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J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

Introduction  

In 2004, my first novel, a thriller called WHISKEY SOUR, was published. Since then, I've had eight book contracts, sold close to 

a hundred short stories, and my work appears in over twenty different countries. As of this writing, I've self-published several 

ebooks on Kindle, and sold more than 25,000 copies in less than ten months. I've won some awards, taught writing and marketing 

courses, signed at more than 1200 bookstores, mailed out promotional letters to 7000 libraries, experimented with blog tours and 

social networks, and have basically done all that I can to succeed in the publishing world. 

I also wrote down everything I've learned, in the hopes that my successes and failures will help shed some light on this very 

mysterious industry. These essays have appeared on my blog for five years, and there have been over five hundred of them.  

I'm often told I should write a book about the publishing business. My reply is always the same. "I already have. Just visit my 

website and blog. There are about one hundred pages of tips about writing, marketing, and promotion." 

I was way off. Including the comments on my blog (which are often more enlightening than the actual posts) I've amassed more 

than one thousand pages of tips. Over 360,000 words worth.  

That's a lot of pages (over 1000) to surf if you're looking for a specific bit of information.  

So I decided to actually put all of this info into e-book form, organized by subject. This was a Herculean task to do, and I have my 

friend Rob Siders (www.52novels.com) to thank for it. If you're working to format an ebook, he's the man to talk to. 

You can print up the monster if you have 2 reams of paper (the pdf is available on my website, www.JAKonrath.com.) But the 

advantage to this e-book is that the links are interactive. Not only are the sections bookmarked so you can skip to where you want 

to go with a click, but you can also visit the actual posts on A Newbie's Guide To Publishing and read the comments. You can add 

your own comments too.  

I haven't included every blog entryðsome were redundant, and time has rendered a few of them irrelevant. But I have included 

all of the tips from my website, along with several articles I've written. There are some repetitions. There are also some 

contradictions. I've left these as-is because advice is often repetitive and I've given myself permission to change my mind as I 

learn more. I've found that most people would rather defend their beliefs to the death than entertain a new idea, and I try very hard 

to function on proof rather than belief, even if it means I sometimes have to admit being wrong. 

Also, my good friend, NYT bestselling author Barry Eisler, was kind enough to write the foreword, and also cool enough to 

contribute four terrific essays to this collection. Barry has even more must-read stuff for writers on his homepage, 

www.BarryEisler.com. Not surprisingly, he also writes some of the best thrillers in the business. You'll learn a lot by checking out 

his website, and his novels.  

A word of warning before you dig in to the Newbie's Guide: Everyone's publishing journey is unique. Some of these tips will 

work for you. Some won't. You have to decide for yourself which advice to take and which to reject. Do this by setting goals, 

experimenting with ways to reach them, and learning from your successes and failures. Never take anyone's advice as truth 

without trying it for yourself. But you should try it before you judge it. 

This is a discouraging, difficult, and often illogical business. However, a dose of lateral thinking, a shot of common sense, and a 

little bit of inspiration can make it easier to palate. 

There's a word for a writer who never gives upé published. And there's a word for a published writer who never gives upé 

successful. That writer can be you.  

See you on the road. 

Joe Konrath 

Schaumburg, IL 3/31/2010  

http://www.52novels.com/
http://www.jakonrath.com/
http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/
http://www.barryeisler.com/
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Foreword by Barry Eisler  

Whenever I teach writing, I emphasize three points. Read like a writer. Focus not on getting published, but 

on the things that make getting published maximally likely. And read J.A. Konrath's blog, A Newbie's 

Guide to Publishing. 

There's no one in the industry more knowledgeable than Joe about both the craft and business of writing. A 

Newbie's Guide is the result of years worth of thought, research, discussion, and, most of all, experience. 

Want to know how to develop compelling characters? Write crackling dialogue? Run the kind of guerilla 

marketing campaign publishers only dream of? Put together a cost-effective, kick-ass book tour? Want to 

maximize your chances of getting and staying published? Then you need to read Joe. This is a guy who 

never accepts the conventional wisdom, who never does anything just because that's the way it's always 

been done, who's totally unafraid to try new things, who's remarkably honest in reporting the results of his 

experiments, and who's obsessed with sharing for free his uniquely valuable insights. Yeah, you can get 

published without reading Joe. But you can drive a car with the parking brake on, too ð it's just not the 

fastest way to get there. 

Until now, if you hadn't been reading A Newbie's Guide every day, as I do, it was a daunting task to search 

it for what you were looking for. But now, Joe has compiled the whole thing ï all 360,000 words of it ð 

into a cross-referenced, searchable ebook. Read a little every day and catch up on Joe's insights and advice. 

Or search the specific topics that are most pressing for you. Or both. No matter how you use it, A Newbie's 

Guide will improve your game ð and your odds. 

And one more thing. For God's sake, buy this man a beer. The information in A Newbie's Guide is 

invaluable, and Joe profits from it only in karma. A beer could get you in on some of that karma, too. 

Oh, and when you see him, give him a big, sloppy kiss, too. He likes that sort of thing. You can tell him I 

said so. 

Okay, enough of the intro ð you should be reading Joe, instead. 

Barry Eisler is the internationally bestselling author of eight thrillers. The latest is INSIDE OUT. You can 

visit him at www.BarryEisler.com. 

 

http://www.barryeisler.com/
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Distractions   

Being a writer these days is the career equivalent of ADD. 

Years ago, in the days of typewriters (note to newbies: a typewriter was a device like a computer, but 

without a monitor, memory, or Minesweeper) writers could sit down at their desk and just write. Then, 

when they finished writing, they could write their next book. 

These days, not so much. Temptations and other work-related activities abound for the writer. There are 

dozens of opportunities to slack-off without even getting out of your chair. 

¶ Writing blogs 

¶ Checking for replies on blogs 

¶ Checking for replies to your replies on blogs 

¶ Computer games 

¶ Checking email 

¶ MySpace 

¶ Surfing the net 

¶ Message boards 

¶ Checking Amazon 

And then there are the other requirements of the job: 

¶ Booksignings 

¶ Touring 

¶ Interviews 

¶ Conventions, conferences, and festivals 

¶ Library and school talks 

¶ Stock signings 

¶ Newsletters 

¶ Mailings 

¶ Websites 

¶ Blurbing 

And, of course: 

¶ Other job 

¶ Family 

¶ Recreation 

After finishing my 500 bookstore tour on August 22, I've managed to write 25 blog entries, visit 104 

additional bookstores (I'm up to 608), do 19 events, and 7 interviews. 

Writing? Who has time for writing? 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/11/distractions.html
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Even when I do manage to sit down to write, the siren song of the internet calls, begging me to stop mid-

sentence and research something, or check the blogosphere for mentions of my name, or catch up on my 

email. 

So, in order to meet my 4000 word a day quota, I've had to get tough. 

First, I don't automatically say yes to every speaking invitation I receive. 

Second, I only turn on the internet when I take my breaks, every 1000 words. 

Third, I keep working until I get my quota, even if that means I don't sleep. 

When you're a writer, it's easy to forget the writing part. What are some of the things you do to stay on 

task? 

33 comments  

http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=116368973304930916
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Goals   

Most people have goals, and writers are no exception. 

Some writers aspire to find an agent, or land a book deal, or hit the NYT list, or win awards, or gain critical 

praise, or sell a gazillion copies, or several of the above. 

Here's a goal that most writers forget: 

Entertain your readers. 

Strangely, that's the most important goal of all. If your work can give people pleasure, many of the other things 

mentioned above will fall into place. 

I fi nd it interesting that many writers seem disdainful of those who achieve the above goals. It's easy to pick 

apart the flaws of The DaVinci Code, or to criticize the last several of Patricia Cornwell's books. (Boy, is it 

easy.) 

But the fact is, someone obviously enjoyed them, because they sold like crazy. Dan Brown and Patricia 

Cornwell are entertaining millions of readers. 

So why the sour grapes? 

I believe that every writer thinks that their way is the best way. I believe that every writer believes they have 

the answers, and the only reason they haven't reached their goals yet is because things have happened beyond 

their control. And I believe when writers see other writers becoming successful, winning awards, gaining fame, 

it pisses them off, because they feel they are better writers and more deserving. 

Of course, this doesn't apply only to writers. This is human nature. 

Instead of concentrating on all of that, writers need to focus on the one thing that they do have control over: 

Entertaining their readers. 

Looking objectively at the situation, I'd have to say that Dan Brown entertains a lot more people than whoever 

won the Nobel, Booker, and Pulitzer combined. Perhaps Brown, with his cardboard stereotypical characters, 

contrived escapes, cliched structure, and formulaic endings, is who writers need to hold up as the ideal. 

Because no matter what else you can say about Dan Brown's books, he's entertained a lot of people. 

My advice: Be entertaining. 

You might not win any awards. You might get crummy reviews. The literati will despise you, your peers will 

vilify you, and many folks will dedicate themselves to knocking you down. 

But trust me ð-an email from Jane Average in Oregon who named her cat after your main character means 

more than any of the above accolades I've mentioned. Because that is a goal you did reach. You entertained 

somebody. 

Write the best book you possibly can, then dedicate yourself to getting people to read it. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/01/goals.html
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And maybe, if you're lucky, you can be as despised as Dan Brown.  

33 comments   

http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=113859210002210512
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The Hard er They Come: Writing Woes   

Those who follow this blog know that I've been slacking on entries lately, because I wrote two books 

back-to-back January-April.  

The second book, (FUZZY NAVEL, Jack Daniels #5) kicked my ass. I've never agonized over a book like 

this before. I fretted about plot. I worried about construction. I second-guessed tone. And while I was 

never blocked, my daily output was much slower than average ðabout half of what I can usually do. 

Part of the problem had to do with writing one book right after another book, without any brain break in 

between. It was harder than I thought. My hat is off to writers who can write THE END and then 

immediately start on the next book. I'm not sure I'd attempt it again. 

Part of the problem also had to do with the structure of FUZZY ðit takes place in real-time, over an eight 

hour period. There are two POVs in first-person present tense, and six other POVs in third-person present. 

The book is pretty much all action; there's a psycho in Jack's house, waiting for her to come home, and 

Jack is followed home by three snipers ðso she can't stay in the house, and can't leave the house. 

Part of the problem was length. This book is my shortest yet, and I thought I'd be told to pad it out and 

bump up the word count. 

But the biggest part of the problem was believability. I kept questioning if it was realistic to have my 

characters under fire for so long but still able to make jokes. The book is action-packed, but it's also funny, 

and I was scared this would take the reader out of the story. 

So, for the very first time in my writing life (FUZZY NAVEL is my 15th novel, counting those that never 

sold) I doubted my voice. I doubted it to the point where I was convinced the book wasn't working. I'd 

made a big mistake. I was going to have to start over from scratch, and jump through hoops to satisfy my 

agent and editor. 

Which meant I spent more of my time second-guessing than writing. Which meant the book took twice as 

long to write, even though there was less actual writing and more staring at my last sentence and 

wondering if I should change it. 

The ending was tough. Keeping in sync with the experimental tone of the rest of the book, I also wanted to 

have an experimental ending. Even though I knew what I wanted, I kept worrying about it. 

I hemmed and hawed until I finally sequestered myself in a hotel for four days and finished the bastard. 

Then it went, fingers crossed, to my beta readers. 

To my pleasant surprise, they all really liked it. Since my beta readers are comprised of several published 

thriller authors, this made me feel pretty good. 

What made me feel even better was my agent and editor saying they loved the book. In fact, the editorial 

suggestions they each made took less than two hours total to do. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2007/04/harder-they-come-writing-woes.html
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So now I'm left to puzzle over my doubt. Did doubt make me concentrate harder and turn in a better book? 

Could doubt indeed be a good thing? 

My conclusion: Hell no. 

Doubt is never a good thing. If I hadn't doubted myself, I still would have written the same book, only 

faster. Doubt didn't force me to make changes, or take the story in new directions. All it did was postpone 

me from doing what I should have done in the first place; write the story I wanted to write. 

So are you paralyzed with fear that your latest opus sucks? Are you convinced you're a phony and a fraud 

and can't write for shit? 

Repeat after me: 

1. When in doubt, keep writing anyway. 

2. Tell your internal editor to shut up until you reach the end. 

3. You're often a poor judge of your own work. Let your readers tell you if you succeeded. 

Writing should be fun. That's why we became writers, right? It isn't for the money, fame, or glory. It's 

because we love telling stories. 

Don't let worry get in the way of that love.  

27 comments   

http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=7696005513532838957
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More Intimidation   

Meanwhile on the World Wide Web... 

A site was hosting a discussion concerning my blog entry from a few days ago, about the writing contest 

I'm judging. The comments basically said I was being too harsh, dismissing stories for typos or incorrect 

formatting or too many exclamation points, because if I looked past those, the story might have actually 

been good. 

I agree. It might have been good. Even very good. 

But "very good" doesn't win contests, and doesn't get published. 

"Great" gets published. "Wonderful" gets published. "Mind Blowing" gets published. 

I wasn't being paid to judge each story on its own merits, or to offer detailed critiques on how to make it 

better. 

I was being paid to find winners. 

It comes down to the writing. All of the points I'd mentioned were indicators that warned me the writing 

wouldn't be wonderful. And the indicators were always right. 

Consider the agent, going through 300 manuscripts in the slush pile that have accumulated over the last 

month. 

She's not looking to help writers. She's panning for gold. And to do that, you have to sift through dirt. 

It might be some very good dirt she's dismissing. But it is still dirt. 

Be the gold. 

The best way to get published, or to win a contest, is to shine. Don't be mistaken for dirt. Don't do anything 

that lets them reject you ð-because they're looking to reject you unless you can show them you're 

brilliant. 

Here's an interesting fact. After slogging through the first thousand stories, I got irritated at several writers. 

Not at the inept ones ðas I said, I could quickly decide if something was no longer worth reading. But I 

became angry at the ones that held my interest and made me finish them, even though they weren't 

winners. 

Sometimes I knew the story wasn't good enough, but something about the piece made me read it to the end 

anyway. 

Consider that for a moment. I know I need to pick a handful of winners out of a few thousand. I get paid 

the same amount, no matter how long it takes me. Logic says as soon as I can safely say, "This won't win," 

I should put the story aside. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/01/more-intimidation.html
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But in a few dozen cases, I had to keep reading, just to see where the writer went with it. Even though I 

knew it wasn't going to win. 

I'm sure it is the same with agents and editors. I'm sure they get sumbissions all the time that they know 

aren't right for them, but they finish reading them anyway. 

That's tragedy. That's shooting the game-winning point at the buzzer and missing. 

You need to be better than that. 

I preach all the time about determination, and hard work, and luck. 

And I'm right about all of that. But you still have to write a kick-ass story. 

"Very good" stories are read by a few people. "Excellent" stories are published, and read by thousands.  
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Plot Vs. Character  

I'm an advocate of cutting everything non-essential to the story. It's the Kill Your Darlings School of 

Writing. If it ain't needed, trim it. 

But does that include characterization? Aren't those little extra descriptions, those bits of nuance and 

idiosyncrasy, needed to establish a character? 

To which I firmly answer: kind of. 

I believe that characters are there to serve the plot, rather than the plot being a device to showcase 

characters. They overlap, but I'd bet a writer who spends two pages describing a character could boil down 

that character's essence to a few short sentences and not lose anything. 

Characterization for the sheer sake of characterization is useless. 

My heroine in Whiskey Sour, Jacqueline Daniels, has insomnia. This is specifically tied into her career, 

her perceived failure as a wife, and her opinion of herself. Though insomnia is a character trait of Jack's, 

and I spend a few pages describing it, it's still essential to the plot at several key pointsïit even saves her 

life once. If Jack didn't have insomnia, the book would be entirely different. 

Let's say Jack also has migraines. This could also be a bit a characterization, and might also say something 

about her, the way she lives, and why she does the things she does. But unless I actually use those 

migraines to advance the plot (such as she suffers one in the middle of a shoot-out and can't function), 

having the audience know about them is unneeded. 

During the book we find out about Jack's past ðher childhood, her marriage, her career. I could have put 

in a flashback chapter about the night she found out her father died ðall that was going through her 

childhood mind, all the emotions she was feeling, a blow-by-blow account of his death. This could have 

invoked reader sympathy and identification for Jack's character.  

But I didn't do that. I described her Dad's death in one sentence. Why?  

Because even though it added to Jack's character, it wasn't essential to the story.  

So I killed Jack's dad, then let the reader figure out how it affected her.  

Give the reader just enough to picture the scene. Too much and you bore the reader. Too little and ðwell, 

I'll be honest here; I've never seen a case where the author gave the reader too little. Pre-published writers 

usually spend more time on characters than plots, and it hurts them. We're not writing résumés. We're 

writing stories.  
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I think cutting everything about a character that doesn't relate to the plot is a smart idea, because it forces 

you to consider the character within the plot and giver her traits that NEED to exist. The trick here (and it 

is a trick) is to make each chapter, each paragraph, each word ESSENTIAL. 

Every trait and description you give a character should be followed by asking yourself why that character 

needs that trait and description. Do you want to make the reader sympathize? Hate? Understand? Fear? 

Laugh? How can you do that succinctly? 

All of this should be thought-out, the same way a plot should be thought-out.  

Now there have been cases in my writing where I don't call my own pot black. Usually I transgress to put 

in a joke, or a funny situation. This could possibly fall under necessary characterization, because humor is 

essential to the success of the story. But it could just as easily be cut and not hurt the story at all.  

