’m in touch with my inner me. now what? now how the heck do i 

get this thing down on the page? these exercises often cause more frustration for a writer who doesn’t 

know how to even begin creating fictional worlds on the page. Don’t get me wrong.  i think it’s an 

excellent idea to get in touch with yourself—but for beginning writers, it’s more useful to talk about 

the less abstract, more concrete elements of fiction: characters, plot, structure, organization, etc.  

however, i recognized, too, that an instructional book can only take a reader so far. Part of novel 

writing—or of any art, in fact—involves a little bit of magic, too. But you can’t have magic without the 

magician’s tools: a top hat with a recessed bottom, a rabbit, a wand, etc. [i try] to offer up these tools 

in order to guide readers into the magic of storytelling.   

What piece of advice that you received over the course of your career has had the biggest impact 

on your success?

i received one of my best bits of advice in a graduate writing workshop: Some people will love your 

fiction, and some people will hate it. write the kind of stories you want to write. Be mindful of your 

audience, but don’t obsess. 

Secondly, if your writing feels too easy, it probably is. Easy writing doesn’t equal good writing. 

writing never get easier with practice, but it can get better.

and, finally, my personal mantra:  Stop talking, start writing. 



What advice do you have for other writers?

writing is every bit as much about habit as it is about inspiration. … By following a set schedule, and 

dedicating two to three hours to writing per day, you can easily complete a draft of a novel in three 

months. inspiration won’t get you that far. if you sit around waiting for inspiration to hit, you’ll likely 

be sitting around forever. 

(i’ve always liked william Faulkner’s take on inspiration: “i only write when i feel the inspiration. 

Fortunately, inspiration strikes at 10 o’clock every day.”)

as both a teacher and a writer, i’m always interested in dispelling the myth of the “creative writer” 

as someone who privileges messiness and chaos over logic and order.  Many people still hold egregious 

misconceptions about writers and the writing life.

writers sharply observe the world, dissect it, and put it back together again, bit by bit, in authentic, 

surprising ways. in fact, good writers make order out of chaos, out of unlikely connections, and out 

of events, moments, and images taken out of context from their real lives. writers require specialized 

skills of observation and logic, and a clear understanding of how experience is ordered.

Most of the writers i know are structured, disciplined, hard-working people who have a keen sensitivity 

to the world around them. there’s no such thing as a writer type, except to say it’s one who writes.

What’s the worst kind of mistake that new writers, freelancers, or book authors can make?

not setting priorities. if you have a day job, or a family, or other obligations, it’s easy to put writing off 

for those things that require immediate attention. i struggle with this on a daily basis. Should i write or 

do my laundry? Should i write or meet my friends for a drink?     

also, being too in love with your writing is fatal. Be open to criticism and be honest with yourself 

when you assess your own work. not every sentence you write will be worthy of someone else’s 

time.     

But the worst mistake of all, without a doubt, is quitting.

What’s in your writing life that you can’t live without?

1.) My day job. though some days i gripe that i don’t have enough time to write due to my teaching 

responsibilities, i’ve been lucky to teach in both English and writing departments where every day i’m 

surrounded by intelligent, sensitive people who are truly passionate about art, literature, and writing. 

on a regular basis, i have the luxury of thinking and talking about writing.   



writing can be an isolating, frustrating, lonely profession. once you’re in a writing fugue, making 

good progress, you may spend hour after hour, night after night, alone. the reality of the writer is really 

much less sexy than the myth. if you’re a serious writer, you probably spend a lot of time alone. 

i’m lucky enough to be able to engage with a community of writers on a regular basis. these 

individuals know first-hand about the highs and lows of being a writer.

2.) My books. if not for big bookshelves lining my rooms, my walls may be completely bare. i like to 

think of my books as inspiration + decoration. 

Do you have any advice for new writers on building an audience?

Your audience doesn’t care about you. not one bit. they care about your story. Make them care about 

you through your story. or better yet: Don’t worry what they think about you at all.  

Any final thoughts?

i recently moved to the South from the Midwest, and this new experience almost immediately filtered 

itself into my writing. when i moved here, i was mid-way through working on a novel set in a boarding 

school in a rather non-descript (though probably Midwestern) town. the second half of the novel feels 

different from the first half, something i’m working on reconciling. But it’s made me think about how 

geography—topography—demography can shape writing.  

For instance, i now have a new repertoire of experiences from which to draw. i know what a 

scuppernong tastes like; i’ve seen the sides of back-country roads lined with remnant cotton balls during 

the cotton harvest; i’ve had pine straw get stuck in my shoes when i’m not careful; and i’ve listened 

to political stump speeches given by candidates atop bales of hay stacked on one side of a weekend 

farmers’ market, just like “in the olden days,” or, around here, like 6 weeks ago. that’s great stuff. 

while i don’t advocate that writers pick up and move across the country, i do think exposing yourself 

to new experiences will strengthen your writing by providing a broader range of experiences, details, 

and images that give texture to one’s writing.

To learn more about Sarah Domet visit www.sarahdomet.com.



Jeff Gerke

“Just because some famous novelists break the rules of good 
fiction and have terrific sales doesn’t mean you should.” 

Jeff gerke is a novelist and professional book doctor. he is popular at writers conferences across america as 

a fiction teacher. his style is informal and droll and tends toward the speculative. gerke spent twelve years on 

staff at various publishing houses before launching his own small publishing company, Marcher lord Press, 

in 2008. he writes under the pen name Jefferson Scott having authored such books as Virtually Eliminated, 

Fatal Defect and the operation Firebrand series. he’s also the author of The Art & Craft of Writing Christian 

Fiction, Plot Versus Character: A Balanced Approach to Writing Great Fiction, and The First 50 Pages: 

Engage Agents, Editors, and Readers, and Set Up Your Novel For Success. 

i’ve edited a couple of gerke’s books and i can tell you first hand, he was made for this. From writing to 

editing to running his own publishing company, gerke does it all, does it well, and loves what he does. in 

this interview he discusses writing and publishing advice, how movies can help you understand storytelling 

structure, and more.

—SF

What keeps you writing?

in my fiction, it’s the stories i want to tell. i got into this biz because no one was writing the stories i 

wanted to read, and that hasn’t changed.

For my nonfiction, which is mostly about the craft of writing fiction, i do it because i love to help and 

encourage novelists. i love to equip them to better do what it is they’re trying to do with their fiction.

What message do you find yourself repeating over and over to writers?



Just because some famous novelists break the rules of good fiction and have terrific sales doesn’t mean 

you should. their books succeed in spite of their low craftsmanship, not because of it. think how much 

better their fiction would be if they applied an elevated skill-set. and think how great it will be when 

yours is better written than theirs!

What the best writing advice you’ve ever recieved?

there are seasons in a writer’s life. Sometimes you can write all the time. in other seasons you’re not 

able to write because of schedule and other responsibilities. But that doesn’t mean you’re not a writer 

anymore. the saying “a writer writes” is true, but sometimes a writer has to wait to write. that season 

will come around again in time.

What’s the worst kind of mistake that writers, freelancers, or book authors can make?

getting published too easily and too early. in our day of self-publishing and micro-publishing, it’s 

sometimes easy to get a book published before the novelist has gone through the hard knocks that make 

her have to really sit down and learn her craft. now, with no hurdles to overcome and no panel of editors 

to vet manuscripts, people are getting published before they’re truly ready. and then they tend to get 

stiff-necked about improving. why should they? they’re already published.

You use a lot of movies as examples when you teach. In your opinion, why are movies such good 

tools for examining story structure?

Movies are terrific teaching tools for fiction because of their visual nature. So much of my fiction 

teaching has more to do with cinema than the fiction of generations gone by … examples from movies 

are a natural. Screenwriters (the good ones) understand modern storytelling in its purest and most 

effective form. why not employ those practices in our fiction? also, references to popular movies are 

often more likely to be known by a larger percentage of listeners than the typical novel. nothing beats 

an example from Star Wars or Raiders of the Lost Ark to communicate quickly.

What’s one thing in your writing life that you can’t live without?

a fast internet connection.

What does a typical day look like for you?

i make my living as a freelance editor and book doctor—plus i run a small publishing company in my 



margin time [ahem]. So i’m at the computer (in my basement) by 6:30 doing the morning e-mail work 

and checking sales, filling orders, etc. then it’s worky-work-work until dinner, and usually more after 

that. i watch our toddler during the day, so i’m often trying to type while she’s in my lap “helping.” 

How has your writing/publishing life changed in the past five years?

i wrote my most recent novel in 2002. Since then it’s been all editing and working on and off staff 

of various publishing companies. i launched my small publishing house in 2008, so now i do all the 

publishing things—acquisitions, contracts, editing, cover design, typesetting, marketing, bookkeeping, 

etc.—alongside the normal work of meeting freelance deadlines and generating new work. But the 

publishing venture has been fairly successful and we’ve won some major awards in our industry, so 

i’m hopeful that one day i’ll be able to do less freelancing work and concentrate on expanding Marcher 

lord Press.

Do you have any advice for new writers on building an audience?

Marketing fiction is a huge mystery. Unless you’re the marketing person assigned to promote a tom 

Clancy or an anne rice, you’re going to have trouble knowing how to reach the people who would 

“love this novel.”

i adhere to what i call the 30:1 rule. if you do 30 things to promote your novel and build your audience, 

1 of them will be successful. But you never know which one it will be and it will never be the same one 

twice. So you have to do all 30—or some new 30—to get the 1 that hits. Just keep at it. Every day try 

to do one thing to increase your readership. these things accumulate.

also, consider entering contests. You never know what will happen if you win an award. we’d been 

trying to get Marcher lord Press novels in at a major online bookstore, but they wouldn’t return our 

calls. then when one of our books was named a finalist for a national award, suddenly this bookstore 

was calling us asking to carry our books. lol.