This kind of indulgence only works on a line-by-line-basis. A quick joke here, and a quick pun there. I'd 

never include a three-page humorous anecdote, no matter how amusing, if it didn't advance the story. If I 

find I really want to include something that I know is purely fluff, I try to make it part of the plot.  

Jack's partner, Herb Benedict, overeats. In Whiskey Sour, this is mostly comic relief. But in the sequel, 

Bloody Mary, Herb goes on a diet, which is a catalyst for several important changes that occur to his 

character. 

I spared this particular darling and used it to advance the plot. 

This doesn't mean you should strip your characters of all traits so they're wooden stereotypes. Well-drawn 

characters are important in fiction. If a reader doesn't care about the protagonist and antagonist, it doesn't 

matter how many rollercoaster twists the plot has. As writers, it's our duty to make our characters 

memorable.  

But always remember; interesting characters are not interesting because of who they are. They are 

interesting because of what they do. Who they are may effect what they do, but backstory and exposition 

are poor ways to describe characters. Action and dialog are much better. And these actions and dialogs 

should be revealed through the plot. 

You are writing a STORY, and not a CHARACTER. But I don't condone neglecting characterization in 

lieu of story. 

In fact, done properly, the two aren't separate at all. 
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Outlines, Writer 's Block, and Motivation   

There are a few universal truths for writers. 

1. There's always something else to do other than write. 

2. Forcing yourself to write is easier said than done. 

3. Writing is easier if you have a game plan. 

Writers are motivated by different things, but motivation often isn't enough to get the words down on 

paper. Every writer struggles with the blank page, at some point in their life. Doubt creeps in, the words 

just don't come, there are other things that need to get done, the deadline is looming, the story doesn't 

work, so why bother. 

If you never played the game of baseball before, and you were put onto the field without knowing what the 

heck you were doing, it doesn't matter how much determination or enthusiasm or talent you have; you 

won't do well. 

It's the same thing with writing. Knowing what you're doing is just as important as doing in. And the 

easiest way to know what you're doing is to come up with a plan. 

For novels, the plan I use is an outline. 

When you have a multi-book deal, you'll need to turn in outlines. It's specified in your contract. Money is 

portioned out to you in lump sums. You get paid upon signing the contract, upon turning in an outline, and 

upon turning in the next book. And your editor must approve the outline before you begin working on the 

book. 

This is only the case for Book #2 and beyond. Your first book doesn't require an outline. No one will ask 

for one ðnot editors, not agents.  

But an outline is still a useful tool to help you finish Book #1. First of all, it helps you know where the 

story is going, so you don't run into dead ends or run out of steam. It can help you find the slow spots in 

your narrative, it's much easier to add scenes and characters to an outline than a novel-in-progress, and it 

helps you focus on the craft of the story, as opposed to the art of writing. 

An outline is also extremely helpful when it comes to motivation. Once the story is down on paper (in 

outline form) all you need to do is add the bells and whistles; the action, dscription, and dialog. You don't 

need to worry about what happens next because you already know. That frees up your mind to create 

characters and settings and scenes without having to wonder if the book is working, or if there's enough 

conflict. 

I've never really understood writer's block, because I've never had it. I know it is part psychological and 

part motivational, sort of like being on that baseball field, knowing you have to perform, but not knowing 

how to get the job done. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/03/outlines-writers-block-and-motivation.html
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Here's the thing; if you already have a template, you don't need motivation, and you don't get blocked. It's 

like painting by numbers. 

What is an outline does is offer you a template. You simply need to fill in the color. 

My outlines are very detailed. They run between 30 and 40 pages. I go chapter by chapter, and list who is 

in each scene, what information needs to be revealed, and what the conflict is. 

I write outlines in present tense, and give each chapter a paragraph or two. If you're interested, here's the 

outline for BLOODY MARY  as a download. 

Q: How long does it take to write an outline? 

A: Outlines are hard. They require a lot of thought, because you're plotting the entire book ðevery scene, 

every twist, every dramatic moment. It usually takes me a solid week of 8 hour days to knock out a forty 

page outline. But once I do it, writing the book is easy, because I already got all of the hard stuff out of the 

way. 

Q: Do you use action or dialog in the outline? 

A: Sometimes. It's sort of like describing a movie to your friends. Sometimes you quote dialog. Sometimes 

you mime some action. But the thrust of it is "What Happens Next?" 

Q: Do you ever deviate from the outline? 

A: All the time. A book is organic, and can change dramatically. Don't be afraid of that. An outline is a 

basic frame, but it's pliable. It's much easier to take a book in a different direction if you know your 

ultimate destination, and an outline helps remind you of that. It also keeps you focused, and allows you to 

bang out a few pages of manuscript even when the muse isn't around. 

Q: Will your editor get angry if the book changes from outline to finished novel, especially since she had 

to approve of the outline? 

A: Not as long as you're keeping the essence of the material.  

Q: How detailed do you have to get? 

A: The more detailed the outline, the easier it is to write the book. Some authors turn in a ten page outline, 

which is fine. But they usually do more sweating when the deadline looms closer. 

Q: Isn't it harder to write a good outline than it is to write a good book? 

http://www.jakonrath.com/bloodyoutline.rtf
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A: No. The outline doesn't have to be perfect. When you turn it in, you aren't expected to make your editor 

laugh, or move her to tears. You're just showing her blueprints of your boat, and she's just checking to 

make sure it will float when built. 

Q: Are there any good books on outlining? 

A: Probably. I've never looked. I think most writers know about dramatic structure. In my books, I try to 

keep raising the stakes, constantly introduce conflict (both internal and external) , and make sure the 

chapters end on a high note so the reader wants to keep reading. Each scene has to have a point, a reason 

for existing. It has to fufill some kind of purpose ðreveal clues, enhance character, add suspense, raise 

tension, ratched up the conflict. If a scene does several of these things, it's a really good scene. This is 

much easier to spot in an outline than in a book. 

Q: Should I outline? 

A: If you ever sign a multi book deal, you'll be required to outline, so you might as well start now. But 

don't worry about turning in an outline for a first novel ð-the agent and editor wants to see a finished 

book, not an outline.  
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Avoiding Plodding Plotting   

I did a speaking thing the other day, and afterward a bright and talented young author expressed that 

plotting was difficult for him. 

I gave him my stock answer: torture your protagonist. 

The fact is, readers don't want your hero to be happy. At least, not until the end. They want angst, conflict, 

ruined dreams, dashed hopes, impossible situations, neuroses, struggle, heartache, near death experiences, 

ruined lives, and pain. 

All you need to know about plotting is twofold. 

1. Give your characters goals. 

2. Don't let them reach those goals. 

For example, let's say we're writing a YA coming of age novel about a 14 year old video game geek named 

Leroy. His goals: kiss a girl, mend his parents' unstable marriage, and get ahold of Grand Theft Doom 

Craft 3: Halo and Goodbye and the new GameBox X-Station System. Let's also make his family very 

poor. 

So how do we torture Leroy? 

¶ His parents won't let him have the game, because it is too violent, and they can't afford it 

¶ He asks the cutest girl in school to the dance, and she says yes, but he can't dance 

¶ He bribes the high school bully to buy him the game and system, cashing in his bonds (which are 

supposed to be for college) 

What happens next? 

¶ His parents begin a trial separation 

¶ The bully takes all of his money but doesn't buy him the game 

¶ He needs dance lessons, but no longer has any money (the bully has it) 

And then? 

¶ His best friend gets the game, but won't let him play 

¶ The cute girl cancels the date 

¶ He tries to get him money back from the bully, and gets beaten up. 

Now what? 

¶ The cute girl is going with the bully to the dance 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2005/12/avoiding-plodding-plotting.html
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¶ Leroy confides in his Dad, who boxed Golden Gloves in high school, and he gives him some lessons 

¶ Leroy confides in him Mom, who shows him how to dance 

How can things get worse? 

¶ Leroy sucks as a fighter 

¶ Leroy sucks as a dancer 

¶ Leroy sucks as a matchmaker 

¶ Leroy overhears that the bully is going to go 'all the way' with the cute girl after the dance, whether 

she wants to or not 

¶ GTDC3:H&G is having a high score contest, and the winner gets $10000 dollars 

How will this end? 

Come on. You know how it's going to end. 

His friend lets him finally play the new game, and Leroy gets a great score and sends it to the contest 

folks. Then Leroy goes to the dance stag, walks in on the bully making unwanted advances on the cute 

girl, cleans his clock, dances with her, gets a kiss, goes home to find out Dad has moved back in. 

And, of course, the prize people show up with a check for $10000. 

Or maybe the parents don't get together, and Leroy doesn't win the money, but he realizes that growing up 

means you don't always get what you want. 

The point is, if you keep thinking "How can I make this worse?" plotting takes care of itself. 

If you've ever read a book with a surprise twist, it was probably the result of the author thinking, "What 

would no one expect could happen next?"  

If we wanted to add a twist to the story, we could have the cute girl be a secret videogame addict, and she 

wins the contest and gives Leroy back the money he lost to the bully. Or the Dad, in a fit of 

overcompensation after leaving home, buys Leroy the game system. Or the bully turns out to be Leroy's 

brother, because Leroy's Dad is a cheater, which is why Mom kicked him out. 

And if you're truly stuck, use my tried and true Jump Start the Plot Trick: "And when I answered the 

door... there were zombies!" 

That always works. 
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First Lines   

First lines are the most important lines in the story. Here are some of mine from stories and books I've sold: 

There were four black and whites already at the 7-Eleven when I arrived. ð WHISKEY SOUR 

"It would be so easy to kill you while you sleep." ð BLOODY MARY 

The sound begins. Again. ð RUSTY NAIL 

No security cameras this time, but he still has to be careful. ðDIRTY MARTINI  

"She sure bled a lot." ð ON THE ROCKS 

"His skull is shattered and his spinal column looks like a dutch pretzel." ð WITH A TWIST 

Mitch couldn't answer me with the barrel of my gun in his mouth, so I pulled it out. ð STREET MUSIC 

"I want you to kill the man that my husband hired to kill the man that I hired to kill my husband." ð TAKEN 

TO THE CLEANERS 

The woman twisting the tube into my penis has cold hands. ð FORGIVENESS 

"That's gotta be where the money is." ð THE SHED 

Hudson closed his eyes and swallowed hard, trying to stop sweating. ð THE AGREEMENT 

There's an art to getting your ass kicked. ð EPITAPH 

"I want you to kill my wife." ð SUFFER 

"Let me get this straight ðyou want me to murder you tonight?" ð REDUX 

"Eat it." ð FINICKY EATER 

The mark knelt next to a garbage can, two hands unsuccessfully trying to plug nine holes in his face, neck, and 

upper body. ð LIGHT DRIZZLE 

"No thanks." ð THE BAG 

Rust from the crowbar flaked off, coating my palm with orange dust. ð BASKET CASE 

Voice Module 195567 Record Mode: Is this thing working? ð SYMBIOS 

Some are stronger than others. Why? What makes a first line good or bad? Feel free to post some of your 

favorites.  
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Tips For The First Chapter  

1. Make sure the first chapter starts with action.  

  

2. Show, don't tell. This means you don't need a one paragraph description of a bedroom, a character's 

thoughts on everything, and for god's sake don't put any backstory int he first chapter.  

  

3. Keep it short. It doesn't have to be James Patterson short, but a ten page first chapter is better than a 

thirty page first chapter when it comes to grabbing attention.  

  

4. Watch your POV... try to stick in one character's mind for the whole chapter.  

  

5. Cut everything that doesn't move the action forward. EVERYTHING. If it moves the story forward, or 

gives us a better feel for the characters, put it in a later chapter, but not the first. Leave the reader 

wanting more, not knowing everything.  

  

6. You probably don't need a prologue. Editors often cut them, and readers often skip them. Try to 

remove it and see if the story suffers. If you really believe you need one, don't make it longer than a 

few pages. 

  

7. And this is the most important ð-trust yourself. You've been writing since you were four. You know 

how to craft a sentence. Not eveything needs to be rewritten ð-sometimes it comes out right the first 

time. 
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Salable Characters  

Use these explanations and the following worksheet to create your story heroes, supporting charactyers, and 

villains. 

UNIQUE- What makes this person different from anyone else? Why is this hero the ONLY ONE who could be 

in your story? Include profession, race, gender, age, and brief description.    

GOALS- What are your protagonist's goals? Dreams? Fears? Things they desperately want? 

FLAWS- What personal, internal problem will get in the way of the hero reaching his/her goals? Addiction? 

Illness? Disability? Neuroses?    

QUIRKS- What are the strange, bizarre, personal, or human traits this hero possesses? Habits and rituals 

PERSPECTIVE- First person or third person, and why? 

SUPPORT- Who are the supporting, returning characters that assist your hero? Friends? Co-workers?  

ENEMY- Your villain should have all of these traits as well. Who will make a worthy opponent for your hero?

     

EXAMPLE - LT. JACQUELINE " JACK "  DANIE LS, CHICAGO VIOLENT CRIMES  

featured in the novels WHISKEY SOUR, BLOODY MARY & RUSTY NAIL, and the EQMM short stories ON 

THE ROCKS & WITH A TWIST by JA Konrath 

UNIQUE- Jack is 46, divorced, unlucky in love but a good copïshe had to be to become a Lieutenant in the 

male-dominated fraternity of the CPD. Jack has dedicated her life to the Job, but is now at an age where she's 

regretting never starting a family.   

GOALS- Jack needs to do well in her career; that's the only time she feels good about herself. But she also 

realizes, for the first time, that there's more to life than work, and she wants to broaden her personal life. 

FLAWS- Jack has insomnia, due to her fixation with her job. She constantly questions her own actions, 

wondering if she could have done better. She doesn't think she's worthy of love. 

QUIRKS- Her insomnia causes her to max out her credit cards watching the late night Home Shopping 

Network. She worries too much about fashion, and is envious of those who dress better than she does. 

PERSPECTIVE- First person for Jack, third person for the villain. 

SUPPORT- Overweight partner Det. Herb Benedict, accountant boyfriend Latham Conger, mother Mary 

Streng, ex-husband Alan Daniels, criminal friend Phineas Troutt, ex-partner PI Harry McGlade, hellspawn cat 

Mr. Friskers. 

ENEMY - In WHISKEY SOUR, a serial killer called The Gingerbread Man is making snuff movies in his 

basement and wants to make one with Jack. In BLOODY MARY, a maniac is dismembering people and leaving 

accessories of Jack's at the crime scenes. 
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Creating Salable Characters Worksheet  

Fill in the following information for the characters in your story 

 

UNIQUE- 

  

 

GOALS- 

 

 

FLAWS- 

 

  

QUIRKS- 

 

   

PERSPECTIVE- 

 

 

SUPPORT- 

 

 

ENEMY - 
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Villainy   

Let's talk about bad guys. 

Some of my favorite books have villains that are just as memorable as the hero. 

But what makes a good antagonist? Other than being in competition/conflict/opposition to the hero, what 

are the traits an adversary needs to have? 

Here are a few things your villain should be: 

¶ Charismatic. The reader should be attracted to the villain in some way, even if it is a car-wreck type 

of attraction.  

¶ Powerful. The villain should be more powerful than the protagonist. Underdog stories are as old as the 

bible, and show no signs of losing public favor. 

¶ Motivated. A villain should have goals, dreams, desires, and reasons for doing what they do. 

¶ Cruel. Bad guys do bad things. That's what makes them bad. 

¶ Active. Like heroes, villains shouldn't be passive. The need to be doing things, moving the plot along, 

rather than simply reacting to things. 

¶ Realistic. If the reader doesn't believe the villain, the tension is gone. 

Many crime novels don't have strong villains. Either the bad guy isn't revealed until the end, or the story 

dwells more on the protagonist's journey. 

This is a missed opportunity to engage and excite the reader. Good vs. Evil is conflict in its purest form, 

and any sports fan can tell you that competition is a lot of fun.  

Take a look at your WIP. Does it have a villain? Does the villain embody the traits listed above? How can 

your villain be improved? 

Who are your favorite villains, and why?  
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Conflict Is The Key  

He burned down my house. Killed my wife. Kidnapped my kids. Ate my dog. Left me with two teeth, one 

eye, and no legs.  

I dedicated my life to tracking him down. Chasing him through Europe. Following him back through time. 

Traveling into outer space. But I never did catch him, so I gave up.  

Bad? Stupid? A time waster?  

It could be worse. He didn't burn down my house. He just came over to watch the ball game. My wife and 

kids went to see a movie. We had a few beers, then I went to bed.  

Both of these concepts are missing something essential. We all know stories contain a beginning, a middle, 

and an end. We also know they contain plot, setting, and characters.  

But the thing that makes a compelling read, the thing that makes us keep turning the page, is something 

that a lot of us forget  

That thing is conflict.  

Conflict is the main ingredient for successful fiction. The question of "What happens next?" is what keeps 

your audience glued to the page. Not pretty description. Not clever phrasing. Not cute dialog. The motor 

that drives the story is conflict. The central plot of any story should be centered around a conflict. The sub 

plots should introduce more conflict. There should be conflict on every page, and even in every paragraph. 

Readers don't want characters to be happy. They want them to be tortured for 90,000 words, and then 

happy at the very end. Maybe. That's the essence of a page-turner. 

I like to break conflict down into three steps: 

Opposition - That is, something against something else. Man vs. man, animal, nature, death, even himself.  

Stakes - When the opposition is defined, what is at stake here? Who risks losing what? 

Resolution - How does the conflict end? Is the hero's goal reached? Here's the fun part. 

Apply this principle to any narrative you've encountered ðmovie, TV show, book, comic, short story, 

cartoon, etc. All of these contain a conflict, probably many conflicts at once.  

Now ðdoes your story? It doesn't matter how cool or beautiful your hero is, or how nasty the villain, 

unless there is turmoil and chaos. Many writers cringe at the prospect of plotting a novel. Eighty thousand 

words? How can I make one idea stretch that long? It's actually not too hard. Simply put your characters in 

a worst case scenario, then keep making it even worse. 

For example ðif I wrote a story about two hit men, this is how I'd add conflict. 
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¶ Have them hate each other.  

¶ Hit Man #1 wants out of the business ðthis is his last job.  

¶ Their target (a terrorist who's planning on blowing up a school) gets away.  

¶ Their bosses threaten to kill them if they don't finish the job.  

¶ Hit man #1 is sleeping with hit man #2's wife.  

¶ Their target begins stalking them, trying to kill them before they kill him.  

¶ Hit Man #2 finds out about the affair, swears to kill #1. 

And you can keep upping the ante. The boss eventually sends other hit men after them both. Hit Man #2's 

son is at the school the terrorist is going to blow up. The wife gets kidnapped. Etc.  

If you don't like plotting out a story before you write it, you can do it as you're writing it. Just keep raising 

the stakes for your characters. Set up goals in the beginning, throw some obstacles in the way, and see if 

your characters sink or swim. And if your characters do swim, send a few sharks after them! 
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Theme?   

What's this theme thing? 

I consider the term theme to be interchangeable with allegory: a symbolic representation of ideas through a 

narrative. 

Huh? 

Actually, it isn't that complicated. Look at fairy tales. Little Red Riding Hood is all about not talking to 

strangers. Beauty and the Beast is about how looks don't matter when it comes to love. Cinderella is about 

avoiding a life of hard work by marrying the right guy. And so on. 

Sometimes themes in narratives are intentional. Sometimes they're subconscious. Sometimes they are in 

the eye of the beholder, and have nothing to do with the original intent of the artist. 

Having a strong theme in your work is one more thing for the reader to latch on to, identify with, ponder, 

and enjoy. Human beings strive for meaning, and search for answers. When meaning and answers are also 

entertaining, they are a lot more palatable, and substantial. Like food that tastes good and is also good for 

you. 

The majority of my writing touches on a recurring theme. It's hidden under jokes and action, but it's there. 

In the novels, Jack is never the one who ultimately finishes off the villain. She plays a part in chasing the 

bad guy, but she isn't the one that kills him. 

There is a very specific reason for this. In my personal philosophy, life isn't about reaching goals; it's about 

chasing goals. You can't always win, because sometimes things are beyond your control. All you can do is 

try your best, and find ways to live with yourself if your best isn't good enough.  

In other words: You're more than your goals. 

Jack doesn't realize this yet. But she's slowly learning. 

To remind her of this, I surround Jack with characters who all live to serve their base needs ð-needs that 

Jack normally forsakes in search of a higher sense of self. 

The secondary characters in my books ðPhin, Harry, Mr. Friskers, Jack's Mom, and Herb ðall have their 

basis in the Freudian id.  

 ðPhin values his needs and comfort over all. 

 ðHarry chases fame and money and shirks responsibility. 

 ðMr. Friskers is angry and demanding. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/05/theme.html


Writing :: 25 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

 ðJack's Mom seeks sex and attention. 

 ðHerb eats too much. 

Jack, however, represents superego. Her quest to become better, and her ultimate acceptance of the fact 

that she might not, are the primary elements of her character. She doesn't get the bad guy, but she tries to 

live with herself anyway.  

Addressing this theme by spelling it out is obvious and preachy, and neither of those things are desirable in 

a narrative. So I use allegorical action to convey the theme. 

The insomnia Jack struggles with is representative of her lack of control over her life and goals. 

The good night of sleep she always has at the end of the book isn't because she's reached her goals ð-it is 

because she's accepted that the goals are out of her control. Punishing yourself isn't the answer. Which is 

why the last line of each novel relates to theme. 

At the beginning of each book, Jack is 100% committed to catching a killer. This is her primary need, and 

the motivator that drives the plot.  

During each book, Jack interacts with people who indulge themselves rather than deny themselves, as a 

subconscious reminder to Jack that perhaps her priorities are skewed. 

At the end of each book, Jack forgives her failures and embraces life. In other words, catharsis in the form 

of the final showdown leads to a temporary reprieve from the neurosis, and an acceptance that perhaps her 

peers have the right attitude. 

So the theme of the novels is: Try the best you can, because trying is all you can do. But if you try too 

hard, life isn't worth living at all. 

Why did I pick this theme? 

I didn't. It picked me. Anyone who regularly reads this blog can see how my quest to become published, 

and my attitude toward this career, are tied into this philosophy. It's what I struggle with, and what I aspire 

to. 

I'm passionate about this topic, and hopefully some of that passion comes through in the writing. 

Do you have any themes in your book? What messages are you imparting to your readers? What 

philosophies or issues are you planting in their minds? What are you trying to say? How do you convey 

these ideas without beating your audience over the head with the obvious? 

27 comments   
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Ask But D on 't Answer   

Writing is a lot like teasing your younger brother with a secret. 

The longer you hold it over his head, the more worked up he gets. 

All stories, no matter the genre, can benefit from suspense. The tension doesn't have to be in the form of 

the bad guy stalking the hero. It can be much simpler, much less dramatic, but still make the reader want to 

keep reading. For example: 

"You seem upset," Jack said. "What's up?" 

"I'll tell you later." Herb said. "In private." 

And we have suspense. 

Posing questions, then making the reader keep reading to get the answers, is the essence of the term "page 

turner." 

This why why soap operas are so popular ð-nothing is ever solved. This is why the 10 o'clock news gives 

you a quick teaser of their most interesting story, and doesn't show you the full clip until 10:29. 

Ask a question, but don't give the answer right away. 

I'm currently writing my fourth Jack Daniels book, DIRTY MARTINI, and my wife demands to read it as 

I finish each chapter. She was yelling at me yesterday, because I had a scene with the villain surrounded 

by all of this obscure equipment, but didn't explain what the equipment was. 

Wife: What's all that stuff he's using? 

Me: You'll find out later. 

Wife: Write faster. 

Writers need to be teases. It keeps the story moving. It makes the reader want to know what happens next. 

Don't give the reader everything at once. Hold stuff back. Feed it to them slowly. Even boring exposition 

and backstory can become unbearably dramatic if you withhold the information rather than spill it all at 

once: 

"What's wrong with Donna?" 

"Oh. She had some... problems, a few years ago." 

What works about this method of building suspense is that when you do share your secret with the reader, 

they feel like they're a part of it. They remember the earlier reference, and are happy to be let in on the 

game. 
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This works not only with omitted information, but with seemingly unneeded details. 

On page 17: "He got out of the car and pulled the tarp on top of the chemical box." 

Then, on page 178, you reveal what the chemicals are for. And the reader goes, "Aha! I wondered what 

those were for!" 

The more seeds you plant, the more fun the read. Just remember: restraint is the key.  

54 comments   
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Copycatting   

I have a dirty confession to make. 

When my agent was shopping my first Jack Daniels book around to publishers, she compared it to Janet 

Evanovich. When Hyperion bought the series, they compared it to Janet Evanovich. I also began 

comparing my books to Evanovich's, because hers had a female lead and were funny, as were mine, and 

many people told me they were similar. Reviewers mentioned it. Blurbers mentioned it. My publisher 

thought enough of the comparison to make my book covers brightly colored, easily mistaken at a distance 

for those of the Divine Miss E. 

I'd always intended to read Evanovich. Really. But as my career took off, I spent all my time reading for 

blurbs, or to help newbies, or the books of my friends, and I never got around to reading any Janet. Even 

though I continued to compare my books to hers. 

I recently had an offer from Benbella books to write an essay about Janet Evanovich for an upcoming 

book. I like Benbella (they are releasing a collection of James Bond essays this summer, which includes a 

funny one by me) so I said yes. 

In order to write this essay, I thought it prudent to read the Stephanie Plum series. Which I've been doing. 

And it has shocked me. Why? 

Because my writing is awfully similar to Janet Evanovich's. 

If someone reads Janet's books, and then my books, they could easily think I was imitating her. But I'm 

not. It would be a neat trick, copying someone I've never read. 

Still, some of the similarities are eerie. Stephanie's screwed-up life is similar to Jack's, her Grandma Mazur 

is similar to Jack's Mom, her partner Lula is similar to Jack's partner Herb, Ranger is similar to Phin, and 

the goofy characters and the dialog strike similar chords. I wondered how this could be. First I considered 

evolution, and common ancestors. 

When I was younger, I read Robert B. Parker, and Ed McBain, and John D. MacDonald, and Rob Kantner, 

and Dave Barry, and Lawrence Block. If I was imitating any writing styles when I first started out, it was 

their styles. Perhaps it was the same for Ms. Evanovich. If she's a Spenser fan, that could be the link; we 

both imitate Parker. What's strange is that when you read Parker's Sunny Randall books, they seem like 

much more of a rip-off of Evanovich than my books, but in reality they are just a female version of 

Spenser. 

Perhaps there are only so many ways to create likeable series characters. They should be flawed, 

somewhat neurotic, have goofy larger-than-life sidekicks, and the same goals and dreams that all people 

have. It is possible, even likely, that similar books can arise independent of one another. 

The Jack books have some Robert Parker type wisecracks in them. They also have some Thomas Harris 

scares and some Richard Stark noir. But ultimately, they are Konrath. At this point in my career, my style 
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is my own, and I like to think it's pretty distinguishable. And, hopefully, some new writer is reading my 

stuff and imitating the hell out of it. 

As for Janet ð-the first nine books in the series are a lot of fun. If you like Jack, check them out. 

12 comments  
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Bad Stories   

I'm a judge for a writing contest, being held by an organization that shall remain nameless. 

Being a judge involves reading over a thousand short stories written by newbies. 

It's a painful job. 

Ninety-nine percent of the entries share similar problems. These problems occur with such frequency that 

I've decided to write a story to illustrate them. 

In the following short, try to spot all of the things that would make it a losing entry: 

THE CHURCH ON BY JOE KONRATH 

It was a very sunny day in the spring of 2004 in fact it was so sunny, that even the sun had to wear 

sunglasses! It was on this very sunny day that I first met my wife. Her name was Rhoda, and she loved 

life. She lived in a house at 8786 Cranberry road, with her mother and three dogs named Sharpie, Bull, and 

Doxie, who are a Sharpei, a bulldog, and a doxhund. Boy were those dogs trouble! Yes they were! Trouble 

spelled T-R-O-U-B-L-E with a capitol T! But Rhonda loved those dogs, so much, that I never would have 

guessed, how it all ended up. And, boy, did it end up, bad! On a very cloudy day in the fall of 2006, 

Rhonda took the dogs out for a walk, but you can actually say that they walked her. Those were some 

frisky dogs! As they all walk to my house, Sharpie sniffe d out a skunk and got squirted, which smelled 

even worse. Sharpe thought it was a cat, but he sure was surprised! When Rhonda brought the dogs into 

my house, boy was I ever really very upset. 

"You need to get that foul smelling pooch into a bath of half tomato juice and half vinegar and half baking 

soda!" I loudly exclaimed with a huge frown creasing my unhappy face. 

"But Sharpie is allergic to tomato juice!" proclaimed RHonda as she stamps her foot and pouts with her 

hands on her hips cocked out like a diva. 

"" I not asking the pooch to drink any tomato juice, just take a bath in it!" I loudly laughed hard. 

The next week I proposed to Rohnda, and we were married at St. Vincent's Church on 472 Smith street on 

a very sunny spring day and Sharpie was supposed to be the ring barer with a little pillow tied to his back 

but guess what? He got into another skunk right before the ceremony! That screwy pooch just didn't learn 

better! So Sharpie comes runnin down the isle and everyone in the church is holding their noses. They 

were literaly in the pews saying PEE YOO. Now I wasn't going to say my vows wearing a light tan 

medium wooden closepin on my nose, so I told my best man Zeke to take Sharpie out of that church but 

make sure to bring back the rings so we coudl still salvage this disaster. Four minutes later, Zeke locked 

out Sharpie outside the church but guess what?!? Now he smelled like skunk! I should have known to 

bring some tomato juice to my wedding day! 

I told him ""Sorry Zeke my best man but you have to wait out outside the chucrh with Sharpie" I said 

funnily because I am holding my nose! Everyone laughed especially my bride as Zeke stomped dejectedly 

out of the church like an unclean leper. He felt so terrible he wanted to go jump in a lake, and he thought 

maybe he should because that will get some of the skunk stink off but he couldn't because the tuxedo was 

rented!. The next year Rhonda died of pnemonia and cancer, but I still have the dogs to remind me of her, 

and I love little Shapie but I always keep some tomato juice around just in case! 
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 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð- 

And yes, unfortunately, some of the stories are this bad. But mostly this is an amalgamation of the many 

things wrong with newbie short stories. 

Some of the errors are obvious. Some are a bit harder to spot. But there are close to a hundred faults, any 

one of which would make me stop reading and file the story in the trash. 

How many can you spot? I'm not looking for a blow-by-blow list, but rather general rules, such as spelling 

problems and changing tense.  

38 comments   
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Become A Successful Crime Writer In Just Six Easy Steps  

So you want to be a crime writer? Or maybe you don't, but you've read the rest of the magazine and you 

want to get your money's worth by reading everything. Whatever your reason for reading this, remember 

that the only thing keeping you from a career writing crime fiction is commitment, persistence, and a 

bunch of editors who wouldn't know talent if it bit them in the face. 

Step #1: Read. Forget the old saying write what you know. The main character of my series is a forty-

seven year old female cop, and last time I checked I wasn't any of those things. Instead of writing what you 

know, write what you like to read. Writing in a genre you aren't familiar with is like racing the Indy 500 

without taking a single driving lesson. Except for the fatalities. 

Read the classics and the bestsellers, but don't forget new authors ð-first books by contemporary authors 

are a good way to see what publishers are currently looking for. Fun Hint: Try that JA Konrath guy, I hear 

he's pretty good. 

Step #2: Outline. Would you build a house without blueprints? Then why would you write a book without 

an outline? Are you crazy? Have you seen a psychiatrist about that? 

Many new writers feel like they can wing it, and usually around page 50 the story comes to a grinding halt 

and gets parked in a drawer until they die. That's because writing a book without a plan is like riding a 

tiger ð-impossible to tame and hard to predict. It also chafes the thighs. 

An outline doesn't have to be dozens of pages long, incorporating every scene, twist, and point. It simply 

needs to be the framework on which you hang your story. First, give your hero a goal. In crime fiction, the 

goal is usually solving a crime or preventing a crime. Hence the term crime fiction. 

Once you have a crime (murder is good), make life tough for your hero and do everything you can to stop 

her from solving or preventing the crime. This is called plotting, though several times reviewers of my 

books have gotten confused and used the word plodding. Those zany reviewers. 

Step #3: Write. This is the hard part. Schedule time for writing, then actually force yourself to sit at your 

writing spot. Limit distractions like the Internet, phone calls, and communication with family members, 

even if they're on fire. If you want to be a writer, you have to make writing a priority. You can extinguish 

Little Timmy later. 

Step #4: Keep Writing. It's easy to get stuck. If this happens, here are a few tricks to help you. 

¶ Add some gratuitous sex and violence. Be sure to include revealing dialog in these scenes, so when 

your editor tries to cut them later, you can tell her the scenes are essential, because of that revealing 

dialog.  

¶ Kill someone. If the story starts getting boring, you can always add a few murders. If it's really 

boring, try killing your hero. This is much easier if you aren't using a first-person POV. 
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¶ Call me. I'm pretty good at this stuff. If you're stuck, gimme a hollar, and we'll work through your 

problems together. I love helping new writers. Because I'm a nice guy, And because I charge $1800 

and hour. 

 

Step #5: Edit. Rewriting and editing is where you take a good book and make it great by cutting out all of 

the fat, exposition, and unnecessary action and dialog. Be firm. With practice, you can easily par a 90,000 

word manuscript down to 17. Start by eliminating all the verbs. 

Step #6: Sell It For A Lot Of Money. Finally, the easy part. I'd go into more detail, but unfortunately I'm 

running out of space on this page. Of course, you're always welcome to call me for the simple solution. 

Just make sure you have a credit card handy. 
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The Elements of Dialog   

Dialog is one of the most important componants of story, for many reasons. 

¶ It relays important information and moves the story forward 

¶ It shows what a character is thinking, feeling, doing 

¶ It can be funny, scary, sad, dramatic 

¶ It breaks up the visual monotony of large, clunky paragraphs 

¶ It reads quickly 

¶ It can be the most memorable part of a narrative 

But what makes good dialog? What are the things to do and to avoid when writing dialog? 

Here are the rules that I personally use. 

1. Make it sound natural. People talk differently than they write. Writing is slower, more deliberate, and 

more thought goes into it. Speaking is looser, freer, less constricting, and less precise. Record some dialog 

in natural settings ðat the mall, on the phone, on the radio. Then transcribe what you heard. You'll notice 

a big difference between the spoken word and the written word. 