What about advice for writers seeking agents?

Be sure you check out any agent on Preditors and Editors [http://pred-ed.com] before signing. and if 

an agent ever tries to charge you anything up front (copying fees, reading fees, etc.), run.

also keep in mind that the agent works for you. that’s not how it’s presented, i know. an author feels 

privileged if a noted agent is interested in signing her. But if the agent isn’t doing what the author wants 

or just doesn’t mesh well with her, she ought to fire her and look for another. try not to burn any bridges 



in publishing, of course, but if you sign with an agent it’s not necessarily a permanent relationship.

What do you see as your biggest publishing accomplishment?

this year i was one of three finalists for Fiction Editor of the Year in my industry. if i’d won, i probably 

would’ve named that, though it is huge just to be a finalist. novels i’ve published have won major 

awards, so i’m very proud of that. and i’ve “discovered” some wonderful novelists. But i think the 

thing i’m proudest of is the creation of my publishing company. Because i publish in a niche almost no 

one else is publishing in, i give hope to a ton of writers out there who thought there would be no home 

for their novels.

Learn more about Jeff Gerke and his work at www.wherethemapends.com and www.marcherlordpress.com.



April Hamilton

“There’s nothing mysterious or sacred about publishing. 
Publishing is a business, nothing more or less.”

april l. hamilton is an author, blogger, technorati BlogCritic, leading advocate and speaker for the indie 

author movement, and founder of Publetariat.com, the premiere online news hub and community for indie 

authors and small imprints. She’s spoken at the o’reilly tools of Change conference and the writer’s Digest 

Business of getting Published conference, and has also judged self-published books for competitions run 

by writer’s Digest and the next generation indie Book awards. She is also on the Board of Directors for 

the association of independent authors, and works as a freelance editor, designer, and platform/publishing 

consultant for self-publishers. She is the author of The Indie Author Guide: Self Publishing Strategies Anyone 

Can Use.

Interview conducted by Melissa Wuske

What piece of advice that you received over the course of your career has had the biggest impact 

on your success?

this is a difficult question to answer, since my career has taken some unexpected twists and turns. i 

don’t think i’ve received career advice pertaining to writing or publishing from any specific person 

along the way, but there are three guiding principles i’ve tended to follow. the first is, “nobody knows 

anything,” which is a quote from william goldman. the second is that there’s nothing mysterious or 

sacred about publishing. Publishing is a business, nothing more or less. the last is that most of the time, 

what seems like luck is actually just preparation meeting opportunity.

i’ve taken the goldman quote to mean there’s no fixed blueprint for success in any endeavor; at some 

point you have to stop trying to figure out the secret handshake and just focus on doing the best work 



you possibly can so you’ll be ready when a door opens for you at last.

recognizing publishing for the business it is reveals the fact that signing with a publisher is simply 

a business partnership, there’s nothing magical about it. if a publisher chooses not to partner with this 

or that writer, it doesn’t necessarily mean the writer’s work has no merit or commercial potential. all it 

means is that the partnership didn’t look like a profitable one to that specific publisher at that specific 

time. it’s easy to get caught up in emotions when things don’t work out as you’d hoped, but emotion has 

nothing to do with it. there are no white hats and black hats here, just businesspeople making business 

decisions.

What message do you find yourself repeating over and over to writers?

Forget the so-called “rules” of writing. Sometimes prologues work, sometimes they don’t. Sometimes 

shifts in PoV work, sometimes they don’t. Sometimes an adverb really is the best word choice. if you 

must have rules, i’d say these are the only two you need:

1. if it weakens, or adds nothing to the work, change it.

2. if it strengthens the work, leave it alone.

What’s the worst kind of mistake that new writers, freelancers, or book authors can make?

i hate to repeat myself so soon, but i have to go back to treating publishing like a business: most aspiring 

authors don’t. if you intend to approach an agent or trade publisher, you need to be able to make a 

compelling case for why they should take a risk on you and your book, why you and your book are likely 

to be profitable. if you’re going to self-publish for profit, you need to go into it expecting to run a small 

business because that’s exactly what you’ll be doing. and if you’re going to try and support yourself 

through freelance gigs, again, you must accept that you’re running a business and operate accordingly: 

maintain records, keep an eye on the competition, track income and expenses, and so on.

What’s the one thing you can’t live without in your writing life?

Solitude. i’m not good at tuning out distractions, and with two kids and a menagerie of pets in my house, 

it can be very difficult to find the time, quiet and solitude i need to do my best work. there have been 

times when i’ve had to hole up in a local hotel for a few days just to get some writing done.

What does a typical day look like for you?

i’m up at 6:30am to get my kids ready for school. i’ll usually boot up my main laptop before starting 

•

•



breakfast for the kids and take a quick glance at my inbox to see if anything urgent is waiting for me. 

after i drop the kids off and get back home, i go through my email and then look over my calendar and to-

do list for the day. i’ll do a quick check on all my websites, to be sure they’re all up and running normally, 

then a quick twitter check to see if there are any pages i need to bookmark for later reading.

i’ll work on freelance jobs until lunchtime, during which i’ll go back to read those pages i bookmarked 

in the morning. then i’ve got another couple of hours to work on freelance jobs before i have to pick 

up the kids from school. i’m a chronic multitasker, so i’m always listening to an audiobook in the car 

and i’ll usually squeeze at least one errand in on my way to the school pickups.

My productivity takes a nosedive once the kids are home so i tend to spend the afternoons helping 

them with their homework, checking in on my email and social media, and posting content to my sites. 

none of those things require as much focus as the freelance work. Most nights, i put in another couple 

of hours on freelance work after the kids are in bed, when the house is finally quiet and i have all that 

wonderful solitude. i don’t usually get to bed till sometime near midnight. i’ll often do marathon work 

sessions on the weekends, when the kids are away with their father.

If you could change one thing about publishing, what would it be?

the one change i’ve wanted most is already happening: self-publishing has gone mainstream, and indie 

authorship has gained respectability at last. i think the majority of authors and publishing folk alike 

now see self-publishing for what it really is: just one among several paths for reaching a readership. i 

think everyone agrees at last that sometimes, self-publishing makes more sense for a given book than 

a mainstream release would.

In what way (if any) has your writing/publishing life changed in the past five years?

i started out intending to be a novelist, but somehow ended up taking that fork in the road that leads to 

nonfiction-slash-reference and ended up making a career of banging the indie drum and helping other 

authors go indie. it’s been a good thing, though.

of course it makes me feel great to hear someone enjoys one of my novels or stories, but i don’t 

think i ever could’ve found the kind of fulfillment i have today if i’d stuck exclusively to writing fiction, 

even if i’d scaled the bestseller lists. when i get an email from someone who says i’ve given him the 

information, tools or confidence he needed to make his lifelong dream of becoming a published author 

a reality, i know i’m right where i belong and feel very fortunate to be there.



Do you have any advice for new writers on fostering a strong network?

it can’t be all about salesmanship, especially in the beginning. the key to success with networking and 

social media is to seek out those people and opportunities you’d be attracted to even if you didn’t have 

a book to sell. Play to your strengths, and be willing to offer help without any expectation of payback.

too often, people look at networking and social media as nothing more than a system of bartering 

favors. approaching it with a self-serving agenda will undermine your efforts, because it won’t take 

long for those around you to realize you’re only willing to minimally invest in them and their work, and 

only if some kind of payback is forthcoming. Sometimes someone i’ve helped is in a position to help 

me later on, but that’s more the exception than the rule. if you can surround yourself with like-minded, 

positive-thinking individuals, you’ll never feel the time and energy you invest in them is wasted.

What do you see as your biggest publishing accomplishment?

My self-published novel, Snow Ball. it’s a book my then-agent disliked, but i believed strongly in it and 

eventually, it became my first self-published book. it hasn’t sold enough copies to make me rich, but it 

was very well received right from the start and that early, positive feedback gave me the confidence i 

needed to know i was on the right track with indie authorship. Everything else, right up to writing The 

Indie Author Guide and founding Publetariat, came as a result of that first successful self-publishing 

experience.

What do you see as the biggest benefit of indie authorship?

the biggest benefit of indie authorship is also the biggest potential drawback: the freedom to get your 

work out to the public without having to go through any intermediaries. trade publishers are only 

interested in large audiences for their books, but there are plenty of smaller audiences to be tapped, too. 

if your book is right for them, you can serve those smaller populations. if it’s not, you’ll find that out 

pretty quickly without any ego-buffering agent or publisher running interference for you.

What is the biggest challenge for indie authors?

Sorry, but i have to repeat myself yet again: it’s accepting, and excelling at, the business side of things. 

the most successful indie authors are also the most entrepreneurial, but many aspiring authors don’t 

have the skills or disposition to become entrepreneurs.

lots of people will say the biggest challenge facing indie authors is getting the necessary exposure 



and public acceptance for their work, but that’s the same challenge faced by any small businessperson 

bringing a new product to market. if the author has educated herself on things like marketing, branding 

and public relations, the challenge of reaching the public with an effective promotional message is much 

easier to overcome—and certainly no more difficult to tackle than it would be for any other entrepreneur 

selling any other product.

Even if a given writer doesn’t expect to earn huge profits with his book, it’s still necessary to acquire 

the skills and knowledge needed to produce a quality product, whether he’s publishing in print or ebook 

formats. indie authorship just isn’t workable for technophobes.