2. It shouldn't be too natural. In real life, people use speach hesitators (um, uh) and repeat themseves a 

lot. They also can talk for mintues at a time without a break. In your narrative, you need to cut to the 

chase, and trim all of this extraneous stuff. Briefer is better. 

3. It has to have a point. Stories are built around conflict. It should be in your dialog as well. Two people 

discussing the weather happens all the time in real life, but there's no place for it in a novel (unless the 

book is about an evil weatherman.) Dialog needs to propel the story forward. Keep it moving, and use it to 

reveal things about the plto and the characters. 

4. Speaker attribution only when needed. Dialog tags are distracting. They interrupt the flow and 

cadance of the words. Use 'he said', and only use it sparingly. Tags like yelled, shouted, screamed, sobbed, 

laughed, usually aren't needed. Neither are adverbs. Said loudly, softly, cruelly, jokingly, stupidly ð-that 

gets old really quick. Using action instead of tags to denote who is speaking is a better way to do the 

scene. 

5. Remember the scene. Where are these characters talking? The environment, the situation, the position 

of their bodies, the action; all of this is important, but not as important as you think. Less is more. Give the 

reader just enough information to imagine the scene, and then get on with the story. Over-describing every 

detail is annoying, and bad writing. 

6. Avoid dialect. Some authors are great at dialect. You aren't one of them. Avoid creative spelling, which 

makes words unrecognizable, just so the reader knows your character is Italian, or Southern, or from 

Bahston, because the reader has to look at a word three times to realize you mean Boston. 
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7. Avoid funky punctuation. A few exclamation points is fine. More than a few a chapter is overkill. 

Ditto italics, apostrophes, and double punctuation. Know wha' I'm sayin'??!!??!? 

8. Different characters speak in different ways. A cop wouldn't speak a line the same was a criminal 

would. While you should avoid dialect, it's okay to use improper grammar or vocabulary if it sounds 

authentic. Write like people speak, even if it ain't right. 

9. Read it aloud. When you've finished a scene, read it out loud to see if it works. If you're tripping over 

the words, the character would be too. If it doesn't sound natural, it won't read natural. After reading it 

aloud, you'll find that you can take words away pretty easily. 

Bringing it all together. Here's a brief snippet from Bloody Mary which hits all of the points mentioned 

above. Read it in your head once, then read it aloud. Look for what's on the page, as well as what is 

deliberately left off the page. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð 

The apartment was air-conditioned, neat, nicely furnished. An entertainment center, crammed full of state-

of-the-art equipment, sat next to a wide-screen TV. 

Colin stood about Benedict's height, but rail thin. He wore an oversized Steelers jersey and a thick gold 

chain around his neck that seemed to weigh him down.  

"Business must be good." I eyed his place, annoyed that the crooks always had better stuff than I did.  

Colin shrugged. 

"Colin?" A woman's voice came from one of the back rooms. "Who's there?"  

"No one, Mama. Stay in your room."  

"Mama know you deal?" I asked.  

"I don't deal. That's all a big misunderstanding." 

I fished through the pockets of my blazer and took out a folded head-shot of Davi McCormick.  

"Do you recognize this woman?"  

I watched Colin's face. He glanced at the photo without changing his expression.  

"Never saw her."  

"She called your cell phone a few days ago."  
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"Don't got no cell phone."  

I read the phone number to him.  

"Don't got that phone no more. Lost it."  

"When did you lose it?"  

"Couple weeks ago."  

Herb bent down, reaching for Colin's foot.  

"I think you dropped something, Colin. Wellï-lookee here."  

Herb held up the bag of powdered sugar.  

"Dog, that ain't mine!"  

Herb made an innocent face. "I saw it fall out of your pocket. Didn't you, Jack?"  

"I don't even deal that shit, man. I just distribute the herb."  

"Where's your phone, Colin?"  

"I told you, I lost the phone."  

Benedict dipped a finger into the baggie, then touched his tongue.  

"How much you think is here? Eight, ten grams? That's whatï-thirty years?"  

I moved closer to Colin. "We found the arms. We know she called you."  

"What arms? I don't carry, man. I'm low-key."  

"Where's the phone?"  

"I don't know."  

Colin looked frightened. Though I couldn't arrest him for possession of a known confectionary, I decided 

to push my luck.  

"You know the drill, Colin. On your knees, hands behind your head."  

"I don't have the phone! I swear! You need to ask your people!"  
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"What people?"  

"Cops. When I got arrested last month, they took my phone. I never got it back."  

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Herb was dipping back into the baggie for another taste. I stepped 

between him and Colin.  

"You're saying we have your phone?"  

"I had it with me when I got booked, and when I got sprung no one knew anything about my phone."  

I had a pretty good internal BS detector, and Colin was either a much better liar than I was used to, or he 

was telling the truth. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð 

Will I win a Pulitzer for that dialog? No ðthe comittee sadly passed. But it did do all of the things I 

mentioned dialog should do. 

I wrote this over two years ago, and looking at it now I'd tweak a bit here and there. But it still works as a 

scene. It sounds right. The reader can picture what's happening, and who is talking, even though it is 

under-described and there are four different characters. The story is being moved forward, and at a quick 

pace. Plus, I threw in a bit of humor to make it go down a little easier. 

Dialog can be the most fun, and the easiest, part of a story to write.  

19 comments   
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Humor Me   

I've been told that death is easy, but comedy... that's hard. 

Actually, it's not as hard as you might think. 

Laughter is simply our brain reacting to discord and fear. 

Discord is something unexpected, inappropriate, unusual, or exaggerated. 

A fat guy on a little bicycle is funny, because our minds see the absurd dichotomy of a large man and a 

small vehicle. 

Fear is the distance and disconnect associated with bad events that we don't want to happen to us. 

A fat guy on little bicycle, peddling very fast because he's on fire, is funny because we can picture 

ourselves being on fire and it's not a pleasant image. 

Conversely, the fat guy in the Burn Ward, getting his dead skin brushed off by a heartless nurse, is not a 

funny image. Unless the fat guy is also a clown. Clowns are funny. 

Just about every joke you've ever heard is based on these principles. Knock knock jokes go for the 

unexpected. Puns are all about substituting meanings. When Moe hits Curly with shovel, we're secretly 

glad we're not Curly. Or Moe. Or anyone in that gene pool. 

Whenever there is some kind of tragedy, jokes spring up as a way for people to deal with it. When horrible 

things happen, humor is used to lighten the situation and to increase the distance between the affected and 

the observer. 

The trick to writing humor is observation. What is a normal situation, and how could that become absurd? 

The trick to writing humor in fiction is to use these absurd observations to add to the suspense of the 

scene, and to forward the story. 

Here's a scene that I cut out of DIRTY MARTINI. I think it's amusing, but it took away from the action 

rather than added to the action. This was right after several police offers have been horribly killed. 

Jacqueline Daniels, the hero, is at the crime scene with Police Superintendent O'Loughlin (a woman), Rick 

(an FBI Agent) and Harry McGlade, who needs a favor from Jack. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð- 

I couldn't tell if she was kidding or not, but even though I didn't agree with our new Superintendent, I was 

starting to like her. 

But damn, she needed some fashion tips. Hadn't this woman ever heard of shoulder pads? Her blazer made 

her look like the humpback witch from Snow White. 
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Writing :: 39 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

"Hey, you. The chunky one in the suit. You look like you're in charge." 

The Super eyed McGlade as he strutted over. He waved a piece of paper at her. 

"This is how much the city of Chicago owes me for that space suit." 

"Six people have died," O'Loughlin said evenly. 

"You don't owe me for them. Just the suit." 

When she didn't take Harry's receipt, he stuffed it into her jacket pocket. 

"Now about this liquor license," he said to me. "The mayor of this toddling town has refused to let me 

open a bar because of some silly misunderstanding that happened between me and one of his ugly nieces. I 

hit it to get on the family's good side, but she was a real cave troll. I needed two Viagra and still had to 

prop a Hustler on her back." McGlade grimaced. "She had a beard, Jack. It was like kissing my 

grandfather, except with tongue. So I don't call her the next morning, mostly because my face is chapped 

raw, and she goes crying to Uncle Big Shot and now I'm persona non grata." 

Rick asked me, "Who is this guy?" 

"That's Harry. He's a kindergarten teacher, works with special needs kids." 

"He's annoying me," the Super said. "He needs to go away." 

McGlade grinned at O'Loughlin in a way I'm sure he thought was endearing. 

"You look like you haven't been laid in the last decade. Put in a good word for me with the mayor, and I'll 

step up to the plate." He squinted at her chin. "Got a razor at your place?" 

The Super called over two patrolmen, and had McGlade arrested. He offered up some prime examples of 

current urban colloquialisms as they carted him off. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð 

Now let's analyze the jokes in this scene. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð 

I couldn't tell if she was kidding or not, but even though I didn't agree with our new Superintendent, I was 

starting to like her. 

But damn, she needed some fashion tips. Hadn't this woman ever heard of shoulder pads? Her blazer made 

her look like the humpback witch from Snow White. Humorous image, comparing a bad blazer to a 

cartoon witch. 

"Hey, you. The chunky one in the suit. You look like you're in charge." Absurdity  ðyou don't speak to 

authority figures like this. 

The Super eyed McGlade as he strutted over. He waved a piece of paper at her. 
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"This is how much the city of Chicago owes me for that space suit." 

"Six people have died," O'Loughlin said evenly. 

"You don't owe me for them. Just the suit." Fear ðmaking light of a tragic situation by downplaying 

it.  

When she didn't take Harry's receipt, he stuffed it into her jacket pocket. 

"Now about this liquor license," he said to me. "The mayor of this toddling town has refused to let me 

open a bar because of some silly misunderstanding that happened between me and one of his ugly nieces. I 

hit it to get on the family's good side, but she was a real cave troll. I needed two Viagra and still had to 

prop a Hustler on her back." Inappropriate, rude, absurd image. 

McGlade grimaced. "She had a beard, Jack. It was like kissing my grandfather, except with tongue. 

Absurd image. So I don't call her the next morning, mostly because my face is chapped raw, and she goes 

crying to Uncle Big Shot and now I'm persona non grata." Hyperbole ðexaggeration for comedic effect. 

Rick asked me, "Who is this guy?" 

"That's Harry. He's a kindergarten teacher, works with special needs kids." Discord ðHarry is obviously 

a selfish pig, not a Kindergarten teacher. 

"He's annoying me," the Super said. "He needs to go away." 

McGlade grinned at O'Loughlin in a way I'm sure he thought was endearing. 

"You look like you haven't been laid in the last decade. Put in a good word for me with the mayor, and I'll 

step up to the plate." He squinted at her chin. "Got a razor at your place?" Absurdity  ðhe won't get his 

way by acting like this, but is too dumb to realize it. 

The Super called over two patrolmen, and had McGlade arrested. He offered up some prime examples of 

current urban colloquialisms as they carted him off. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð 

I didn't mind cutting this scene, because it didn't add to the story much. The bit of story I had to convey 

was that McGlade needed Jack to help him with the mayor. Everything else was extraneous. So the scene 

was axed. 

It's okay to go off on small tangents, but in this case it was taking away from the scene rather than adding 

to it. 

Now here's a scene in WHISKEY SOUR that made the final cut. Jack is overburdened with work, trying to 

catch a serial killer, and she's forced to deal with the FBI. I wanted to parody the almost preternatural 

detecting power FBI agents often have in books, so I made my Special Agents, Dailey and Coursey, so by-

the-book they were absurd. 
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 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð- 

"For example," Coursey took over, "our suspect is a male Caucasian, between the ages of twenty-five and 

thirty-nine. He's right-handed, and owns a station wagon or truck. He's blue collar, probably a factory 

worker, possibly in the textiles industry. He is an alcoholic, and prone to violent rages. He frequents 

western bars and enjoys line dancing." 

"Line dancing," I said. 

"He also wears women's underwear," Dailey added. "Possibly his mother's." 

I felt a headache coming on. 

"As a juvenile he set fires and committed relations with animals." 

"With animals," I said. 

"There's a high probability he's been arrested before. Possibly for assault or rape, probably on elderly 

women." 

"But he's impotent now." 

"He may also be gay." 

I lifted my coffee cup to my lips and found it was empty. I lowered it again. 

"He hears voices." 

"Or maybe just one voice." 

"It could be the voice of his mother, telling him to kill." 

"Maybe she just wants her underwear back," I offered. 

"He may be disfigured or disabled. He might have severe acne scars, or scoliosis." 

"That's a curvature of the spine," Dailey added. 

"Is that a hunch?" I asked. 

"Just an educated guess." 

I thought about explaining the joke to them, but it would be wasted. 

"He may have been dropped on his head as a child," Coursey said. 

He probably wasn't the only one. 

"Gentlemen," I wasn't sure where to begin, but I gave it a try. "Call me a skeptic, but I don't see how any 

of this is going to help us catch him." 
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"First of all, you should start staking out western bars." 

"And local textile factories that have hired someone with a criminal record within the last six months." 

"I could stake out the zoo, too," I said. "He may be sneaking in at night and committing relations with 

animals." 

"I doubt it," Coursey furrowed his brow. "The profile says he's impotent now." 

I rubbed my eyes. When I finished, the two of them were still here. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð- 

This scene was kept in, even though it is a slight diversion from the plot, because it adds conflict to the 

story. Jack is forced to work with these guys, and they are hindering her from doing her job. Unlike the 

humor in the first scene, where I was being funny just to be funny, the humor in this scene has a point and 

adds to the suspense and tension of the story. 

Here's one more scene, from RUSTY NAIL. Harry McGlade has been kidnapped, along with Jack's friend 

Phineas Troutt. Phin wakes up tied to a chair, with Harry tied up behind him. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð- 

A sound, a low rumble, comes from behind him. Phin can't turn far enough to see. It comes again, louder. 

Snoring. 

"Hey! Wake up!" 

"I'm awake. I'm awake." 

More snoring. 

"Goddamnit, McGlade, wake up!" 

"Huh? What's happening?" 

"We were drugged at your wedding." 

"I got drunk at my wedding? There's a shocker." 

"Drugged, McGlade. We were drugged." 

"Is that you, Jim?" 

"It's Phin. Wake up and tell me what you see." 

A long pause. Phin wonders if the moron fell asleep again. 

"I'm in a chair, tied up. Looks like some kind of factory or warehouse. There's a cargo docking bay off to 

my right, but the door is closed." 
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"What else?" 

"We gotta get out of here, Phin. If I don't get this tuxedo returned by tonight, they're charging me for 

another full day." 

"Concentrate, Harry. What else is around you?" 

"There's some kind of office in the corner. Door closed, no lights. On my left... holy shit!" 

"What is it?" 

"This has got to be some kind of bad dream." 

McGlade yells in pain. 

"Harry? You okay?" 

"I bit my tongue to see if I'm dreaming. I don't think I am. Or maybe I bit my tongue in my sleep..." 

"You're not asleep, Harry. Tell me what you see." 

"I think my tongue's bleeding." 

"Harry!" 

"Okay. I see a long steel table. Got a bunch of equipment on it. And some stuff, new in boxes." 

Phin doesn't like the sound of that. 

"What kind of stuff?" 

"A blow torch. A power drill. A set of vice-grip pliers. And a chainsaw." 

This has gone from bad to worse. 

"Maybe they're building a birdhouse," McGlade says. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð- 

Again, the humor adds to the suspense of the scene. McGlade's attitude isn't the attitude of someone who is 

about to be tortured to death, and that is funny. But their situation isn't funny, and that's why the humor 

works. Something horrible is going to happen. 

And later, something horrible does happen. And again I use humor, or rather my characters use humor, in 

order to deal with the horror. 

Is humor needed in books? Does it make them better? Should you include humor in your work? 

My answer is a resounding maybe. 
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Real life is humorous. People laugh all the time. Studies have shown that laughter, and smiling, are 

ridiculously healthy activities. Comedy has been around for thousands of years, and for good reason: 

People enjoy it. 

Laughter brings people together, and laughter can make your reader enjoy your writing more. People like 

to be around those who make them laugh, and your characters are no exception. 

Humor can make your hero more relatable, empathetic, likeable, charismatic, sympathetic, important, and 

identifiable. 

Humor also can set a tone, capture a mood, make the reader more of a participant in the story, and become 

something you're known for, like Dave Barry, Janet Evanovich, and Carl Hiaasen. 

Whether humor is right for your story depends on the story you're telling. Steven Speilberg knew this, and 

wisley cut the pie-fight scene from Schindler's List. But I believe that most stories can be enhanced by 

humor, even if humor isn't the main goal. 

James Rollins is known for his over-the-top technothrillers. My favorite James Rollins book, ICE HUNT, 

features a brash loudmouth commando named Kowalski, who has some incredibly funny lines and scenes. 

His new one, BLACK ORDER, also has several laugh aloud moments, and this adds to the book rather 

than hurts the tension, because you become more attached to the characters and more fearful for their lives. 

Plus, it's fun to laugh. 

Barry Eisler's first novel, RAIN FALL, wasn't without it's wry moments. But in recent titles, most notably 

KILLING RAIN and THE LAST ASSASSIN, Rain's friend Dox supplies a great deal of humor, much of it 

riotous. Besides being funny, Dox helps the reader to better empathize with Rain by showing a softer side 

of him. 

Two of my favorite new writers, Jeff Shelby and Harry Hunsicker, walk the line invented by Robert B. 

Parker and use liberal amounts of humor mixed in with the tension and violence. Because of this, their 

characters are more instantly likeable than the darker, brooding heroes that populate noir and hardboiled 

ficiton. 

One of my favorite writers, David Ellis, has an incredibly dry sense of humor in person, but this has been 

mostly absent from his legal thrillers. His most recent, EYE OF THE BEHOLDER, features a first-person 

narrative and several very funny lines and observations. Because of this, I identified more closely with his 

hero, and became more afraid for him than I had in any of the previous novels. 

I believe that humor for humor's sake doesn't work. But if used to add to the story, to enhance a scene, and 

to develop characters, humor is something that is greatly appreciated by readers, and it can make a book 

even better. 

So how do you know if you're funny or not? 

Humor is subjective. Very subjective. Some people like the droll wit of Oscar Wilde. Some people wet 

their pants watching Rob Schneider get kicked in the groin (who are these people and how can we stop 
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them?) It's entirely possible that something you think is funny will fall flat. This will happen. Even the best 

comedians have jokes that bomb. 

There are three steps to figuring out if your joke is funny or not. 

1. Do you find it funny? Chances are, you won't laugh at your own jokes (I rarely if ever do.) But I use the 

above criteria to recognize where jokes fit into the narrative, and can make a guess if it works or not. 

2. After writing a joke, I test it by giving it to readers. My wife. Mom. Writing friends. Close friends. 

Agent. Editor. None are afraid to tell me, "That's not funny." They'll also tell me where they laughed. Or 

I'll watch them read and ask them. 

3. If the readers are laughing, or if they aren't, figure out why. It's very much a process of evolution. 

Sometimes the idea behind a joke works, but the timing is off. Or the wording is off. 

The more you learn, the better you get. My test is: If one person laughs, and one doesn't, it stays. If no one 

laughs, it goes.  

37 comments   

http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=114464973145933994
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Self -Critiquing  

Perhaps the hardest thing about writing is judging one's own work. Taste is subjective; anyone can read a 

novel and give their opinion, with points to back it up. But when the mind behind an opinion must critique 

its own creation, catharsis ensues. I know what I like, and I write what I know, but how can I judge what I 

have created when I use the same mind for both? The answer is, I can't. Just as potty training toddlers are 

so proud of their mastery they want to show everyone their doo-doo, we as writers cannot separate pride 

from opinion. Self-editing is a grueling task, and trying to incorporate critiques or advice into revisions is 

akin to pulling out one's own teeth. So here's some Novocain. I've learned three techniques that help make 

self-reflection more accurate. Instead of deluding ourselves that the very first draft, aside from a few typos, 

is ready for Pulitzer submission, these exercises will help us trade rose colored glasses for the magnifying 

kind. 

1. Read everything out loud 

This deceptively easy trick will not only help with errors, it will also give you a better feel for the piece 

and where it is going. Wordiness and redundancies are hard to spot on paper, but they're exposed when 

rolling off the tongue. Keep in mind that we all have a voice in our head when we read something, but we 

also use that same voice when we're writing something. It's easy to confuse the two. By reading your work 

out loud, you can make a distinct separation from what you thought, and what is actually on the page.  

This method of divorcing yourself from your ideas is the difference between the pros and the amateurs. 

Find an author you like, read their prose aloud, and try to compare it to yours. Unless you've been 

commercially published, theirs is better. Figure out why Stephen King is a better writer than you, and 

maybe one day he won't be.  

2. Never listen to praise 

Praise is like chocolate ðwe love to eat it up, but it isn't good for us. Being told something is good doesn't 

help you get better. We're writers. We write because we feel we have a pretty good mastery of the 

language and a lot of ideas to share. To seek praise for a well turned sentence, while ego inflating, is not 

going to bring us any closer to our goal. That goal, of course, is publication. 

There is ALWAYS something that can be fixed, edited, or told in a better way. To paraphrase 

Hemingway, writing is never completed, it is simply due. When asking for opinions, you want to know 

what didn't work, what needs to be fixed, how it can be made stronger. Ask questions and demand details. 

A simple critique of "It sucks" is no more help than, "It was great." Find out why the reader didn't like 

something. Then get an opinion from someone else, and question them on the point of contention. If most 

of the people who read a piece tell you to change it, change it. They're right.  

3. Put the writing away 

When you've finished something, move onto something else before you tackle a full scale edit. Two weeks 

is good. A month is better. If you can avoid editing for a year, then that's the best of all. The more you're 

able to forget what you've written, the more you'll be able to spot its flaws when you read it again.  



Writing :: 47 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

As an experiment, dig up something you wrote a year ago, read it out loud, and write down ten things that 

should be changed to make it better. Force yourself to do more than just switch commas or replace 

synonyms. The point of creation, whether it is a poem or an epic novel, is an ego boost. Ego will not allow 

you to see the work as others do.  

Don't we all know someone who carries photos of their ugly baby and always looks for excuses to show 

them off, beaming with pride each time? The pictures are lying to her, just as the mirror lies to us. We 

must regain objectivity if the piece is to be successful. Distance=objectivity.  

4. Get the scissors 

A friend taught me this. You may have the right words, but the wrong order. Don't be afraid to print up a 

manuscript and then attack it with a razor and a roll of tape. Switching chapters, paragraphs and sentences 

can sometimes make a good piece into a great one. Seeing your words all hacked gives you a greater 

freedom to manipulate them. Why do so many people buy those refrigerator poetry magnets? It's fun, and 

sometimes very effective, to slice and dice.  

By working with these four suggestions, we can force the mirror to show us the real thing. What it shows 

may be ugly, but a pencil is the perfect plastic surgeon. 
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Down in the Infodumps   

You know what I'm talking about. Those big chunks of information that are essential to the story, but 

which most readers skip. 

I'm currently writing a passage about a toxic substance. The reader needs to know what this substance 

does, how it works, and why it is so dangerous, because that sets up the suspense in several key scenes 

further down the road. 

But laundry lists and textbook definitions aren't interesting. So these are the sneaky tricks I'm using to 

force the info down the reader's throat: 

1. I'm breaking the info into snippets of dialog. One character asks an important question, the answer 

imparts info. Dialog is active, not passive. 

 

2. I'm breaking up the info with conflict ðtwo of the characters in the scene are flirting, and one is acting 

like a jerk. 

 

3. I'm putting in just a little less information than needed, and allowing the reader to fill in the blanks and 

make the logic jumps. Less is more, even when infodumping. 

 

4. I'm purposely leaving some questions unanswered. This turns exposition into part of the tension, 

making readers wait a bit for more info to fully understand what is happening. 

 

5. I'm keeping it brief. Readers care about the story, not about information, no matter how interesting it 

may be. 

Also, when infodumping, use style. Bland, unexciting writing can make even the most revelatory 

disclosure boring. Some clever turns of phrase, or even a joke, can turn an infodump into a memorable 

scene. 

All medicine goes better with a spoon full of sugar. 

20 comments   

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/01/down-in-infodumps.html
http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=113760988470251951
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Size Does Matter   

How long should your story be? 

a) as long as it takes to tell 

b) a predetermined length that automatically fills a slot 

If you picked b) you have a much better chance of selling your work. 

Short stories usually have length limitations, due to space constraints. It's much easier to find a market for 

something 5k than 15k. 

And whenever you speak of length, speak in terms of word count, NOT page numbers. Someone using 

hevlecta 10pt single space can cram 700 words on a page, while an arial 14pt double-spacer with a lot of 

dialog might fit 150. (for the record, use courier 12pt double space, 1 inch margins, unless you know it's 

okay to do otherwise) 

You should find out the writer's guidelines for length for a particular market before you begin ðafter all, 

why write anything without knowing who might buy it? 

But if I am writing without a market in mind, I try to keep my shorts between 1500 and 7500 words. 

If I go over 7500, I cut. And if I've learned one thing, it's that EVERYTHING can be cut. 

Why keep it that length? I edited an anthology (coming out next year from Bleak House Books) and I 

learned that if given the choice between two 3000 words stories, and a 6000 words story, I go with the 

two. 

When you pick up an antho or a magazine, do you read it cover to cover? Or do you skip around, sampling 

this story and that story? And which stories do you read first? 

In my case, it's the shortest ones. 

Every word should count in a narrative, and if you can make it shorter, you should. Didn't Hemingway 

have some kind of comment about, "I apologize for the length, I didn't have time to make it shorter?" 

As for novels, there are no rules set in stone, but this is what I've noticed. 

First novels have a better chance of selling if they are under 90k. 

The reason is wholly monetary. Your publisher will probably lose money on your first book. But a 150k 

book will cost more to print, more to ship, and less will fit in a carton. Cost of production figures heavily 

into a publisher's decision whether to buy or not to buy. 

Some genres, such as fantasy and historical romance, tend to be lengthier. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2005/12/size-does-matter.html
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If your book is under 60k, it will have a harder time finding a buyer, both through a publisher and through 

a customer. 

Fiction has set prices. Around 6 bucks for a paperback, 13 bucks for trade paper, and 24 dollars for a 

hardcover. Some are slightly more or less. Bestsellers command higher prices (I've seen a lot of 29 dollar 

price tags) but then they're discounted 30%. 

So chances are your book will be about $24. A consumer will look at a thin 60K word book, and a thicker 

100K word book, see they're both the same price, and assume bigger is better. 

It's unlikely a publisher will price your book lower because it's shorter, for the same reason Shell sells gas 

comparable to Mobil ðthey want to stay competitive. 

Are there exceptions? Always. But if you're trying to break into this business, which is hard enough, why 

stack even more odds against yourself? 

Whiskey Sour was 68k. The hardcover was 270 pages, and it was 45 chapters. 

Bloody Mary was 71k, 307 pages, 53 chapters. 

Rusty Nail was 78k, 289 pages, 54 chapters. 

Same font size/style/typesetting for all of them, so why do the numbers seem strange? 

The page count/word count ratio changes, depending on how much dialog is in a book. Dialog takes up 

page space, but involves less words. 

Rusty Nail was more action in it than Whiskey Sour, which had more dialog. 

This brings up another point: White space. 

Be aware of white space. Readers like dialog. They like looking at a page and seeing a lot of white space. 

Long, clunky paragraphs are intimidating. 

Have you ever watched someone browse? They'll flip through a few pages, and you can see the gears in 

their heads turning as they think: Do I have time to read this? Will it be fun or a chore? Can I finish it in 

one or two sittings? Does it have long chapters, or short ones I can finish before I go to sleep or while I 

take a bath?  

Think about your own reading habits. What do you like to see on a page? What makes a book look 

inviting, before you've even read a single word? 

In my younger days, when I needed to buy some classic for some college class, I'd crack open different 

editions and find the one that was the most eye-friendly. Big font, not a lot of words crammed on each 

page. 

Dialog makes a book more eye-friendly. At least, to my inner reader. 
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If I have a paragraph that lasts for more than half the page, I try to break it up. If I have a chapter that lasts 

longer than 15 pages (3700 words) I try to break it up. 

Your words should be good, but also be aware of how they look on the page. Are they enticing your eyes 

to lock onto random bits of dialog or action? Or do they look boring? 

Readers skip long paragraphs. 

I randomly picked 5 pages from each of my three novels, to see how many paragraphs they averaged per 

page (by couting the indents.) 

Whiskey Sour averaged 16.8 paragraphs per page. Bloody Mary was 13.4. Rusty Nail was 14.4. 

Overall, if you open one of my books, you'll see 14.8 indents per full page. 

Let's look at some other authors (hardcover editions.) Here are some bestsellers: 

ONE SHOT by Lee Child - 16.6 paraphs per page 

CHILL OF FEAR by Kay Hooper - 11.4 per page 

TO THE NINES by Jaent Evanovich - 13.8 per page 

SCARECROW by Matt Reilly - 16.4 per page 

VANISH by Tess Gerritsen - 15.8 per page 

STONE COLD by Robert Parker - 17 per page 

Here are some debuts: 

HUNDREDTH MAN by Jack Kerley - 13.8 per page 

BAHAMARAMA by Bob Morris - 13 per page 

MISDEMEANOR MAN by Dylan Schaffer - 16.2 per page 

KILLER SWELL by Jeff Shelby - 14 per page 

STILL RIVER by Harry Hunsicker - 11.8 

What does any of this mean? 

Well, if you write mysteries or thrillers, it means to avoid long paragraphs, and have a lot of dialog. 

Besides looking good on a page, this also has the side-effect of making the books move faster. 

By comparision, I went through some POD books that I have from previous contests I've judged. 

I looked through three of them. They averaged 7.2 paragraphs a page. 

Draw your own conclusions.  

25 comments   

http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=113405817824772455
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Pain -Free Rewriting  

I have killed. With my hands I have hacked and slashed and chopped. I have even, on occasion, pieced back 

together the mutilated remains, joining parts like a Frankenstein. And I am better for it. 

It isn't easy to begin cutting ðthe sharp instrument in hand, the fear and trepidation. How dare I kill my 

children? My little legacies, born of my blood and sweat...from fruit of the womb to grist for the mill. 

I started with adjectives. Adverbs soon followed. The 'said' clones were next ðreplied, queried, questioned, 

declared, yelled, lamented ðkilled and buried. 

But what of beautifully detailed descriptions? What of prose of a rose so sweet the reader can smell it in the 

page? Not essential to the plot. Kill it. 

Exposition didn't die easy. It fought like a wounded bear. I couldn't stamp the life completely out, so I 

cleverly hid plot devices in dialogue and brief sentences. 

Simile and metaphor were like two giant monsters, harder to kill than an army of rats, endless as boring 

lectures, repeated more often than Lewinsky jokes, like two great ðsee what I mean about hard to kill? 

Backstory posed a problem. The reason it posed a problem is because many years ago, when I was much 

younger, I knew a ðSNIP! 

A character's backstory should be a few sentences at most. If it drags into pages, it ain't backstory, dammit!  

Harder still, was cutting story. Being able to spot a stray adverb and assassinate was a painful but easy task. 

But to actually cut dialogue and action... 

Visualize a runner. The kind that wins marathons. No corpulence on this guy. No heart disease threatening 

to kill him before he finishes the race, no extra baggage weighing him down. Lean and fast. That's the story. 

A race from start to finish. Take only what is needed to win.  

Is the hilarious scene where the guy gets his butt stuck in an armchair needed? Not to finish. Is the clever 

banter between hero and sidekick required? It doesn't make the story go any faster. Fiction does not exist on 

paper. It exists within the mind of the reader. Use just enough words to get the mind working. Don't let ego 

tell you otherwise.  

The hardest past of parenting is discipline, and there's no harder discipline than murder. But I urge you to 

kill your children. Not all ðsome must die so the others can live. Those that do survive will be taking home 

trophies.  

Damn... I should probably cut out that simile.  
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Liability and Responsibility   

While I don't consider my books to be subversive, dangerous, or inciteful, I have noticed that I've written 

about some things that perhaps should have remained unwritten about. 

In WHISKEY SOUR, I explain how to put fish hooks and needles into Halloween candy. 

In BLOODY MARY, I explain how to beat a lie detector. 

In RUSTY NAIL, I explain how it's possible to break out of prison. 

And now, in DIRTY MARTINI, I go into detail about how to poison food products and make explosives. 

On one hand, I want the books to be realistic. I write about things that interest me, and I think that these 

bits of 'forbidden' information make the story more compelling. 

On the other hand, I'd be mortified if some psycho used my books as a blueprint for their own sick crimes. 

I justify my forays into criminal explanations by rationalizing that: 

1. The information is already available on the Internet, in books, in movies, etc. 

2. Sickos are going to commit crimes anyway, no matter what the inspiration. 

3. It's doubtful disturbed individuals are reading my books when there's a wealth of prurient material 

already out there to indulge in. 

Ridley Pearson's wonderful book HARDFALL was about some terrorists who fly a plane into the White 

House, years before 9/11. Clancy had a similar concept in one of his books. 

Did the terrorists use these books as blueprints? We may never know. But if they did, are the writers to 

blame? 

There was a big lawsuit involving the HOW TO BE A HITMAN book from Paladin Press, when this was 

found among the items of an actual assassin. Paladin lost, and had to pay big bucks. 

With DIRTY MARTINI, I 'm considering putting a disclaimer at the back of the book, telling would-be 

sickos that if they tried some of the things mentioned, it wouldn't work out as I've described.  

What do you think? In an age where you can get any type of information on the Internet, are there still 

some things that shouldn't be written about? Should writers self-censor? 
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Deadlines   

My fourth Jack Daniels book is due March 1st. 

I've got about 15k left to write. 

It usually takes me about a month to write a book. I began a little earlier than usual for this novel, because 

February is short a few days, and I had a conference and a few events that took up some of my time. 

But I'm still behind schedule. This book required more research than previous books, and for the first time 

ever I actually got stuck (I needed to figure out how to commit an impossible crime, and then figure out 

how the police could thwart it.) 

I've always been a last minute kind of guy. I'd do my homework on the bus going to school, the day it was 

due. I was still making edits on my final film project in college ten minutes before the festival ran it. When 

I give a dinner speech at a conference, I'm usually jotting down what I'll speak about during dessert. 

My wife, a fountain of wisdom, patience, and beauty, casually suggested that perhaps I need to begin 

writing my books sooner than 40 days before they're due. I laughed at her. 

"I do my best work at the last minute," I replied. 

"You do all your work at the last minute," she countered. 

I would have pursued the arguement, but ð-hey ð-I need to finish the damn book. 