Any final thoughts?

My personal motto is, “never say you don’t know how to do it; say you don’t know how to do it yet.” 

Successful indie authorship demands certain skills and knowledge, and self-publishing has become a 

fairly high-tech process. Even so, it’s not all that difficult or complex. anyone with a good manuscript 

who’s willing to learn, can keep an open mind, and is willing to invest the necessary time and energy 

can be a successful indie author. Easily 60% of the success formula is just overcoming your initial fear 

of the unknown and taking that leap of faith in yourself and your work.

Learn more about April Hamilton at www.aprillhamilton.com. 



Becky Levine

“Revising is scary, and we all want so much to get to the 
publishing stage quickly, that it can be tempting to skim or skip 
rewrites. The fact is, though, we have to do the hard work.”

Becky levine is the author of The Writing & Critique Group Survival Guide: How to Give and Receive 

Feedback, Self-Edit, and Make Revisions. She has written for Writer’s Digest magazine and The Horn Book 

Guide, and other periodicals. as a freelance editor, levine provides critique services to other writers.

levine is a big advocate for finding a writing group. She has great insights into giving and receiving critiques, 

as well as how to incorporate the feedback you receive into your revisions. here is an interview with levine 

where she discusses the craft, the writing life, writing groups, and more.

—SF

When did you know you wanted to be a writer?

when i was growing up, we moved when i was nine years old, and i always date things around the “old 

house” and the “new house.” i don’t remember writing anything in the old house, but it was a huge  

part of my life in the new house. i think the actual moment when i decided this was what i wanted 

to do “when i grew up,” was when i was reading a  wonderful series of teen mysteries by Phyllis a. 

whitney. i can remember holding one of those books and making the decision that i would be a writer. 

Ms. whitney had published several writing books, and i asked for them all for various birthday and 

Christmas presents.

What was the first thing you wrote?

the first thing i remember writing was a short story about george washington, that pretty much accused 

him of lying about that cherry tree and then confessing, but not until he realized he was going to get 

busted anyway. that may have been one of the stories i actually sent to Redbook and Cosmopolitan … 

needless to say, they did not publish me.

How much time per day do you spend writing?

My time these days is pretty scattered. on a good day, i can sit and write for a solid couple of hours 

and feel good about what i’m getting on the page. But i think it’s more important that writers try to 



get a chunk of writing time in each day, even if it’s only twenty or thirty minutes, rather than waiting 

for the day they have a big open slot on the calendar. the more often we come back to a project, the 

more fresh it is in our brain. if we skip a few days, then too much of our “writing” time is used up by 

catching up with the work we did in the last session, with bringing the story or other project back into 

our writing minds.

Do you have any writing  rituals that get you in “the zone”?

i don’t have any real rituals–i’m actually a bit jealous of those writers who do. it’s pretty much a 

requirement that i have a  cup of tea on my desk if i want to write. and i read somewhere that if you 

pick a piece of music, a specific CD, to write to every day, that your brain gets trained to respond to that 

familiarity and get moving in the right  direction. when i remember to do this, it seems to work. 

What’s the one thing you can’t live without in your writing life?

i have to cheat at the very start and list two things. the first is books. Yes, that’s reading, not writing, 

but the reading is why i write. always having one or two (or three) books going feeds my energy and 

creativity. i’ve heard of writers who read less, or don’t read at all, when they’re writing, but that’s just 

not possible for me.

the other necessity is, honestly, my critique and writing circle. the actual act of writing is a solitary 

function, but my writing friends motivate and inspire me, and the discussions we have about our projects 

and the writing craft constantly give me new ideas to play with. i could, and would, still be writing 

without these people, but not as happily and not as productively.

What message do you find yourself repeating over and over to writers?

Find a good critique group. well, that and make the commitment to put the time and energy into seriously 

deep revisions. revising is scary, and we all want so much to get to the publishing stage quickly, that 

it can be tempting to skim or skip rewrites. the fact is, though, we have to do the hard work to get 

there.

The best writing advice you’ve ever heard?

Probably a mix of “a writer writes,” and “it’s the process.” in other words, yes, we have to sit in our 

chairs and put our fingers on the keyboards, or we’re not going to see that stack of pages on the desk. 

on the other hand, realistically, the words are just not going to flow beautifully every single day. there 



are times when you need to take a break, back away from the computer and do some research, play with 

plot diagrams, or go for a long walk with a friend. we need to remember that these steps are all part of 

the writing process, all part of helping the ideas come.

What’s the worst kind of mistake writers make?

i think it’s playing “ostrich,” tucking their heads in and just putting words on the page. obviously, this 

is the biggest part of writing a book, but it’s the “just” in the sentence that can be the problem. writers 

need to read in their genre, they need to share their work with strong critiquers, and they need to educate 

themselves about the publishing industry—about agents and editors. they need to turn themselves not 

just into writers, but into professional writers. this isn’t easy, with everything else most of us have to 

fit into our lives, but i think it’s a very important part of moving forward with our projects.

What’s your schedule like?

i get up early and, as i ingest caffeine, answer emails, post on my blog and comment on others, and 

say “hello” out on the social-networking sites. then i turn off the internet and dedicate an hour, at 

least, to whatever fiction project i’m working on that day. the rest of the day will go to things like my 

nonfiction writing, prepping for workshops and writing conferences, and marketing this book. Plus 

hanging around during after-school hours for the occasional homework question from my son, pulling 

the house together, and other life “stuff.”

If you could change one thing about publishing, what would it be?

i would love if there were more money and time available for editing. Yes, it’s the writer’s job to get 

that manuscript as polished and clean as they possibly can, but i still see books released that would, 

in my opinion, have really benefited from another pass. i know editors are absolutely swamped, but it 

would be wonderful if, somehow, they had the “space” to fall in love with a book and help their authors 

revise that book to its full potential.

You’re a big advocate for writing groups. Do you have any advice for new writers on fostering 

strong relationship with their writing group?

Put as much energy and commitment into your group as you put into your writing. take each critique 

seriously, setting aside a quiet, dedicated session to read and make comments. listen carefully and 

respectfully to the feedback you get from others. if you’re having trouble with another critiquer, talk 



about it. Don’t try and shut it away or pretend you’re not bothered—that just leads to anger and 

resentment.

obviously, there are times when a group is just the wrong fit for a writer. we all, though, have fears 

and worries that can cause complications in a group, and these complications are usually worth trying 

to problem-solve. if the members of a group are willing to learn and change, to be flexible about and 

supportive of each other’s needs, then they have a great chance of growing a strong critique group 

together. and a strong group will more than pay back all the effort you put into it.

What about advice for writers seeking agents?

Educate yourself. read blogs, check websites, go to conferences, and get on a social-networking site. 

lots of agents (and editors) are active on twitter and Facebook. Join a writing club. Share information 

with your critique partners. Find out what agents want, and learn how to write a great query letter to go 

with your book.

get your manuscript into the best possible shape you can before you query. Finish your manuscript, 

always remembering that the definition of “finish” includes many, many revisions. Don’t waste your 

chances at getting an agent’s positive attention by sending them pages that aren’t ready, or—worse—

not having anything to send when they ask.

Learn more about Becky Levine at www.beckylevine.com.



Donald Maass

“Frustrations happen, but pour them into your fiction.”

Donald Maass heads the Donald Maass literary agency in new York City, which represents more than 150 

novelists and sells more than 150 novels every year to pubishers in america and overseas. he is the author 

of several books for fiction writers including The Career Novelist, Writing the Breakout Novel, Writing the 

Breakout Novel Workbook, The Fire in Fiction: Passion, Purpose, and Techniques to Make Your Novel Great, 

and The Breakout Novelist.

Interview conducted by Melissa Wuske.

What piece of advice that you received over the course of your career has had the biggest impact 

on your success?

it was some advice i gave myself: Stop fuming over the mistakes fiction writers make, get out there and 

show them how to be successful. So i started writing books and teaching workshops.

What message do you find yourself repeating over and over to writers?

what will make you successful isn’t your publisher, agent, deals, promo or blog. it’s your stories, 

period.

What’s the worst kind of mistake that new writers, freelancers, or book authors can make?

weak line-by-line tension in their manuscripts. what makes any type of novel a gripping read is micro-

tension that doesn’t let up.

What’s the one thing you can’t live without in your writing/agenting life?



the adrenaline jolt of reading great fiction is what inspires me to keep going.

If you could change one thing about publishing, what would it be?

Contracts should have built into them not just a revision framework, but time to play and explore. So 

many published novels achieve less than they could. Consequently, readers aren’t as engrossed as they 

could be.

As an agent, what’s the biggest change you’ve seen in publishing in the past five years?

that would be the devastating impact of the economic downturn. it’s made our industry fearful and 

cautious just when it needs to be bold and innovative.

Do you have any advice for new writers on fostering a strong author-agent relationship?

a professional attitude goes a long way. Frustrations happen but pour them into your fiction!

What do you see as the biggest success in your writing/agenting career?

Still here after thirty years, my agency selling 150 titles per year. Writing the Breakout Novel is rated 

by many writers among the classics in this field. i’m proud of that, too.

To learn more about Donald Maass and his literary agency visit www.maassagency.com.



Dinty W. Moore

“Don’t settle for good enough. Keep working to be a better 
writer, a better reader, and to offer a fresher perspective.”