Which I will finish. It will be tight, but I'll burn the midnight oil and get it done. And according to 

aforementioned wife, who is reading the chapter a day I'm writing, it's my best book yet. 

Which brings me to the topic of this blog entry. 

How well do you work under pressure? 

In the music biz, the second album traditionally sucks. The first was compiled over years of honing, 

rewriting, and reworking. The second has to be written and recorded in eight months. 

Novels are the same. You have years to write your first book. Book #2 needs to be done within a year. And 

also within that year, you'll be doing a gazillion things for the first book, so you don't actually have an 

entire year. 

The fact is, no matter when you begin your next book, you'll never have enough time, and you'll always 

feel the heat of the time-crunch. If I'd started six months ago, I can promise I'd still be in the very same 

situation I am now. 

Can you flip your creativity on and off like a switch? Can you force the muse to appear when the pressure 

is on and the bills need to be paid and the deadline looms ever closer? And can you make sure the book is 

better than the previous one? 
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If so, you have a shot at succeeding in this biz. 

If not, you may still succeed. But make sure you never sign multi-book contracts, be upfront with your 

agent and editor about how long it takes you to complete a novel, and don't bite off more than you can 

chew. 

My goal today is 3500 words. That's about 15 pages. I know I can do it, and I will do it. 

Can you?  

53 comments   

http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=114070609429631533


Writing :: 56 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

Write r 's Block   

I don't believe in muses. 

Do plumbers need to get inspired? Do bartenders ever become blocked and unable to mix drinks? Can 

mechanical engineers only design a linkage when in the proper mindset? 

I feel the same about writers. 

Many disagree with me, including several peers of mine who have been blocked. They use words like art 

and creativity and magic while they mope around in a funk ð-sometimes lasting for months ð-until the 

magic magically returns. 

I think they're crazy. Writing doesn't involve magic. It involves putting words down on paper, something 

most of us have been doing since we were five years old. 

But surely creating a story from scratch requires more creativity and inspiration than painting a fence or 

hosting a talkshow? 

Actually, writing a story requires exactly the same skills as hosting a talk show. And thinking that way is a 

helpful cure for writer's block. 

Let's say you're Jerry Springer. You've got a topic like "Which of my Cousins Fathered my Baby?" Plenty 

of conflict inherent in that premise. As guests, you've got Holly, a cute 17-year-old fifth grade drop out 

and the mamma to be. Her cousin Elmer, a bad boy who races lawnmowers. Her cousin Zeke, who has 

loved Holly since puberty, but also has loved Holly's sister, Georgia. Let's also include Georgia on the 

show, a beautiful southern belle with an eating disorder, and the girl's mother, who is only eleven years 

older than Holly, and who has also slept with Elmer. 

What is Jerry's job? He has to: 

1. Make sure the premise is intriguing. 

2. Make sure the guests have a chance to tell their sides of the story. 

3. Stir up conflict to keep things interesting. 

4. Try to come to some kind of resolution by the show's end. 

Coincidentally, that's what writers need to do. 

Jerry doesn't need to put words in the mouths of his guests, or put his hands on them to get them to attack 

each other.  

He simply has to sit back and direct the action. And it works. Conflict ensues. Sparks fly. Secrets are 

revealed. Chairs are thrown.  

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/01/writers-block.html


Writing :: 57 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

Instead of thinking of yourself as a magician, waiting for inspiration to allow you the power to write a 

story, you should think of yourself as a director, watching the action, steering it into the directions you 

want it to go. 

You aren't speaking for the characters. The characters are speaking for themselves. You aren't forcing the 

conflict. The conflict is happening all on its own. 

The writer is simply the conduit for the story. Let the characters write it for you. 

Jerry Springer isn't scripted. He has a few vague ideas of what he wants to see, and then runs with it. 

Writing should be the same way. Don't worry about making it perfect. Don't fret over every single word. 

Let the characters speak for themselves, and let the story go wherever it wants to go. 

Don't tie your own hands. Instead, ask your characters how they're feeling, what they want, and what they 

should do next. 

If you relax and let things happen, you won't be blocked. In fact, you'll be excited and curious about where 

your story is heading.  

And best of all, it's a helluva lot easier than plumbing. 
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Your Own Personal Censor   

How far is too far in writing? 

I've read some pretty disturbing books. Horror writers Ed Lee and Jack Ketchum are known for not pulling 

punches, and their prose is often gag-inducing. 

Bret Easton Ellis gained notoriety for American Psycho, and for good reason ðit was revolting. Samuel 

Delaney almost destroyed his award-winning sci-fi career writing about the reprehensible anti-hero Hogg. 

Books about racism (The Turner Diaries), illegal information (Anarchist's Cookbook, How to be a 

Hitman), and sadism (Justine, still as disturbing as it was a hundred years ago) push and then step over the 

boundaries of what is considered acceptable. 

Yet there is something attractive about being a literary bad boy. About being able to shock using words. 

Have you ever gone too far in your own writing? Is there a such thing as too far? What are things that 

shouldn't ever be written about? Are there any? 

I'm bringing it up because the new issue of the wonderful online magazine Hardluck Stories is now 

available. The editor of this issue approached me, asking for a horrific crime story. 

How horrific? I asked. 

As horrific as you can make it. 

So I gave him one. 

I'm not a fan of purple prose, especially when describing blood and guts. So I tried to write a disturbing 

story without any description at all. 

THE CONFESSION has no exposition, no speaker attribution, no description. It's all dialog. 

But don't let that fool you. This isn't for the faint of heart. You've been warned. 

Check it out for free at www.hardluckstories.com. 

And then ask yourself ð-how far would you take your own writing? 

Added Disclaimer: I'm serious about the warning! This isn't like my other stuff. It's really ugly. If words 

have the power to offend you, don't read it!  
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Wine Me, Dine Me, 69 Me   

Jerry Peterson, over at Tuesdays with Story, challenged me to write a complete story in 69 words. They 

have a bunch of them posted on their site, including mine: 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð 

How long? Three days? Four? 

No light. No water or food. The closet door is thick. Solid. He's banged on it until he bleeds. 

This isn't punishment. It's murder. 

He cries. No tears come out. Dehydration. 

"Please open up." Voice hoarse, raw. "I promise I won't do it again. I'm sorry." 

The small, precious reply: 

"You haven't learned your lesson yet. Be brave. That's what you tell me, Daddy." 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð 

That took me about five minutes ð-three to write, and two to edit down to 69. 

Think it's easy? It's not. But it's a great excersise that makes you appreciate the value of every word ð-

something you should be doing with ALL of your longer work. 

Post your 69 word epic here, and let me know how long it took. The best story gets a signed Advance 

Reading Copy of RUSTY NAI L . 

Contest ends at 11:59pm on March 11, Central time. 

Good luck!  
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NaNoWriMo   

Since you're a writer, you probably know that November is National Novel Writing Month, where 

thousands of authors, both newbie and pro, sign up at www.nanowrimo.org to try and write 50k words in 

30 days. 

Those familiar with me, or with this blog, know that I write pretty fast. In fact, I've written two books this 

year. The first, AFRAID, is a horror novel that will be coming out in January 2009 (more on that soon.) 

The second, FUZZY NAVEL, is book #5 in the Jack Daniels series, coming out in June 2008. 

November is pretty busy for me. I've got to go to Delaware for a book festival, Wisconsin for Murder in 

Muskego, and Indiana for an ILF meeting. I also have two novellas due for anthologies that invited me, 

and one of them is 10k words. 

So, naturally, I signed up for NaNoWriMo. 

I have a specific reason for doing this. My contract with my publisher is complete when I turn in Jack #6 

in March 2008. I'd like to also have Jack #7 done by that time. That way, if I don't get the offer I'm looking 

for, I'll have a complete manuscript to shop around. I believe a finished book is a better bargaining chip 

than a proposal or an outline. 

Being between contracts is a scary time for a writer, and it can often last weeks or even months. So I'm 

going to write Jack #7, set it aside, and then in February write Jack #6, which my publisher is expecting. 

I figure I have 24 free days to get 50,000 words done. I don't have an outline for this book, but I do have a 

pretty solid idea that should be fun to write. 

And just to make it interesting, if I don't make my quota, I'll shave my head and post a video of it on 

YouTube. 

Who says writing isn't exciting? 

Watch this blog for bi-weekly progress reports.  
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NaNoWriMo Day 6 - On Plotting   

Okay, I'm a wee bit behind. 

Because I was at the Delaware Book Festival from the 1st to the 4th, I didn't get started on the new Jack book until 

yesterday morning. 

So far, I've got about 3200 words done ð-about 13 pages. Not bad, but I'll need to step it up if I want to reach my 

50k quota. Especially since I promised two author friends I'd read their current manuscripts, and next week I'll be in 

Wisconsin and Tennessee for four days, and I still have a 10k novella due, along with a short story collaboration that 

I'm working on with F. Paul Wilson, which has always been a dream of mine since I've been reading him since 1982 

and I think he's a God so I don't want to screw it up. 

It 's going to be a busy month. 

That said, in my free time I've been thinking a lot about the new novel, and even though I don't have an outline for it 

I've already got a pretty good idea of what I want it to be about. Which begs the question: What is plotting and how 

is it done? 

I've talked with many authors, both newbie and pro, who have difficulties with plotting. Personally, I think it's the 

easiest part of writing. I believe the main goal of plotting is to make the reader want to know what happens next. To 

do that, there are some pretty simple tricks that anyone can master. 

1. Give your character a goal. All narratives require a quest of some sort. It could be a quest to catch a killer, or get 

a boyfriend, or find self awareness, but in every case the story begins with the hero deciding upon the goal and 

beginning the quest. 

2. Don't let your character reach her goal. The plot then comes down to making it difficult for the character, 

throwing obstacles in her way. Other characters with opposing goals, the environment, and turns of events can all 

conspire to make reaching the goal more difficult. 

3. Use what you've got. If you're stuck, reread what you've already written. Chances are, your subconscious has 

already planted something in the manuscript that you can build upon. The car trouble alluded to in chapter 3 can 

become a huge problem in chapter 8. The sneeze in chapter 1 can become the flu in chapter 11. The argument in 

chapter 4 can become divorce papers in chapter 9. 

4. Think about the worst thing that can happen. After you've written a character for a few dozen or hundred 

pages, and have gotten to know her like a family member, you're going to better understand her goals, fears, and 

motivations. Think about the most horrible thing that can happen to her, then make it happen. 

5. Overcome the obstacles and reach the goal. That's it. You've written a narrative. Congrats. 

If you're struggling to write what happens next, or you're stuck in the boring middle section of the book, go back and 

seed it with more goals and obstacles and foreshadowing. And try to avoid being obvious or overt. While all stories 

follow the narrative structure, good writers make the structure invisible. 

Happy writing!  

13 comments   

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2007/11/nanowrimo-day-6-on-plotting.html
http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=8466720829496348533


Writing :: 62 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

NaNoWriMo Day 13 - On Speed   

As expected, I've gotten very little writing done because I've been travelling. My three day trip last week 

went into five days because of car trouble. So here I am, at Day 13, with 3400 words. 

I've got some catching up to do. 

The most I've ever written in a day is 9,000 words, and I've had two day totals of about 15,000, so I know I 

can still reach the 50,000 goal and save my lovely curly locks from the trimmer. 

I've always been able to write fast, and stay focused for long period of time. But I never stopped to ponder 

why. I certainly don't think I'm more talented, creative, inspired, or dedicated than any of my peers, pro or 

newbie. But I haven't met many writers who can crank out the words as quickly. 

So before I get started on my novel this morning, I thought I'd write a few words about speed, endurance, 

and staying focused. 

1. Sit Your Ass In The Chair 

The first step is to actually sit at your desk, your Word Processing program open on your computer. Now 

be a good dog and STAY, getting up only to eat, hit the john, and attend to any bleeding children. 

2. Limit Distractions  

The biggest attention temptation for a writer is the Internet. Besides email, chat, and games, there's also the 

dreaded research, which begins at Google or Wikipedia and then, an hour later, devolves into you reading 

about something entirely unrelated to your book. 

Phone calls, nonessential communication with family members, stretching your legs, or doing anything "to 

get the muse started" is time that should be spent writing. 

3. Write 

You shouldn't worry if it's crap. Give yourself permission to write crap. The goal is to get words on the 

page. Write them, even if they suck. Inspiration is bullshit. Writing is a job. How often does your 9 to 5 

job inspire you? Yet you do it anyway. When working, the motivation is the paycheck. With Nanowrimo, 

the motivation is getting to 50k. Get there, even if you think you're producing garbage. You can always 

edit in December. 

If you are stuck, staring at a blinking cursor and pulling out your hair, here are some tricks: 

¶ Read what you wrote the day before. That can give you a launching point for getting into the next 

scene. 

¶ Spice it up. Usually, being unable to decide what happens next means you don't have enough action or 

conflict. Give your hero more problems to deal with. I don't care what kind of book you're writing, 

you can always introduce more characters and plotlines to make things harder for your protagonist. 

When God gets bored with earth, he sends in a tsunami.  
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¶ Skip around. Much of getting stuck happens when you're pushing for something to happen, but you 

can't seem to get there. You know what I mean; the big scene that came to you fully-formed, but you 

haven't gotten to the point in the story yet. Who says you need to write in order? Do the scene you're 

itching to do ðyou can connect it to the rest of the book later. 

¶ Free yourself. Often you get mired down in outlines, plans, details, and expectations, which can bring 

your story to a dead end with no hope of moving forward. Allow yourself to change your original 

plans. Narratives often go in places we didn't expect, and may not even like. Roll with it. Change 

things. Go in different directions, even if that means your book becomes something different. 

4. Fight Fear With Action  

Fifty thousand words in a month is a scary thing. It's easy to obsess about word count, worry that 

everything you've written is garbage, and spend so much time questioning your ability to finish that you're 

wasting valuable writing time. The best way to combat fear is with action. Every time you feel the need to 

doubt yourself, or check your word count, force yourself to finish the page. The doubts usually go away 

for a while. When the come back, be aware of them, and finish that page.  

In short, less thinking, more writing.  

Now if you'll excuse me, I have 46,600 words to write in 18 days, so I'm getting started... 
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NaNoWriMo Day 19 - On Crap   

So far this month I've written 26,000 words. 

Unfortunately, only 10k of them have been the novel. 

The other 16k have been a magazine article and two novellas for upcoming anthologies. I also managed to 

sneak in a few online interviews. 

Am I worried I'll have to shave my curly locks? 

A little. Assuming I won't get much done on Thanksgiving, that means I have ten days to write 40k words. 

That's 16 pages a day. It's doable, but won't be easy. 

Which makes this pretty exciting. I'm guessing it will come down to the wire. 

Setting goals and challenging yourself, both artistically and with deadlines, is part of being a writer. I think it's 

a fun part. 

The book itself is going well. It's coming together nicely, albeit slowly. I just wrote my first ever sex scene for 

the series (which is on the kinky side ðI think Barry Eisler will approve) and the plot is shaping up to be the 

most fun of all the Jack books. 

Which brings me to the topic of this blog entry: Writing Crap. 

It's important to give yourself permission to write crap. Writers write. They get words on the page. Spend too 

much time thinking, questioning, judging, dismissing, and second-guessing, and you'll never get anything 

finished. 

However, you should NEVER settle for crap. 

Though Cherry Bomb is my 6th Jack Daniels book, it's actually my 17th novel. I can say, with some certainty, 

that my first six novels were crap. Everything since then has, in my opinion, worked. And each book I write 

seems to come a little easier, involve a little less rewriting, to get it to the point where it works. 

So what makes a book work? 

It's hard to pinpoint why some novels work better than others. It's even harder to judge your own writing 

objectively. Obviously, there are craft issues you can be aware of, like narrative structure, rising action, 

character realism, linear progression, and pacing, among many others, but being aware of them and knowing if 

they're working in you book are two different things. 

However, I believe there's something instinctive, something perhaps even intrinsic to the novel, which can tell 

the writer if it actually works. 

We all have moments when the writing is flowing, the loose ends are all coming together, and we feel that this 

collection of words and sentences and scenes is coming together as a pleasing, cohesive whole. 
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Sometimes we're wrong. What works for us actually doesn't work for readers. But sometimes ðand I think 

experience plays a part ðwe're right, and we can actually feel the process working instead of worrying if its 

working. 

Now there have been intelligent, thoughtful posts all over the Internet this month, about the number of awful 

manuscripts that NaNoWriMo is going to unleash upon the world. 

My friend Marcus Sakey, who is as meticulous with his writing craft as he is talented (which could be a knock, 

but in his case it's high praise) recently wrote this on The Outfit blog: 

Look at it this way: would you participate in National House Building Month if you had to live in the result? Of 

course not, because a house takes care to build. 

I agree. But I also believe if you've been building houses for years, and know what it takes to build a good 

house, that each one you built can be done better and faster. 

Here's the thing though: You don't have to build a house in a month. 

Maybe you just build the frame. Or the foundation. Or the living room. Or maybe you do build the house, but it 

is pretty shoddy. There is no law that says what you build you have to keep. You can change the house, fix it, 

add it it, make it better, before you move in. 

My first six houses were lousy. Uninhabitable. But I learned from them. So when I built the seventh, I got an 

agent. And when I built the tenth, I got a book deal. 

Don't spend your time worrying that your writing sucks. The writing will tell you that later. Or the world will. 

You just have to get the words on the page, and trust yourself. 

It gets easier the longer you do it. 

And it should go without saying that when you do finish that book, don't assume it's ready to submit. Get 

feedback. Rewrite. Put it away for a month and attack it with fresh eyes. 

Your first house may not sell. Your tenth might not either. But you will get better. And in this crazy business, 

that's all you have control over. 

Keep at it. Set goals and reach them. Don't let anyone tell you otherwise. 

Now if you'll excuse me, I'm going to turn off the Internet, take a handful of amphetamines, and bust my ass. 

Happy Thanksgiving.  
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NaNoWriMo Day 25 - On Goals   

So did I make my 50k goal, or will I be shaving my head? 

Sorry to disappoint, but I won't be doing any shaving. Because I cheated. 

I did get 50k words. And they're 50k pretty good words. 

But they're for two different stories. 

Halfway into the Jack book, I launched into a side story and just rolled with it. This became its own 

novella. For those who read my novels, it's a Harry McGlade story. With zombies. Which is why, 

obviously, it can't be part of the Jack novel. 

Anyway, because it's an odd length (20k words) it's going to be damn hard to sell. After I edit it, I think I'll 

look into one of those publishers who do overpriced limited edition hardcovers. 

So I technically didn't write 50k of one novel, but I did do 50k with the same characters (Jack is in this 

too) so I'm going to compromise. Instead of cutting my hair, I'll cut my nails. There's enough crap on 

YouTube to bother videotaping it. 

For those who want to cry foul and demand a head shaving, I encourage you to start one of those online 

petitions, like the one used to get Family Guy back on the air. Get 1000 people to sign it, and Marcus 

Sakey can shave my head in front of a live crowd at Love is Murder in February. If 1000 people really 

want to see me bald, who am I to argue? 

That said, I enjoyed the pressure NaNoWriMo put on me, and I may do it again. In fact, I encourage all 

writers to try it, whether they end up with a novel, or part of a novel and a novella, or even a bunch of crap 

that will never see print. 

That's because writing is about setting, and reaching, goals. 

Stories don't write themselves. They take a considerable time commitment. Often that commitment is hard 

to justify. But writers, real writers, make writing a priority. They make the time and the effort. 

This is a business about pushing yourself, because many times there's no one else pushing you. Unless 

you're lucky enough to have a deadline, the pressure is mostly self-induced. NaNoWriMo helps to put on 

some pressure. Pressure = words on a page. And that's what writers do. We write. Anything that helps us 

write is worth trying. 

Speaking of goals, my anniversary is coming up. This is my 299th blog entry for A Newbie's Guide To 

Publishing. Over half a million people have visited this blog since it began in 2005. I'm grateful to each 

and every one of you for believing I have something to share with the writing community. 

I'd like to make my 300th post something special, and since much of this blog is about setting and reaching 

goals, I'd like to open up my blog to my readers. 
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I want to hear what your goals are for 2008. 

Whether you're a pro or a newbie, a long time reader or a recent visitor, please email me at 

haknort@comcast.net and tell me: 

1. Your Goals for 2008. 

2. How you will reach these goals. 

If you're a lurker, but never comment, this is the perfect time to introduce yourself. If you're a long time 

reader, I ask you to help me spread the word. We're all part of the same community. We all have goals. 

Let's share them and inspire each other. 

And please provide your answers email here, not in the comments section here. I'll put all of your goals 

(and my goals) in my 300th post in week or so. 

Thanks again for reading.  

13 comments   
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So You Wanna Write About Handguns  

I'm not a gun expert. But I've fired a few and have learned some things about them. Here's a smattering of 

definitions, explanations, and notes: 

¶ Guns are loud. Even little ones. Louder than firecrackers. If you don't have ear protection, it seriously hurts.  

¶ Silencers aren't real. Nothing can silence a bullet. There are things called suppressors, which can be used to 

muffle the sound of a bullet firing. It's still as loud as a hand clap. Suppressors are illegal for public 

citizens. Suppressors work on semi-autos and rifles, but not revolvers or shotguns.  

¶ A revolver is an old West/Dirty Harry type of gun. It generally holds five or six bullets in a cylinder. 

Suppressors don't work on revolvers because the cylinder is open to the air, so the noise isn't trapped.  

¶ Semi-automatics are sometimes called autos, even though they aren't true automatics ðthose are machine 

guns where holding the trigger will fire multiple times. Semi-autos are also known as auto-loaders, because 

when a bullet is fired, the brass cartridge is ejected and the next bullet is forced into the chamber. Instead of 

a center rotating cylinder, they have a clip that goes into the grip.  

¶ A clip is not a magazine. A clip has a spring inside that forces bullets into the chamber, behind the hammer, 

as the gun is fired. A magazine simply holds bullets.  

¶ Full metal jacket means the slug is encased in metal and doesn't expand when it hits the target. Slugs 

normally expand into a mushroom shape when they hit something. This flattening out means the bullet 

stops within a target, transferring the maximum amount of energy. FMJ go through targets. Hollow points 

fragment within the target, causing lots of damage.  

¶ Cocked and locked is a term that means there's a bullet in the chamber, the hammer is cocked (pulled back) 

and the safety is on. The gun won't fire like this. But if you flick off the safety, you're ready to shoot.  

¶ Double action weapons don't need to be cocked each time they are fired ðpulling the trigger will set up the 

next bullet to be fired and also cock the hammer back. Single action weapons need to be cocked each time a 

bullet is fired ðthere is no automatic recocking.  

¶ Cocking a handgun involves chambering a round in a semi-auto, and/or pulling the hammer back. When 

this is done, the trigger moves back, making for an easier and shorter trigger pull.  

¶ Caliber refers to how wide the barrel is, and what bullets it will fire. A .22 is a very small bullet (point 

twenty-two inches wide.) The slug is about the size of a BB (22LR is slightly longer.) The only part that 

fires is the top part of the bullet. The bottom part, called the cartridge (often called brass) holds the charge. 

This brass can be packed with different amounts of grain for faster or slower velocity. Pull the trigger, the 

hammer releases on a spring, smacks into the back of the bullet (center fire for most handguns) which 

ignites the powder, causing it to explode and expel the slug.  

¶ A bullet consists of a slug and a cartridge. The slug is what fires. The cartidge is what stays in the gun, or is 

ejected. If you've ever seen a movie where the slow-motion bullet looks like a bullet that just came out of 

the box, it's wrong ð-only the top part of the bullet is the projectile.  

¶ Rifling is a corkscrew pattern inside the barrel. When the bullet is fired, this causes it to spin, and become 

more stable and accurate.  

¶ Semi-automatics can jam. If a gun isn't clean, it can jam a lot. Jamming occurs when the cartridge isn't 

ejected properly after firing, or if the next bullet doesn't load properly. Either the empty casing, or the new 

bullet, gets caught in the eject port. This can be cleared by pulling back the slide.  

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/05/so-you-wanna-write-about-handguns.html
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¶ Loading clips is time consuming and hard on the fingers. The spring inside a clip is powerful, and it takes 

some force and some time to get the bullets in there. For example, a nine-year-old probably wouldn't have 

strong enough fingers. You can buy speed loaders which pull back the spring, making it easier and faster, 

but even then, reloading a 13 round clip will take at least 30 seconds to a minute.  

¶ Guns and bullets are heavy. Sticking a 9mm in your front pocket is not a smart idea for many reasons, one 

of which is it will pull down your pants.  

¶ Glocks don't have hammers, or thumb safeties. They have an extra lever on the trigger that needs to be 

pressed before they fire.  

¶ Someone unfamiliar with semi-autos wouldn't be able to fire one, at least not quickly. If there's no bullet in 

the chamber, pulling the trigger will have no effect. The first round needs to be chambered by pulling back 

the slide. Depending on the gun, the safety may need to be switched off, or the hammer may need to be 

pulled back if there's a round already chambered.  

¶ Aiming isn't easy. It isn't unreasonable that a person firing a gun for the first time could miss a target from 

only fifteen feet away, or closer.  

¶ Cordite smells like firecrackers.  

¶ Dehorning a gun means it has all of the sharp edges taken off, so it doesn't catch on clothing or the holster.  

¶ Bluing, chroming, and Parkerizing are finishes that protect against rust.  

¶ Teflon coated, or cop-killer bullets, aren't real. Or, more precisely, Teflon isn't what makes bullets penetrate 

armor and bullet proof vests. Bullets that can do that are armor piercing bullets, made out of harder metals. 

Teflon simply reduces the wear and tear on a gun.  

¶ A Saturday Night Special is any cheap gun, usually used to commit crimes.  

¶ A zip gun is a homemade gun, which usually fires a single shot. All a person needs is a pipe and a striking 

mechanism to shoot a bullet.  

¶ Holding a gun gangsta style, sideways, is a really easy way to miss a target.  

¶ Always treat every gun you encounter as loaded. 

32 comments  
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Have a Safe and Secure Holiday Season   

A recent computer problem made me re-evaluate the need to back up my writing. 

I have a writing friend who is so paranoid about losing data that he ftps every chapter to offshore accounts 

(at least, that's how I imagine it.) 

I've lost writing before, and there are few things as painful in life. Here are some tricks and tips and 

products that will ensure you never have to feel that particular pain. 

PRINT - It never hurts to keep a paper copy. If you lose the file, you can always recover the story with 

OCD software like Abbyy Finereader. 

ZIP - Bulky zip drives have lost favor to their keychain flash drive counterparts, which can hold up to a 

gig on a device the size of a pencil. Just stick it in the USB port and drag 'n drop. (a novel, even a long one 

(150k), doesn't run more than 1 or 2 mbs, so you can back-up every bit of text on your computer and still 

have room to spare. 

APC - The big name in batteries. This is a combo surge protector/battery back-up that prevents you from 

losing data during a power outage. Get one. 

EMAIL - Having an extra email account, and emailing doc attachments to yourself, can't hurt. 

DVD - A DVD can hold 4.7 gigs of data. They cost about 30 cents each, and a DVD burner can be picked 

up for under 50 bucks. CDRs are even cheaper, and hold 700mb. 

FTP - If you have a website, you have a storage locker available in cyberspace under your name. Using an 

FTP program can allow you to save your writing on your home page (and don't worry, no one can read it 

there ðit's hidden unless you link directly to it.) 

OE BACKUP - There are a few tools available for saving your email (I use one for Outlook Express.) Find 

a program that fits your needs, and then save your email along with your writing. I go through my deleted 

and sent mail folders several times a day, trying to figure out who said what and when. 

FIRE SAFE - This isn't a computer attachement. It is what it is ð a fire safe. Keep your flash drive and 

DVDs in the safe, in case your house burns down. Put them in a plastic bag first, to protect them from 

flooding. Paranoid? Talk to anyone who has lost their home to fire or flood. It doesn't hurt to also keep 

some copies in the car, or at Mom's house. 

FILES - NEVER save just one file. I always save in different formats (wpd, doc, rtf, txt) in different places 

on my computer (C: drive, Desktop, My Documents) under different names. 

SECOND HARD DRIVE - Also cheap, you can install an extra hard drive in your computer for less than 

fifty bucks. It's like having two computers in one case. 

SECOND COMPUTER - Networking is a pain to set up, but using the Shared Documents folder can be a 

lifesaver, and is still the fastest way to transfer data. 
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NORTON ANTI-VIRUS - Still the leading trojan slayer. MacAfee is also big, as is Panda. Whatever you 

use (and you must use something,) make sure it offers updates. 

Computer running slow? AdAware and Spybot are free tools (available at www.pcworld.com) that clean 

your computer of spyware, malware, and tracking software. You can also DEFRAGMENT your hard 

drive, run a DISK CHECK for errors, and use SYSTEM RESTORE if none of that works. 

If anyone has any other tips for saving data, lemme know and I'll post them.  

21 comments  
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How Not To Start A Story   

In the spirit of full disclosure, I'm in a bad mood. For the past few days I've been wading through hundreds 

of short stories. I'm a paid judge for a big contest, and my verdicts are due. 

This bad mood has been brought about by seeing the same story mistakes, over and over and over and 

OVER AND OVER... 

So, for the benefit of the newbie writing world, and to save me future pain if I ever judge a contest again, 

please take the following to heart: 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH WEATHER  

Yes, you can work weather into the scene. But I don't care that it was sixty-five degrees on a spring 

morning, and if you make that your first sentence you're going to remain unpublished. 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH CHARACTER DESCRIPTION  

Your protag may be named Bob McTestes, and he was born in Sunndydale, Ohio in 1967, but you need to 

work that into the body of the story and not make it the first sentence. Better yet, don't work it in 

anywhere. 

DO NOT START A STORY BY ADDRESSING THE READER  

"You'll never believe what happened on July 2, 1943." You're right. I won't believe it, because I just 

stopped reading. 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH PREMONITIO N 

"Phil Assmaster didn't know he was going to die that day." But Joe Konrath knows you're not going to win 

this contest. 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH THE PROTAG WAKING UP  

Frankly, it shocked me how many stories began like this. More so than any other way I'm warning against. 

Opening your eyes because you had a bad dream or heard a strange noise is a quick way to put the reader 

to sleep. 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH CLICHES  

Once upon a time. A long time ago. This is a true story. Ugh. Next time, save me the trouble and put the 

story in your own recycle bin. 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH SETTING DESCRIPTION  

"Moronville, Ohio was a town of 8371 people originally founded in 1872 by Quakers." Hopefully, one of 

those Quakers has a gun and will shoot me. 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH TELLING  

"Josh felt terrible." Really? How am I supposed to picture that? Maybe I picture Josh's stomach aching, his 

head throbbing, and the hole where his heart is supposed to be. If I'm picturing that, perhaps you should 

have as well and written it that way. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2008/07/how-not-to-start-story.html
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DO NOT START A STORY WITH DESCRIPTION  

I don't care if you're describing a person, place, thing, era, or whatever. I want to read about conflict, not 

helper words. 

DO NOT USE HELPER WORDS 

Force yourself to pare away every adverb, and half your adjectives. Also kill any speaker attribution other 

than "said" and "asked." 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH A PROLOGUE  

Your short story doesn't need a prologue. Your novel probably doesn't either. 

DO NOT USE EXCLAMATION POINTS!  

Especially a bunch of them!!!!!!! 

DO NOT USE THE SAME FARUQING WORD TWICE IN THE SAME FARUQING 

PARAGRAPH  

Get the faruquing point? 

GRAMMER AND SPELING SHOULD BE PREFECT  

If you don't care, why should I? Ditto annoying dialect spelling. Y'all get a-ight wit dat sheet, 'kay? 

And finally: 

DO NOT MAKE YOUR MAIN CHARACTER AN ANIMAL  

Ever. 

Are there exceptions to these rules? Of course. There are always exceptions. But I didn't see any in the 

2000+ stories I had to endure. 

Also, for the love of all that is good, use 12 point Arial, Courier, or Times New Roman, double space the 

text, one inch margins, and indent each paragraph but don't add extra spaces in between them. 

Rant over. Ignore at your own peril. Now I'm going to go have some bourbon and scour my eyes and brain 

with steel wool...  

76 comments 
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Just Plotting Along   

Whenever I teach I'm asked by newbies how to write that boring middle section of the book, the part 

between the electrifying opening and the dramatic conclusion. 

"You mean the plot?" I always reply. 

Sayings and axioms abound about plotting, and I'll paraphrase a few here. Elmore Leonard said the famous 

"Don't write the parts people skip." 

Other oft-heard quotes are, "Write a great beginning and a great ending and string them as close together 

as possible" and "Chase your characters up a tree, then throw rocks at them." 

Ellery Queen and Raymond Chandler are credited with variations on "When things get boring toward the 

middle, kill somebody" and "When it slows down have two men burst into the room with guns." 

All of these sort of touch on the central idea of plotting, namely, conflict. But none are really helpful 

except in the most general sense. 

So here's what I do. 

1. Give the characters at least two goals. A story goal, and a personal goal. 

In my Jack Daniels series, the story goal is for Jack to catch the bad guy. Her personal goals are fixing her 

relationships and getting a good night's sleep. 

There's something inherent in the human brain that desires order and completion. We want to fit all the 

puzzle pieces together and live happily ever after. So the first step on this journey is deciding where to go. 

This is the first stitch on the way to completing the quilt, and it gets the reader's attention and makes them 

subconsciously want to see it through to the satisfying conclusion. 

2. Don't reveal everything at once. 

It's natural, once you have a great idea, to want to spill everything immediately. But suspense, and reader 

interest, is piqued by the opposite ðonly give a little at a time. Ask questions, but don't answer them until 

later. 

Questions keep the pages turning. The obvious question, "What happens next?" is what both your 

characters and your readers should be thinking. 

In my book Afraid, both the reader and the main characters have no idea what is attacking the town until 

the second act; all they get are glimpses and pieces. Figuring things out is a lot more satisfying than being 

spoon fed. 

3. Prevent the characters from reaching their goals. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2008/12/just-plotting-along.html
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The boring middle part of the book shouldn't be boring at all. This is the part where the author really gets 

to antagonize his main characters, heaping more and more conflict on them. 

What is the absolute worst thing that can happen to your character? Make it happen. What will be 

impossible for them to overcome? Do it. 

Along with being genetically wired to desire completion and order, we also like there to be a struggle 

before all is well. Adversity, conflict, and tragedy allow for admirable human attributes such as courage, 

love, and perseverance to blossom. We like winners, especially underdog winners. So heap on the abuse. 

4. Subtext is subtext. 

Sure, you may have an important theme to the work. Yes, you may love the written word and want to be as 

eloquent as possible. Of course you want to explore human nature, make the reader think about deep 

issues, and create realistic characters with complex motivations. 