Dinty w. Moore is the author of Between Panic & Desire, The Accidental Buddhist, Toothpick Men, and The 

Emperor’s Virtual Clothes. he has published essays and stories in The Southern Review, The Georgia Review, 

Harpers, The New York Times Sunday Magazine, The Philadelphia Inquirer Magazine, Gettysburg Review, 

Utne Reader, and Crazyhorse, among others. Moore is a professor of nonfiction writing at ohio University, and 

has won many awards for his writing, including a national Endowment for the arts Fellowship in Fiction.

i had the pleasure of working as Moore’s editor for his book Crafting the Personal Essay: A Guide for 

Writing and Publishing Creative Nonfiction. Moore’s writing is at once funny and informative, like advice 

from a mentor who also happens to be a good friend. Below, in one of the best author interviews i’ve ever 

conducted, Moore offers his insights into the craft, the balance between dreaming big and working hard, and 

his thoughts on personal essays as a means of self-discovery. 

—SF

What message do you find yourself repeating over and over to writers?

there is no shortcut. good writing takes work, stubborn revision, and more than anything, the willingness 

to dig deeper and deeper into a subject, even if what you find makes you uncomfortable.

How do you view the role of the personal essay in today’s literary environment?

i am tempted to say that the personal essay is more important than ever—many blogs are made up of 

daily personal essays, for instance—but the truth is, the personal essay has been an important part of 

the literary scene for centuries, and remains important, and will remain important. it is the artist’s job 

to delve down into the subject in search of insight and enlightenment, and like the poem, like the short 

story, the personal essay invites just such exploration.

What’s the best writing advice you’ve ever gotten?

Don’t settle for good enough. keep working to be a better writer, a better reader, and to offer a fresher 

perspective.



What’s the worst kind of mistake that new writers, freelancers, or book authors can make?

too often, in my opinion, beginning writers focus on what point they want to make, what the message 

will be in their writing, the “theme” or “thesis,” whereas the seasoned and successful writers that i know 

are always after what they can discover. Being too sure of what you want to say from the outset can be 

a bad thing in writing—you just end up re-stating the obvious.

What’s your schedule like?

i wake up around 6 am, write for a few hours, then go off to my University job, where it is all about 

meetings, classes, e-mails, and more e-mails.

Any thoughts on the publishing industry?

You know, publishing is just a business, and it functions like a business—supply and demand, all of that—

so what’s to change? By and large, the books that are popular are popular because they fill a certain need, 

whether that need is for elegant lyricism, serious information and analysis, or for formulaic escapism.

i wish that more people read books on a weekly basis, and that more bookstores existed and thrived, 

and that more readers took the occasional chance on a book that hadn’t hit the bestseller list and wasn’t 

penned by a celebrity author, but all in all, the system functions fairly rationally. 

i suppose if i could change one thing, i’d do away with some of the extravagant, multi-million dollar 

advances and mega-marketing campaigns, so we could spread the wealth around a bit, so mid-list authors 

made a little more on their books, and more books were adequately marketed.  that would be good.

Do you have any advice for new writers on building an audience?

Much depends on whether you have a niche—a defined subject area. if you are hoping to write a book 

about knitting, it is wise to become active on the various knitting blogs and discussion forums (while 

working on your writing and finding a fresh way to discuss your topic.)

But if you are writing literary fiction, or the literary essay, i don’t see a lot of benefit to blogging 

as an audience-builder. instead, just make your writing stronger each and every month, and send to 

magazines. Each little step up the ladder—first publication, second publication, first paying publication, 

first publication from a “top tier” magazine, first query from an agent, first book rejection—leads 

eventually to the next step. i’m not the first to say it, but building a writing and publishing career is 

simply putting one foot in front of the other and moving forward, sometimes with painful slowness, 



sometimes with a lucky leap forward. But you have to be out there, walking along the path.

What do you see as your biggest publishing accomplishment?

Perseverance.

Any other advice you’d like to share?

allow yourself a few minutes here and there to dream about fame, book tours, tV appearances, riches 

and that stone house on the craggy coast of Maine, but don’t spend more than a few minutes on that 

dream. that’s not writing.

if you want to be a writer, you have to love to write, love revision, love shaping sentences. You have 

to adore words and the endless possibilities of words in combination. You have to know in your heart 

that even if no one ever read a word of what you have written, you would still do it, for yourself, because 

the process, the practice, is thrilling and inescapable.

Learn more about Dinty W. Moore at www.dintywmoore.com.



Jessica Page Morrell

“Write from your passions, whatever that means for you. If 
something fascinates you, enrages you, worries you, find a way 
to put it into words.”

Jessica Page Morrell is the author of The Writer’s I Ching: Wisdom for the Creative Life, Voices from the 

Street, Between the Lines: Master the Subtle Elements of Fiction Writing, and Writing Out the Storm, among 

others.

Morrell works as a developmental editor and teaches writers through a series of workshops in the northwest, 

at writing conferences throughout north america, and at Evergreen State College in olympia, washington. She 

hosts a website at www.writing-life.com, and she’s written a monthly column about topics related to writing 

since 1998 that currently appears in the willamette writer. She also writes a monthly e-mail newsletter, the 

writing life, and a blog, the writing life too. She lives in Portland, where she is surrounded by writers.

Interview conducted by Kelly Nickell

What piece of advice that you received over the course of your career has had the biggest impact 

on your success?

about ten years ago when i was discouraged about working as a writer because i’d been dealt a harsh 

blow, an editor in a publishing house told me that she believed that we (writers) don’t choose writing, 

that it chooses us. once i accepted that truth, and that this is the only thing i want to do with my life, it 

seemed easier to bear the various trials of getting published and writing every day.

What message do you find yourself repeating over and over to writers?

read critically and widely. last year i was teaching at a conference and was asked to critique manuscript 

segments written by conference participants. three of the writers were writing for young adults and all 

three were retired and in their sixties. the first thing that i noticed was that their stories seemed dated 

and out of touch with contemporary lifestyles, language, issues, and sensibilities. when i asked each 

of them if they read young adult novels, they all said no or that they had read them when they were 

kids—about fifty years ago.

at the same conference i was teaching a workshop on memoir writing. there were about fifty writers 



in the class and when i asked how many were writing memoirs they all raised their hands. when i asked 

how many had read ten memoirs, about twenty people raised their hands. when i asked how many had 

read twenty memoirs, no one raised their hands. 

not only do you need to read the sort of book you’re writing, but also you need to sample all sorts 

of approaches, genres, voices. keep asking yourself about the choices the author made in technique, 

style and voice. notice the pacing techniques; when he or she moves in and out of time and why; how 

themes are expressed. notice the intimacy with which the author reveals the characters and how inner 

conflict is expressed. notice how quickly authors slip in and out of scenes and how scenes are based 

on conflict.

What’s the worst kind of mistake that new writers, freelancers, or book authors can make?

two things stand out for me. First, beginners often don’t understand the underpinnings of narrative 

structure, especially the three-act structure and how plot points work, how the opening needs a powerful 

hook, and the mid-point needs a reversal. So read all you can on structure, including scene structure.

Second, too many writers don’t pay enough attention to language, voice and style. they use pallid or 

passive verbs, they don’t use figurative language or sprinkle their manuscripts with unexpected pleasures 

of language. often there is a sort of flatness in their writing style, or the writing is littered with clichés 

or trite expressions, or is simply written with a limited vocabulary. i always urge writers not to pile 

on modifiers—it’s a big give away that you’re an amateur. instead, choose only a few modifiers that 

hammer home meaning and prefer solid nouns and verbs in your sentences. 

What can’t you live without in your writing life?

there is probably no one thing i cannot live without except for my computer. it feels like an extension of 

my brain, so i cannot imagine writing without it, although i admire people who write longhand and i also 

jot in notebooks all the time, especially when i’m traveling or at the oregon coast. i also am surrounded 

by stacks of books, need Earl grey tea and a radio tuned to nPr or air america as i work.

What’s your writing schedule like?

i write every day—first thing in the morning. So i typically rise at six and walk into my office and 

switch on my computer then walk downstairs and start water boiling for tea. listening to the morning 

news, i begin writing as the sun rises and keep at it until about eleven or so. i usually begin my writing 

day by lightly editing something i wrote the day before—this way my first draft is actually a second 



draft. this also means that instead of giving in to doubts or anxiety when i first sit down to write, that 

i focus on refinement. thus, before i know it, i move beyond editing and i’m writing away, instead of 

worrying about what i should say and how i should say it. 

Since i usually work in my pajamas or bathrobe (hoping the doorbell won’t ring) at midday i shower, 

exercise, eat lunch, run errands. i typically spend my afternoons working on an editing project or 

prepping for an upcoming workshop, or taking care of the business side of writing. Sometimes when 

i’m on a deadline i write all day.

when i don’t go out for the evening i try to take a long walk at dusk so i can watch the various 

colors of the sky. Pacific air is often moving into Portland around dusk and often the sky looks like 

a huge Matisse canvass. i also find that i get my best ideas while walking, so i try to walk as often as 

possible.

If you could change one thing about publishing, what would it be?

hmm … good question. i guess it would be nice if there would be more access. Sometimes it just seems 

that it’s extremely difficult to reach the people in publishing and that the whole process takes so much 

time and effort simply to slide a foot in the door.

Do you have any advice for new writers on fostering a strong author/editor relationship?

Deadlines are sacred. act like a pro, be respectful of editors’ time and resources since they’re notoriously 

overworked, and pick your battles. You probably cannot win every skirmish during the copyediting and 

proofreading stage. also realize that most manuscripts improve by tightening, so accept that reality.

Any final thoughts?

write from your passions, whatever that means for you. if something fascinates you, enrages you, 

worries you, find a way to put it into words.

To learn more  about Jessica Page Morrell visit www.jessica.morrell.com



Steven Harper Piziks

“Write it, finish it, send it out. You can’t get published if you 
don’t do all three.”

Steven harper Piziks is the author of In the Company of Mind and Corporate Mentality, both science-fiction 

books published by Baen Books. writing as Steven harper for roc Books, he has produced the Silent Empire 

series for roc and is currently writing the Brain Plague steampunk trilogy for Daw. he’s also written 

books based on Star Trek, Battlestar Galactica, and The Ghost Whisperer, as well as the movie novelization 

Identity. 

i had the chance to work as Piziks’s editor for Writing the Paranormal Novel: Techniques and Exercises for 

Weaving Supernatural Elements Into Your Story, which he wrote for writer’s Digest Books in 2010. During 

that time Piziks took a few minutes to talk with me about his favorite reads, the importance of professionalism, 

and persisting as a writer.

—SF

When did you first know you wanted to be a writer?

weirdly, i didn’t really have a moment when i knew. i’ve been writing since i was old enough to hold 

a pencil, but to me, writers were people who lived in exotic places like Miami or new York or San 

Francisco. they didn’t live in backwoods Michigan, feeding one end of a horse and shoveling up what 

came out of the other. i didn’t learn until years later that many writers did live where i did and grew 

up doing exactly that. Even so, i didn’t know anyone who actually wrote for money, and i had no idea 

how to go about getting published. So i wrote for myself.

What was the first thing you ever wrote?



that would be a science fiction novel about a boy who was kidnapped off a sailboat by aliens living 

under the ocean. i was eight years old, and i worked on that book for two or three years. the manuscript 

has since disappeared. if i found it now, i’d probably both squirm with embarrassment and be charmed 

by this window to my past self.

if you mean the first thing i wrote for publication, i sold an article about raising rabbits to The Mother 

Earth News when i was thirteen years old, believe it or not. it started when i wrote a letter to the editor. 

i included my age under my signature, and the editor wrote back to say he was impressed with my 

writing ability and if i ever wanted to query him with something, i should. i was raising rabbits at the 

time, so i wrote a query letter (based on the editor’s helpful instructions). the editor gave the go-ahead 

for the article, which excited me hugely. i wrote the article in two weeks, and they bought it. Even so, 

i thought it was a fluke—i was only thirteen and didn’t think of myself as a professional writer, but in 

retrospect, i certainly was!

What are your five favorite books and why?

Jumper by Steven gould: a great adventure story with an entirely empathetic, hugely likeable 

main character. You’ll want to be Davy’s best friend from the first page.

Wild Seed by octavia E. Butler: Best. Book. Ever. Everyone raves about Kindred, but this one is 

much better. octavia Butler is the master at yanking you into her story and never letting go, and 

then when you start noticing the themes and symbols, the story becomes more breathtaking.

The Catch Trap by Marion Zimmer Bradley: the best character novel i’ve ever read. it made me 

laugh and cry and ache and want to go into the book to live with these people. i slipped references 

to this into my book Trickster after Marion died.

From the Notebooks of Dr. Brain by Minister Faust: Most creative way to write a book in all 

history. how the heck did Faust come up with the idea of doing a self-help book for super-heroes? 

and how did he manage to work an intricate, character-driven plot into it? i stand in awe. You 

have to read this one, even if you’re not a super-hero fan.

Watership Down by richard adams: if you haven’t heard of this one, you spent your life in a 

cave on Mars. go get it. right now.

What piece of advice have you received over the course of your career that has had the biggest 

impact on your success?

•

•

•

•

•



Marion Zimmer Bradley impressed on me the importance of taking a professional attitude toward 

writing. this meant: 1) writing every day, 2) Submitting manuscripts, 3) listening to editor feedback, 

4) writing some more. this attitude has kept me going forward, even when i didn’t want to write, and 

gotten me to finish projects i wouldn’t otherwise have completed.

What do you think is the main thing that sets writing a paranormal or supernatural novel apart from 

writing other kinds of fiction?

the need to explain the magic. it’s the biggest challenge, really. it’s so easy to use big expository lumps, 

but that bores the reader. on the other hand, you can explore fantastic themes and ideas that other kinds 

of fiction don’t get to touch.

What message do you find yourself repeating over and over to writers?

write it, finish it, send it out. You can’t get published if you don’t do all three.

What’s the worst kind of mistake that writers can make?

Paying someone to publish your book for you. remember, the money flows toward the writer. no 

exceptions. this mantra will keep you free from 99% of all publishing scams.

What’s the one thing in your writing life you can’t live without?

My computer. i dropped my typewriter the moment PCs became available and never looked back. i’d 

cry if i had to give up my computer.

What’s one thing you’d like to see change about the publishing industry.

i’d get rid of the return system. no other industry allows retailers to destroy unsold merchandise and 

get credit for it. Publishing started this in the 1930s because the Depression was hurting book orders, 

but those days are long over. there’s no reason to continue it today.

How has your writing life evolved?

Electronic publishing has changed the publishing world enormously. i recently joined Book View Cafe 

(http://www.bookviewcafe.com), a co-op of professional authors who sell their work on-line. we offer 

our backlist electronically and have also published several original anthologies. the internet has truly 

exploded into the publishing worlds in the last few years.



Do you have any advice for new writers on building an audience?

write the most enjoyable stories you can, and keep going! if you land a series, remember that most 

people read multiple books because they care about the characters and want to know what’s going on 

in their lives.

What about advice for writers seeking agents?

Visit the web site for the american association of authors’ representatives (http://aaronline.org/). Use 

their search engine to match yourself up with agents who represent your genre of fiction, visit the agents’ 

web sites to see what kind of submissions they want, and follow their instructions to the letter!

If you weren’t a writer what would you want to be?

i’d still be a dad and a teacher.  i’d probably fill my writing time with more time at the harp, and play 

at weddings and parties again. i don’t do that anymore because i don’t have time!

Any other advice?

octavia Butler said it best: Persist.

To learn more about Steven Harper Piziks visit www.stevenpiziks.com.



Peter Selgin

“We writers make lots of noise about how tough our business 
is, but it’s no harder, really, than being a nurse’s aid or running 
a successful restaurant or fruit stand. Anyone who sets out to 
do anything well and with integrity is in for a struggle.”

Peter Selgin is the author of Drowning Lessons (the Flannery o’Connor award-winning story collection), 

Life Goes to the Movies (a novel), and Confessions of a Left-Handed Man (a memoir in essays). his work has 

appeared in dozens of publications, including Ploughshares and Best American Essays. he is also the author 

of By Cunning & Craft: Sound Advice and Practical Wisdom for Fiction Writers, and 179 Ways to Save a 

Novel: Matters of Vital Concern to Fiction Writers. 

i had the pleasure of working as the editor for Selgin’s wonderful 179 Ways to Save a Novel—a book that 

is much more than a collection of ideas for troubleshooting your work in progress (though it has plenty of 

practical writing advice for fixing your book). Save a Novel doubles as a thoughtful examination of the writing 

life—not just the writing, but the reading habits and the thought processes of aspiring novelists. Filled with179 

meditations that delve into “matters of vital concern to fiction writers,” the book is an inspiring read from cover 

to cover (but also easy to dip in out of for quick advice about specific writing concerns). Put simply, it’s one 

of the best books i’ve had the pleasure of editing.

During our time working together, Selgin was kind enough to take a few moments out of his busy writing 

and teaching schedule to answer a few questions about the writing life.

—SF

When did you first know you wanted to be a writer?

i like telling this story. i was in art school at the Pratt institute in Brooklyn. as a painter i had great 

facility, but no depth and not much to say. one day my studio instructor, Professor Blaustein, accused 



me of being an “artistic illiterate.” Dejected, i returned to my dorm room and switched on my little 

portable black & white tV to richard Burton’s face filling the screen, saying something about bergin, 

“bergin and water.” it was a monologue from the film, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, based on Edward 

albee’s play. i watched, mesmerized. the performance was of course very good, but the words were 

what captured me. the next day i found those same words in print in the Pratt library. it struck me then 

that one could “paint” with words. i began writing with passionate intent immediately thereafter.

What was the first thing you ever wrote?

Strangely enough a play with a “mesmerizing” monologue stuck in the middle of it. in fact i wrote a 

series of plays, all with “mesmerizing” monologues that would have benefited greatly from richard 

Burton’s voice and delivery. the second of these plays was a biting satire of my parents that i titled 

“the Swine interview.” You can imagine how enormously pleased they were.

In your opinion, what is the number one reason for someone to choose writing as a career?

Beyond masochism? the desire to spend as much of one’s time as possible invested in words, sentences, 

paragraphs, characters. if you’re deeply in love with these things, then reading alone may not do the 

trick; you may have to write.

What’s the one thing you can’t live without in your writing life?

there are two things, actually. Coffee (preferably espresso) and a lake or pool in which to swim. the 

espresso is the carrot that lures me to my writing desk. the lake or pool keeps me from suffering the 

fate of so many authors: chronic back problems!

What message do you find yourself repeating over and over to writers?

no point of view, no story.

What are your thoughts on writing groups?

they impose deadlines and provide us with immediate audiences and feedback for our works-in-progress. 

if you consider writing a performance, as i certainly do, then having no audience—at least none in 

sight—makes it very hard.

But i’ve found that like dairy products writing groups have a limited shelf life. You find after a while 

that there are only one or two in the group whose feedback really matters to you, and/or whose work 



you read with interest and admiration. at which point you are tempted to simply meet with these people 

privately and dispense with what has devolved into a social gathering weighted with obligation.

What piece of advice that you received over the course of your career has had the biggest impact 

on your success?

Vivian gornick drummed one question into our heads and that has served me well, namely, “what’s the 

point?” Scenes and characters, no matter how interesting or well rendered, won’t by themselves do: they 

have to serve a theme. For me it’s a vital mantra, since i tend to be seduced by surfaces/language.

What’s the worst kind of mistake that new writers, freelancers, or book authors can make?

gosh—i’ve made them all, and am so intimate with my failings that choosing among them feels like 

choosing a favorite among your children. Perfectionism is certainly a mistake. if writers pay too much 

attention to their inner critics they will generate very little work. Move on; get it done. Stop “perfecting.” 

let the next book (or story) be the perfect one. Voltaire said, “the perfect is the enemy of the good.” 

look at any great author’s body of work and you’ll see dips and lapses of all kinds. now, on the other 

hand, the writer with absolutely no regard for perfection will produce a body of junk. Between the two 

extremes of anal perfection and schlock we need to find our comfort zones and work within them.

What does a typical day look like for you?

at first: chaos. i’m a great believer in lists. First thing in the morning i write a list of the things i must 

do that day. i start with my espresso bribe, and then clear the decks of only those things that absolutely 

cannot wait (the late email response to my department chair) before digging into creative work—that is, 

assuming that i have the luxury of some time for same; i don’t always. if i do, then i ignore everything 

else for as long as i possibly can. no phone calls. no tuning into the news. no doing dishes or emptying 

garbage. if i interrupt, it will be for a swim (i live on a lake now, so that’s easy); then back to work. i 

don’t count words. i just work as long and hard as i can and take what i get. i work on several projects 

at once, fiction and nonfiction, all at different stages.

If you could change one thing about publishing, what would it be?

the perverse emphasis on received wisdom on the part of book reviewers for national organs and the 

reading public they serve. i wish all would venture more often and deeply into unknown territory. Small 

presses get less attention than the Marijuana [Political] Party. i’ve found most of my favorite authors 



through small literary magazines and presses, obscure but marvelous works and authors. would that 

these small publishers and their authors would gain the same attention that microbreweries have recently 

gained. alas, the general public still guzzles the literary equivalent of Budweiser and is pooping the 

party.

How has your writing life changed over time?

i’ve been very lucky. i’ve won a prestigious national award and had my work embraced by the finest 

journals. For that i give myself some but not all of the credit. i know that these things are capricious 

and that some very good writers go thoroughly unrecognized, while mediocre works get praised to the 

skies. i’m not sure which disturbs me more. But a writer should never assume that because their work 

isn’t recognized it isn’t worthy.

What advice do you have for writers seeking agents?

agents need to eat, and so—idealistic though they may be—they depend on projects they can sell fairly 

easily. and what sells easily is last years’ success. Uniqueness doesn’t pay an agent’s bills. neither does 

lovingly crafted prose (on the level of prose, most bestsellers are execrably written). i know authors 

who’ve written to the demands of the marketplace and have made their agents very happy (how much 

integrity they’ve sacrificed along the way we’ll never know). So—if securing an agent is your first or 

ultimate goal, hold your nose and go for it. otherwise be one of the lucky ones who happen to write 

what happens to sell, or who finds one of those increasingly rare agents who is willing to jump in front 

of a bus for the sake of their art.

What do you see as your biggest publishing accomplishment?

My biggest accomplishment is not quitting, or being too dumb and stubborn to quit. V.S. Pritchett said 

of memoirs and those who write them: “it’s all in the art; you get no credit for living.” that’s true. But 

when it comes to writing generally you do get lots of credit for not giving up.

Any final thoughts?

we writers make lots of noise about how tough our business is, but it’s no harder, really, than being a 

nurse’s aid or running a successful restaurant or fruit stand. anyone who sets out to do anything well 

and with integrity is in for a struggle. add a dose of originality—to do things as no one has done them 

before—and you increase the struggle by an order of magnitude.



if we writers approach our task with the same masochistic zeal and determination with which the 

athlete sets her sights on the olympic torch or the concert pianist practices his scales, at some level—at 

least at the level of the successful fruit stand operator—we can’t help but succeed. Perhaps not in droves, 

but people will buy our fruits and find them lovely, ripe, juicy. and they’ll come back for more.

To learn more about Peter Selgin visit www.peterselgin.com.



George Singleton

“There are many candles in the candle shop. There is not one of 
them that smells good to everyone.”

george Singleton has published four collections of stories (These People Are Us, The Half-Mammals of Dixie, 

Why Dogs Chase Cars, Drowning in Gruel) and two novels (Novel, Work Shirts for Madmen). he’s published 

over 100 stories in magazines and literary journals such as The Atlantic Monthly, Harper’s, Zoetrope, Playboy, 

The Georgia Review, Virginia Quarterly Review, and Shenandoah. his work has been anthologized often. 

he’s taught on the secondary, post-secondary, and graduate levels, and the mistakes made and questions posed 

by his students inspired his book Pep Talks, Warnings, and Screeds: Indispensable Wisdom and Cautionary 

Advice for Writers.

Interview conducted by Lauren Mosko Bailey.

While writing Pep Talks, did you find you started to speak and write aphoristically at inappropriate 

times? How did this make you feel?

the good surgeon knows where to cut, but the good mechanic knows his or her bearings. So, yes, to the 

question. it’s driving me (more) insane.

What piece of advice (aphoristic or not) have you received over the course of your career that has 

had the biggest impact on your success?

there are many candles in the candle shop. there is not one of them that smells good to everyone. there 

is not one of them that smells bad to everyone, either. a story might not be for one editor or reader, but 

it might be for another.

What message do you find yourself repeating over and over to your students?

i have good students, so it only takes about four weeks for me to say this: Shut up. read this. Conflict, 

conflict, conflict.

What do they repeat over and over to you?

“i can’t write unless it’s on my laptop.” that’s kind of all i can think about right now.

they seem to know better than to say something like, “it changes points of view because the character’s 



bi-polar.” i think they might know that i’ll go bi-polar on them if they try to pull that one.

What’s the worst kind of mistake that new writers can make? What do you think the corresponding 

punishment should be?

the worst thing i can think of is for a new writer to say, “i don’t want to read anything, because it’ll 

interfere with my voice.” Maybe just as bad is a student who decides that he or she will only read pre-

eighteenth-century literature from the canon.

Punishment? no punishment. Until that student—no matter what age—understands that he needs 

to know what’s being published nowadays, writing with no hope of getting published will be enough 

punishment.

What’s the one thing you can’t live without in your writing life?

a level-headed editor. ha! that’s just a joke. talk about an oxymoron. wait, who’s asking these 

questions?

the stock answer might be a dictionary, but the more i think about it, it really might be an editor—

i’m serious here—to help rein me in. oddly enough, a bunch of jokes that come into my head don’t 

seem to be all that funny to anybody else.

[Editor’s note: awww. Stop. You’re making me blush.]

What does a typical day look like for you? Do you really crush all those aluminum cans?

there are no more typical days. i used to get up early, do my writing, go to work, come home, look at 

rejection slips from the mail. For the last few years i’ve gotten up early, done some writing, answered e-

mails—not that i have ESP, but i knew this e-mail craze was going to be a problem—go to work, come 

home to do odd things like write out answers to interviews, read advanced reading Copies of books 

that get sent to me for blurbs, and so on.

i try to write for a couple hours every day. Sometimes it’s mid-afternoon, though, which i don’t 

like.

on Sundays i walk out here in the country and pick up litter, so, yes, i’ve picked up aluminum cans, 

stomped them, and taken them to the recycling center. Joseph Beuys supposedly had felt and fat to 

account for his art work, and i have aluminum. it started a long time ago when i was broke-broke-broke 

and used the money for stamps.



What’s the strangest thing that’s ever happened to you while on the road to promote one of your 

books?

Somebody, obviously lost and confused, showed up at the signing.

i know this trick: You want the thrown-in-jail-in-Mississippi story. i ain’t telling that story.

What do you see as your biggest publishing accomplishment?

if i thought i’d done something big and worthwhile, i’d probably quit writing. So i try to remember that 

i still haven’t written a perfect book or story, and therefore i have something for which to strive.

this sounds martyrish, i understand. i don’t care.

If you weren’t a fiction writer and teacher, what would you do and why?

i kind of wish that i’d studied archeology. or anthropology. i wish that i’d’ve been a little smarter—a 

lot smarter—in the sciences, so i could’ve been a veterinarian. i wanted to go to law school and become 

a public defender until i took classes with future lawyers and thought, rightly, i can’t hang out with 

these people for the rest of my life.

Any other thoughts you’d like to share?

the poor dung beetle: Everyone makes fun of that thing, pushing poop around. it’s industrious. it’s 

obsessed and single-minded. it works not unlike Sisyphus, doing what it has to do. the dung beetle’s 

an insect worthy of being tattooed on the bicep of every writer, if you ask me.

To learn more about George Singleton visit www.georgesingleton.com.



James Alexander Thom

“Write twenty thousand words or so with a quill pen, by 
candlelight, with no heat but an open fire, and your clothes 
full of fleas ... that will qualify you to write about ‘the good old 
days.’”

James alexander thom, author of The Art and Craft of Writing Historical Fiction, believes that the way to 

understand history is to “be in it when it’s happening.” readers of his nine deeply researched american frontier 

books consistently respond with the words he loves to hear: “i felt like i was there!”

ranging from Colonial Virginia to the conquest of the west, his prize-winning epics, including Follow 

the River and Sign-Talker, have sold 2.5 million copies and are assigned as supplemental reading in history 

courses by teachers who trust the history in the tales. he shows the indian wars through the eyes and souls of 

both whites and native americans.

thom, a Marine Corps veteran and former metropolitan journalist, has been involved with american indian 

tribes and causes for a quarter of a century.  he lives with his Shawnee wife, Dark rain, in the wooded Southern 

indiana hills, in a log house he erected using pioneer tools and techniques. “Everything you do is research,” 

he says. “the more you live and learn, the better you can write.”

Interview conducted by Lauren Mosko Bailey.

When did you know you wanted to write historical fiction?

it wasn’t until the United States Bicentennial, when someone from the indiana historical Society 

suggested that i might write a dramatic work on our role in the revolutionary war. Before then, i had 

written only contemporary fiction.

Who was the first historical figure that inspired you to write?

george rogers Clark, who seized control of the old northwest territory from the British by a swift, 

brilliant expedition on the frontier—probably the most successful action in the revolution. he was 25 

years old.

For you, what’s the most challenging aspect of starting a new novel?

i am humbled by my ignorance of the subject and the period, and daunted by the job of research ahead. 



the challenge is in overcoming my ignorance. it’s like being a college freshman again every time i 

start a new story.

What’s the most challenging part of your revision process?

i love revising; there’s always a better way to say something. the challenge is the technical part, all 

that labor-intensive retyping, cutting, and pasting.

How close to the truth (or, what is reported by historians as fact) do you think a novelist should 

stay when constructing a story?

i don’t believe in taking liberties with historical facts. i stick to the truth as far as it can be ascertained. 

readers tend to believe what they see in a well-written historical novel, so i feel a responsibility not to 

mislead them. there’s enough ill-conceived history without me adding to the confusion.

Is it easy to get lost in your research? If so, how do you motivate yourself to get back to your desk 

and write?

research is indeed exciting and absorbing. But the compulsion to tell the story is so strong, i’m eager 

to start writing as soon as i feel i know enough to begin.

What do you do if you’re well into a novel and you uncover a bit of information that contradicts or 

complicates your plot or characters?

First, i say, “oh, damn!” then i give thanks that i found it before it was too late. it may be frustrating 

to make big changes, but i want it right. Fortunately, such surprises don’t happen often, because i’ve 

usually exhausted the sources before i start writing.

Which historical event would you like to write about but haven’t yet?

i want to write about the Potawatomi indians’ “trail of Death,” from their viewpoint. it’s an incredibly 

poignant story, a testimonial to human strength and dignity. their descendants have offered to help 

me research the whole tragedy and understand all its ramifications. i’m eager to work with them. i’ve 

never met a Potawatomi i didn’t like.

What do you think is the single most valuable piece of writing advice you could give a budding 

historical novelist?



this may sound facetious, but i’d say write twenty thousand words or so with a quill pen, by candlelight, 

with no heat but an open fire, and your clothes full of fleas. that will qualify you to write about “the 

good old days.”

What was the best advice someone ever gave you?

“write to their senses.” Dr. werner Beyer, my creative writing professor at Butler University, rest his 

soul, got me started right with those four simple words. Make the reader see, hear, smell, taste, and feel 

everything in every scene.

To learn more a James Alexander Thom visit www.jamesalexanderthom.com.



Fred White

“Writing is a profession. Approach it as you would law, 
engineering, teaching, or medicine: with high seriousness and 
devotion to being the best you can possibly be.”

Fred white is a professor of English at Santa Clara University in northern California. he is the author of The 

Well-Crafted Argument (co-authored with Simone Billings), The Daily Writer: 366 Meditations to Cultivate 

a Productive and Meaningful Writing Life, The Daily Reader: 366 Selections of Great Prose and Poetry to 

Inspire a Productive and Meaningful Writing Life, LifeWriting: Drawing from Personal Experience to Create 

Features You Can Publish, Essential Muir: A Selection of John Muir’s Best Writings, and Approaching Emily 

Dickinson: Critical Currents and Crosscurrents Since 1960. he has also published numerous shorter works—

including a one-act children’s play, Beowulf & Grendel—an adaptation of the great anglo-Saxon epic; a full-

length play, Bones, based on the life of the poet John Berryman; plus essays, short fiction, and poetry in The 

Chronicle of Higher Education; College Literature; Confrontation; Pleiades; Rattle; and South Carolina 

Review, among others. 

Interview conducted by Kelly Nickell.

What’s your favorite bit of writing advice?

i think it has to be John Steinbeck’s droll reminder to writers, which i’ve always taken seriously: 

“Beware of advice, even this.” Steinbeck isn’t saying ignore advice, only to be wary of it. in other 

words, don’t heed anyone’s advice if it means betraying your own artistic vision or your integrity as a 

writer. and of course, he is also saying that sound advice can indeed be very helpful. writers need to 

distinguish between advice that makes sense to them and advice that does not.

Given that, what bit of advice do you find yourself telling other writers?

actually there are several:

Writing is a profession. Approach it as you would law, engineering, teaching, or medicine: with 

high seriousness and devotion to being the best you can possibly be.

Keep a journal to record fleeting thoughts, observations, story ideas.

Make writing a habit. Write regularly rather than sporadically. Writing begets writing. The more 

•

•

•



you write, the keener your language and thinking skills will become.

Read like there’s no tomorrow. Be a glutton for books and magazines, but especially books. 

Treasure books; surround yourself with them—and read outside your areas of interest whenever 

you can. You cannot know too much about the world to be a writer—any kind of writer.

What’s the worst mistake you see writers make?

Mistakes are inevitable in writing, and serious writers learn well from them. But one of the worst 

mistakes a writer can make—“worst” meaning difficult if not impossible to learn from—is to let one’s 

ego block out constructive criticism. while it takes a healthy ego to be a writer in the first place, it’s an 

unhealthy ego that says, “i’m good enough to ignore any criticism of my work.

What’s the one thing you can’t live without in your writing life?

i quote thomas Jefferson: “i cannot live without books.” (and by extension, the culture of books.)

What’s your writing schedule like?

that varies. My day job is that of college professor, so for me there are teaching days and there are 

writing days, although sometimes the teaching and the writing get intertwined (especially when under 

editorial deadline). on writing days, i begin in a leisurely manner: read newspapers and magazines 

over coffee and danishes; then ease myself into the writing, gradually building up momentum. i am 

seldom quota driven; i just keep working steadily, taking short breaks every hour or so—to snack, read, 

take a long walk, play with the cat. the short breaks are important because it’s easy to get prematurely 

fatigued otherwise.

If you could change one thing about publishing, what would it be?

Put a stop to—no, undo—the corporate mergers that have been sapping the identities of individual 

publishers.

Do you have any advice for new writers on fostering a strong author/editor relationship?

Yes, be as grateful for their expertise as an editor as they are for your talent as a writer. it’s perfectly all 

right to reject an editor’s advice, but be certain your reason for doing so is compelling.

Any other thoughts you like to share with fellow writers?

•



writing is life. take inspiration from isaac asimov’s words: “if my doctor told me i had only six months 

to live, i wouldn’t brood. i’d type a little faster.”



Karen S. Wiesner

“Working in stages is essential for keeping my creativity at its 
peak.”

karen S. wiesner is an accomplished author who has published fifty-six books in the past ten years and has 

eleven more releases forthcoming spanning many categories and formats. karen’s books have been nominated 

for and/or won sixty-eight awards, and they cover such genres as women’s fiction, romance, mystery/police 

procedural/cozy, suspense, paranormal, futuristic, gothic, inspirational, thriller, horror, and action/adventure. 

She also writes children’s books, poetry, and writing reference titles such as her bestseller, First Draft in 30 

Days. 

Interview conducted by Kelly Nickell

What piece of advice that you received over the course of your career has had the biggest impact 

on your success?

Years before i was published, a critique partner of mine told me that my stories read like someone trying 

to cram too much into a suitcase—that i should follow my heart with every story instead of trying to 

fit everything in that was popular or currently selling. She was absolutely right in that i was wasting 

all my time trying to follow trends, trying to give publishers what i thought they wanted. i never got 

anywhere that way.

that critique partner’s advice to follow my heart freed me completely. once i’d given myself 

permission not to conform and stand behind the traditional boundaries, i was able to write my books 

the way they needed to be written. i only worried about who would buy it or read it later, when the 

book was done. Doing this was the only way i could love each book and feel good about the labor i put 

into it—and that’s more important to me than just giving a publisher what she wants without having a 

heart for it myself. this is not to say that i don’t or won’t work with my editors on specific revisions. 

a good editor can make a book stronger. i know that. But the most important part of being a writer to 

me is being true to myself and my fans with each book i produce.

What’s a common mistake you see writers make?

not working in stages. i’m never working on one project at a time straight through. i think a writer is 



always fresher when working on manuscripts in stages. Plus, i’m always working six months to a year 

ahead of releases so i’m never rushed and can always be working on new projects.

the way i see it, there are several very distinct stages in writing a book … they include:

Brainstorming

outlining

Setting the outline aside

writing the story

Setting the novel aside

Editing and polishing the story

working in stages is essential for keeping my creativity at its peak. Brainstorming occurs, most ideally, 

over a period of years before i have enough details accumulated to begin an outline. once the outline 

is completed, allowing it to sit for a couple of weeks—or even months—before writing the first draft 

can only help it. the next time i pick up my outline, i’ll see more of those connections that make my 

story infinitely cohesive.

another reason for setting projects aside between stages is that i’m like most writers in that i get to 

the point where i can’t stand the sight of the thing. Setting it aside between the various stages the project 

goes through really gives me back my motivation for it and creativity (and love!) in spades. the next 

stage in the process becomes easier, too, and that helps my writing to be much better.

also, the more books i have contracted, the more i seem to need these breaks in-between stages, or 

even when i feel a project isn’t working. if i put it aside for an extended period of time (as long as i 

can possibly allow and still meet my deadlines), amazing things happen. By the time i return to it, i can 

usually find new ways to fix the problems.

i honestly don’t know how a career author could do anything else and still meet deadlines without 

constantly burning out or facing writer’s block.

What’s the most important thing in your writing life?

time to write! i’m a person who wants to work, and i need to write a full eight hours on weekdays in 

order to stay sane. 

What’s your writing schedule like?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.



Considering the number of genres i write in, the number of series i’m working on, and the number of 

publishers i write for, i’m extremely disciplined. Everything is planned well in advance, and i keep 

tweaking my schedule to make it as productive as it possibly can be. For my novels, once a story has 

been brewing for a considerable amount of time and i’ve amassed the necessary research (which is 

done between books and well in advance of a project), i start with an extremely detailed outline, which 

is, in essence, the first draft of the book. the outline can take anywhere from a day to week to work out, 

depending on the complexity of the book. Because of the way i’ve worked my schedule, i’m able to set 

my completed outline aside for a month or more, then come back to it and make sure it’s as solid as i 

thought before i set it aside. as soon as i’m ready, i can begin writing. in general, i’ll write two scenes 

per day (regardless of how long or short—this and the outline itself inevitably prevent burnout and/or 

writer’s block). My annual goal sheet can then include accurate timetables for researching, writing, and 

revising outlines and novels. i also use project goal sheets, so i can know down to the day how long it’ll 

take to finish a book. Completing a 100,000 word book generally takes me a month, usually considerably 

less. once that “second draft” (which is really my first draft) is completed, i again set the book aside 

for a month or so before i begin revisions. Depending on the project, revision amounts to minor editing 

and polishing. in this way, i alternate my time between novels in various stages of completion, and i 

can write at least five outlines/books per year. 

How do you go about developing your characters?

i was recently talking with a critique partner, who asked me what the different is between a book that 

practically writes itself and one that comes hard. i think the answer to that comes down to characters. 

Even if i don’t have a book sitting in my head, brewing on a backburner for a long time, if i connect 

with the characters, i can write them as if i’m just following a movie those same characters are showing 

in my head. the writing of the book is simplicity itself then. But when characters are hiding and won’t 

show me their internal workings, it’s harder to write a story. when characters hide, i do a lot of character 

sketches and a Story Plan Checklist, which is included in From First Draft to Finished Novel. 

Do you have any advice for new writers on fostering a strong author/editor relationship?

a best-selling author once told me that any writer who wants to be published has to be a bit of a prostitute. 

i know—pretty shocking, and i couldn’t imagine how a statement like that could be true. i still hesitate 

to use that particular word to describe the relationship between author and editor. i prefer to consider it 



like a marriage. in other words, if an author and editor don’t work as a team, neither will see the book 

become all it possibly can be. an author must weigh carefully everything the editor suggests because 

an editor will never suggest changes lightly. the suggestions are given for a reason. if the author agrees 

with the suggestions, it’s her job to see that the changes made appropriately. if the author doesn’t agree, 

she has to find a way to compromise and rework in a way that satisfies both members of the team. a 

good editor can make a diamond in the rough shine like the sun. Everything the author was trying to 

impart is coming across with all the wondrous, rich impact it should convey.

What do you see as your biggest publishing accomplishment?

First Draft in 30 Days continues to amaze me. i have countless writers telling me that i’ve finally gotten 

the writing process to make sense for them. or they could never finish a novel and now have finished 

several. that they’re moving forward in their career. that they’ve learned things they’ve never imagined. 

that book was intended for writers who haven’t gone to school to learn how to write. it’s a basic plan 

that can be used in whatever way works best for the individual writer. it’s flexible in the utmost, and it 

works in such an awesome way for so many different kinds of writers.

i once had a writer tell me that nonfiction authors are like vampires preying on gullible, needy readers 

who don’t know they’re being swindled. i was stunned to hear someone claim something like that about 

me because i don’t write nonfiction for love. i write fiction because it’s the very heart and soul of who 

i am, but i truly do kind of dislike writing nonfiction. i do it only because i know what i have to offer 

writers can help them in life-changing (career-changing?) ways. i do it for love of writers, i guess you’d 

say. Sure, the money’s been nice, but what i’m most proud of in my career is how i’ve helped others 

reach their goals through my writing reference titles.

Learn more about Karen S. Wiesner at www.angelfire.com/stars4/kswiesner/.



You’ve read the interviews... now read the books!
These great writing references from the featured authors are available 
from your favorite book retailer.

Showing & Telling: Learn How to Show and When to Tell for Powerful & Balance Writing 

by laurie alberts

writers are often told to write scenes, dramatize, cut exposition, cut summary—but it’s misguided advice. the 

truth is good writing almost always requires both showing and telling. the trick is finding the right balance of 

scene and summary—the two basic components of creative prose. this book shows you how to employ each 

of these essential techniques in the appropriate places within a narrative.

How to Be a Writer: Building Your Creative Skills Through Practice and Play 

by Barbara Baig

athletes practice. Musicians practice. as a writer you need to do the same. whether you have dreams of 

writing a novel or a memoir or a collection of poems, or you simply want to improve your everyday writing, 

this innovative book will show you how to build your skills by way of practice.



Write Like the Masters: Emulating the Best of Hemingway, Faulkner, Salinger, and Others 

by william Cane

Comprised of practical, inspirational, easy-to-apply advice, this helpful guide analyzes the writing styles of 

twenty-one great novelists, explaining how you can imitate these authors and, in the process, learn advanced 

writing secrets to fire up your own work.

Elements of Fiction Writing: Characters & Viewpoint 

by orson Scott Card

award-winning author orson Scott Card explains in depth the techniques of inventing, developing and 

presenting characters, plus handling viewpoint in novels and short stories.



The Productive Writer: Tips & Tools to Help You Write More, Stress Less & Create Success 

by Sage Cohen

let this book be your guide to learning the systems, strategies and psychology that can help you transform 

possibilities into probabilities in your writing life.

90 Days to Your Novel: A Day-By-Day Plan for Outlining & Writing Your Book 

by Sarah Domet

let this inspiring guide be your push, your deadline, and your spark to finally, without excuses, and in three 

short months, nail that first draft of your novel.

The First 50 Pages: Engage Agents, Editors, and Readers, and Set Up Your Novel For Success 

by Jeff gerke

this helpful guide walks you through the tasks your first 50 pages must accomplish in order to avoid leaving 

readers disoriented, frustrated, or bored.



The Indie Author Guide: Self-Publishing Strategies Anyone Can Use 

by april l. hamilton

this book gives you the skills and confidence you need to take full advantage of today’s unique publishing 

opportunities and grow your readership yourself.

The Writing & Critique Group Survival Guide: How to Give and Receive Feedback, Self-Edit, and Make 

Revisions 

by Becky levine

this comprehensive guide goes beyond the basics, by providing detailed explanations and instructions for 

doing critiques, as well as benefiting from them.

The Breakout Novelist: Craft and Strategies for Career Fiction Writers 

by Donald Maass



get straight talk from an insider about agents, contracts, how the industry is changing, and how to be the kind 

of author who builds a successful career book after book.

Crafting the Personal Essay: A Guide for Writing and Publishing Creative Nonfiction 

by Dinty w. Moore

Designed to help you explore the flexibility and power of the personal essay in your own writing, this hands-

on, creativity-expanding guide will help you infuse your nonfiction with honesty, personality, and energy.

Between the Lines: Master the Subtle Elements of Fiction Writing 

by Jessica Page Morrell

this book, penned by a veteran writing instructor, addresses the often-overlooked nuances and details that can 

make the vital difference between unsuccessful fiction writing and dazzling publishable work.



Writing the Paranormal Novel: Techniques and Exercises for Weaving Supernatural Elements Into Your 

Story

by Steven harper Piziks

Complete with tips for researching your novel and strategies for getting published, this book gives you 

everything you need to craft a novel where even the most unusual twist is not only possible—it’s believable.

179 Ways to Save a Novel: Matters of Vital Concern to Fiction Writers 

by Peter Selgin

let this book be your guide with 179 meditations collated and condensed from the advice of over a thousand 

critiques from award-winning author Peter Selgin’s experience as an editor and a teacher. You’ll discover 

helpful ideas for troubleshooting your novel through insights gleaned from a life of reading, writing and loving 

literature.



Pep Talks, Warnings, & Screeds: Indispensible Wisdom and Cautionary Advice for Writers 

by george Singleton 

with laugh-out-loud stories and aphorisms by george Singleton and whimsical illustrations by Daniel wallace, 

this book of important lessons and cautionary advice for writers is not only easy to swallow but also enjoyable 

and satisfying.

The Art and Craft of Writing Historical Fiction 

by James alexander thom

Comprehensive instruction on everything from conducting research to character development and world-

building to navigating matters of historical license.



The Daily Writer: 366 Mediations to Cultivate a Productive and Meaningful Writing Life 

by Fred white

this devotional for all writers emphasizes the importance of deep thinking in the context of writing and 

cultivating a meaningful writing life.

First Draft in 30 Days 

by karen S. wiesner

a 30-day method for outlining a novel that eliminates many of the problems that plague fiction writers. why dig 

for plots blindly when, with a little preparation, you can craft something worthwhile from start to finish?