But don't do any of that at the expense of the story, dammit. 

A story, in its purest form, is: "Here's a mess, clean it up." 

We're storytellers. Not charactertellers. Not themetellers. Not poets. The goal of a story is to present a 

problem, then solve the problem. 

Are there exceptions? Sure. 

But don't base your career on an exception. 

We've been a species of storytellers as long as we've had a written history, and probably longer. The Epic 

of Gilgamesh is over 5000 years old, but the basic formula still remains the same. 

Here's a mess, clean it up. 

But Joe, you want me to follow a formula? Aren't formulas cliche and derivative and the work of hacks? 

Not if you do a good job. 

My wife hates going to the movies with me, because I always whisper to her what is going to happen next. 

It's not that the movies are the work of hacks. It's just that the more you understand about the storytelling 

process, the better you can predict it. 

Of course, once you're able to predict it, you can do the unpredictable. 

This isn't about muses or inspiration or magic or creativity. It's more like architecture than art. Yes, you 

can be dynamic and expressive and imaginative, but there are still rules. 

Learn the rules.  

31 comments 
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Anatomy of a Horror Scene  

I've annotated an early scene from the book with numbers that lead to footnotes at the bottom of the page. 

After reading the excerpt, you can check out the associated notes to learn why I did what I did, sort of like 

a DVD commentary. 

The set-up is simple; a boy alone in his house at night... 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð- 

Duncan Stauffer awoke to the sound of Woof barking. Woof was supposed to be a beagle, but Duncan had 

a lot of dog books and decided that Woof looked more like a basset hound. Woof was pudgy, with stubby 

legs and floppy ears and sad red eyes. It was funny because even though his eyes were sad, Woof played 

all the time. All the time. Duncan wondered how he could be so fat, since he ran around all day.
1
 

Woof barked again, and Duncan sat up. The dog normally slept on Duncans bed, sprawled out on his back 

with his legs in the air. He only left to get a drink of water, let himself out through the doggy door to poop 

(Mom called it doing his dirty business), or greet Mom when she came home from the diner. 

Duncan looked over at his SpongeBob digital clock next to the bed, but it wasn't on for some reason. 

Instead he checked his Dads watch, which he wore all the time since Mom had the links removed so it 

could fit. 

The watch told him it was twelve forty-three.  

Woof barked once more, a deep, loud bark that sounded exactly like his name, which was the reason 

Duncan named him Woof. But this wasn't the welcome home bark that Woof used when Mom came home. 

This was Woofs warning bark, the one he used for his fiercest enemies, like the squirrel who had a nest in 

the maple tree out front, or the Johnson's gray cat, who liked to hiss at Woof and scare him.
2
  

"Woof! Come here, boy!" 

Duncan waited. Normally, Woof came running when Duncan called, jumping on him and bathing his face 

with a tongue that was longer than Duncan's foot.  

But Woof didn't come. 

"Mom! Duncan called. You home?" 

                                                                 
1
 This is our introduction to Duncan and his point of view. It begins with Duncan jarred from his sleep by his 

dog, Woof, who is key to the scene. Prior to this scene, the reader knows it is night time, and his mother isn't 

home. 
2
 While thinking in Duncan's voice, I'm establishing some things in rapid succession. Duncan's mom should 

be home, Woof normally doesn't bark, and Duncan doesn't have a father. 
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No one answered.
3
 

Duncan didn't mind being by himself while Mom worked late. He was ten years old, which was practically 

an adult. His mom used to insist that he have a babysitter, and the one she usually got was Mrs. Teller, 

who was all bent over because she was so old and sometimes she smelled like pee. Duncan liked her okay, 

but she made him go to bed early, and wouldn't let him watch his favorite shows on TV like South Park 

because they said bad words, and she always wanted to talk about her husband who died years ago. 

Duncan didn't like to talk about death. 

After a long session with Dr. Walker, the therapist convinced Mom that Duncan was mature enough to 

stay home alone, if that's what Duncan wanted. Which he did. Duncan knew what to do in the case of any 

emergency. He'd taken the Stranger Danger class in school. He had three planned escape routes if there 

was a fire. He knew not to let anyone in the house, and how to call 911, and to never cook on the stove or 

use the fireplace or take a bath while home alone. He thought Mom was being a little crazy about the bath 

thing, like Duncan would fall asleep in the tub and drown. But he listened to Mom anyway, and she trusted 

him, and for the three months he'd been without a babysitter it had worked out fine. Duncan hadn't gotten 

scared once. 

Until now.
4
 

"Woof!" Duncan yelled again. 

Woof didn't come. 

It was possible his dog had gone outside, to do his dirty business. Or maybe he saw the Johnson's cat and 

went to chase him, even though the cat scared Woof a lot. 

Or maybe something got him. 

Duncan would never admit it to anyone, not even his best friend Jerry Halprin, but he sometimes believed 

monsters were real. He wasn't scared of monsters, exactly. He loved watching monster movies, and 

reading R.L. Stine books with monsters in them, but deep down he thought maybe monsters really did 

exist. 

He didn't tell this to Dr. Walker, but when they had the car accident, and Mom thought Duncan was 

unconscious in the back seat, he wasn't really unconscious. He saw what happened to Dad, how bloody he 

was. For weeks afterwards, Duncan had horrible nightmares about monsters, biting and clawing and 

ripping up him and Mom, making them bleed and die. Since he got Woof, most of the nightmares had 

gone away. 

                                                                 
3
 The reader, aware of what is happening elsewhere in the book, knows Duncan is probably in trouble, but 

doesn't know what form the trouble is going to take. 
4
 Backstory on Duncan, establishing he's a smart, responsible kid who had some sort of tragedy in his past. It 

also introduces Mrs. Teller, who comes into the book later. Duncan isn't scared yet, because he doesn't know 

what the reader knows. 
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But sitting in his bed, holding his breath and waiting for his dog to come, Duncan wondered if maybe a 

monster got Woof.
5
 

Then he heard it; the jingle of metal tags from Woof's dog collar, just down the hallway. 

"Woof!" he yelled, happily. He tucked his legs under his butt so when Woof hopped on the bed he 

wouldn't step on them, and waited in the dark for his dog to come.  

But Woof didn't come. 

Duncan listened hard, then called Woof's name again. He heard jingling, in the hall.  

"Come on, Woof," Duncan urged. 

The jingling got a little closer, then stopped. What was wrong with that dog?
6
  

"Speak, Woof!" 

Woof, who didn't really need to be told to speak because he spoke all the time, still loved to follow that 

command because he usually got a treat afterward. But Woof stayed quiet. Duncan wondered if he was 

maybe hurt, which is why he stopped barking.
7
 

Duncan reached over to the light switch on the wall behind him. He flipped it up. It didn't do anything. He 

tried flicking it up and down a few times, but his bedroom light didn't come on. The electricity must be 

out, Duncan thought. Or maybe a monster stole the light bulb.
8
 

"Woof!" Duncan said it hard, the way Mom did when Woof did his dirty business on the kitchen floor. 

Woof's collar jingled, and Duncan heard him pant. But the dog stayed in the hallway. Did Woof want him 

to come there for some reason? Or was he afraid of something in the bedroom? 

Duncan peeled back the covers and climbed out of bed. The house was warm but he shivered anyway. 

Mom made him wear pajamas when she was home, but on the nights she worked Duncan liked to sleep in 

his underwear. He wished he had his pajamas on now. Being almost naked made him feel small and 

alone.
9
 

                                                                 
5
 Now the reader knows the tragedy, and Duncan is starting to get scared. 

6
 The jingling collar is a device that's familiar to Duncan, and puts him at easy. But the jingling soon 

becomes sinister, because Woof isn't coming. 
7
 Woof isn't acting the way he should, and now Duncan expresses concern for his dog, rather than himself. 

Selflessness is a trait of heroes. But at the same time, the reader doesn't want Duncan to go look for his dog, 

knowing it isn't going to end well. 
8
 More problems with common, everyday things people take for granted. Woof normally comes when he 

calls. Lights usually turn on. But things aren't normal, and Duncan is now becoming frightened. 
9
 The hero has been called to action, and the reader hopefully wishes he would just get the hell out of there. 

More on the jingling motif, now with panting as well. 
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The room was too dark to see, and Duncan walked by memory, heading for the doorway to the hall, hands 

out in front of him like a zombie to stop him from bumping into walls. After some groping he found the 

door and stopped before walking through. 

Woof's collar jingled, only a few feet in front of him. The panting got louder. 

"Whats the matter, boy?" 

Duncan knelt down and held out his hands, waiting for the dog to approach. When Woof didn't, Duncan 

felt goosebumps break out all over. He knew something was wrong, really wrong. Maybe Mom was right 

about leaving him home all alone. Maybe something bad happened to Woof, and Duncan wouldn't be able 

to help him because he was just a kid.
10

 

Duncan stood up and reached for the hall light switch, but it didn't go on. So he pressed the button on his 

Dads watch and the blue bezel light came on, which was bright enough for him to see the man standing in 

the hallway, jingling Woofs collar and panting.
11

 

### 

Fear, like humor, is subjective, so this scene may not have scared you. But it was deliberately written to do 

so. 

Duncan already has reader sympathy because we've met his mother, who is also in trouble. He's a child, he 

has a dog, and he seems like a good kid ðall done on purpose to make him likable. So we don't want to 

see anything bad happen to him. 

The cadence of Duncan's interior monologue is specifically patterned after my son's, to make him sound 

like a child. 

I begin the scene with him being woken up. Waking up is never pleasant. Being jarred awake by 

something out of the ordinary, with Mom not home, is starting in the middle of the action. 

I used mundane things going wrong ðboth the sound cues of the dog collar and the clock and lights being 

out ðto increase both Duncan's and the reader's anxiety. Both want to know where Woof is, why he was 

barking and now isn't, why he won't respond. Presenting this conflict without revealing the answer right 

away makes the reader wonder what is going on, and keep reading to find out. 

The backstory, which touches on the tragedy Duncan faced and his fight to grow past it, make the stakes 

even higher for the poor kid. 

Then, when he finally goes to investigate, BAM! The reveal. And this reveal is the worst possible outcome 

for Duncan, having his dog gone and a weirdo toying with him. 

                                                                 
10

 Duncan's fear reaches its peak, his anxieties replace his confidence, and he recognizes his true limitations, 

even though earlier he believed he could handle anything. 
11

 Here's the shocker. It isn't his dog panting and jingling his collar. It's a strange man in his house. 
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Having someone break into your house to hurt or kill you is bad. Having someone tease you first is really 

bad. 

It's even worse for the reader, because the previous scenes have featured a lot of death and mayhem. Even 

this early in the story (page 48) I've already killed off a sympathetic character, so all bets are off when it 

comes to my characters' safety. 

At the end of the scene, I skip to another POV. AFRAID doesn't have chapters; it quickly bounces from 

one character in jeopardy to the next. The reason behind this is to not give the reader any chance to put the 

book down. Each scene ends on a cliffhanger, the stakes getting higher and higher. 

Obviously, I can't accurately judge my own work, because I'm biased. I'll leave it up to the readers to 

decide if AFRAID is scary or not. If you'd like to hear what other people are saying, or read a much longer 

excerpt for free, please visit my website at www.JackKilborn.com. 

Pleasant dreams... 

http://www.jackkilborn.com/
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Collaboration  

If you've never co-authored fiction before, you're missing out on a great experience. It's one of the most 

enjoyable forms of writing, while also being one of the quickest. Besides these benefits, collaboration 

offers writers the opportunity to learn a lot, increase their fan bases, and even make a few bucks.  

Douglas Preston and Lincoln Child, who collaborate on their Pendergast thrillers, are gigantic bestsellers. 

Stephen King worked on two books with Peter Straub. Famous authors Ellery Queen, PJ Parrish, Charles 

Todd, PJ Tracy, and CS Graham are actually all duos sharing one name. 

Of course, like all good writing, collaboration has certain rules that should be followed if you want to be 

successful. It also requires a unique set of skills that might not come naturally. 

Should You Collaborate? 

It's easy to see the surface benefits of collaboration by using simple math. Two heads are better than one. 

Two people can write a story in half the time. Two sets of eyes can spot more mistakes, and come up with 

more solutions. 

I recently worked on a novella with writer Blake Crouch, author of the upcoming thriller Abandon. We 

were both between novels, and thought it would be fun to team up on something, especially since our 

styles and subject matter are so similar.  

Crouch sez: Co-writing makes you use writing muscles that rarely get flexed, and is way easier than doing 

it by yourself. 

Our joint effort was both easy and fast. We knocked out 9000 words in a single day, trading emails back 

and forth, and had a ball doing it. I can't remember the last time, if ever, I wrote so much so quickly. 

New York Times bestseller Kristy Montee counts on her co-writer sibling to get around the dreaded 

writer's block. She's penned nine thrillers with her sister Kelly under the name PJ Parrish, the latest of 

which is South of Hell.  

Montee sez: "You can always count on the other brain to rescue you. We sometimes send each other 

scenes with notes attached that say: I AM LOST, FINISH THIS!"  

We all have dry spells. But when you're collaborating, they don't slow you down. It makes writing less 

daunting. In fact, you might find that co-writing can produce something greater than the sum of the parts.  

Michelle Pillow, who has authored four romances with Mandy M. Roth, including the racy Red Light 

Specialists, believes that co-writers can complement each other. All writers have strengths and 

weaknesses, but teaming up with the right person means only the strengths will see print. Pillow enjoys 

collaborating for the extra benefits as well.  

Pillow sez: "When you join forces, you have the potential of drawing in their reader to your books, and 

vice-versa."  
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A savvy marketer, Pillow knows that two people can do twice the promotional work, which potentially 

leads to more publicity. 

I recently had the chance to collaborate on a novella with thriller writer Henry Perez, featuring my series 

character, Jacqueline "Jack" Daniels, and his character, Chicago reporter Alex Chapa, from his upcoming 

book Killing Red. This was for the charity anthology Missing, edited by Amy Alessio. Besides the fan 

crossover benefits, we had a lot of fun working together. It was also a terrific learning experience. 

Perez sez: "It gave me the opportunity to work with a storyteller who comes at the process from a different 

angle. That pushed me in the same way a talented teammate can bring out the best in those around him." 

Our story allowed me to think outside of the box and see my character in a different light. Since I created 

Lt. Jack Daniels six books ago in the novel Whiskey Sour, I'd been her only writer. But several times 

during our story, Floaters, Perez wrote for my characters, and I wrote for his. It's a terrific learning 

experience to write using the style, and mindset, of another author.  

How to Pick a Collaborator 

I collaborated with Jeff Strand on the novella Suckers for Delirium Books. 

Strand sez: "You need somebody who shares the same overall vision for the project."  

Jeff and I worked well together because we not only shared the same vision, but we had writing styles that 

complimented each other. Strand's books range from the incredibly scary, like his upcoming horrific 

thriller Pressure, to the gruesomely hilarious, as evidenced by his horror comedy Benjamin's Parasite. 

Since my Jack Daniels books combine terror and comedy, and I since I recently did a straight horror novel 

called Afraid under my pen name, Jack Kilborn, Strand was an obvious choice to work with. 

When you collaborate, you really do need to be on the same page, figuratively, and often literally. Where 

do you find such a person? It should be someone you already know. People in your writing group, or 

writing peers that you've befriended and whose work you admire, are the obvious choices. Friendship is 

important, because things can get a bit rocky. 

Before You Start Writing  

If you've made the decision to collaborate, you've probably already done some initial brainstorming about 

the project. Besides knowing the type of story you intend to write, you and your collaborator need to set 

some ground rules. These include: 

¶ Outlining. Will you use one? Who will write it? How much can each of you veer from it? 

¶ Division of Labor. Who is going to write which scenes? How long is each scene, and the story, going 

to be? 

¶ Editing. How much leeway do you each have to rewrite the other's words? 

¶ Head-butting. How will you handle any potential disagreements while writing the story? 
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¶ Credit. Unless one of you is a bestseller or a celebrity, author credit is alphabetical. You can make 

other arrangements, but be clear at the onset. 

¶ Rights. Again, unless previously arranged, you both own the story that you co-write. That means 

neither of you can sell it without having the permission of your collaborator. Any publishing contract 

will require both of your signatures. 

¶ Exchanges. Will you both write scenes at the same time? Will you go first, then send it to your co-

writer, who will then add on to that and send it back?  

¶ Submission. You shouldn't begin writing any work of fiction without having an audience and a 

publisher in mind. Can you both agree on where you will send your opus once it's finished? 

Should One Writer Lead? 

F. Paul Wilson, author of the Repairman Jack thrillers and the grandfather of Urban Fantasy, believes that 

longer work requires someone to take charge of the story. He's co-written three novels, two with Matthew 

Costello and one with Stephen Spruill, and one short story, with me. 

Wilson sez: "Of any two collaborators, one will have a stronger vision or care more about the project than 

the other. That person should be the captain." 

Wilson isn't talking about a Bligh-Christian relationship, but rather, "someone to keep on course during the 

inevitable storms and becalming along the way." 

Whether you chose to wing it, or have one writer take the helm, should be settled before a single word is 

written. Know the division of authority beforehand, or risk mutiny. 

How Do We Write It  Together? 

In a perfect world, you could rent a bungalow in the Florida Keys with your collaborator, and pen your 

opus in the same room, discussing the story every step of the way. 

But there are cheaper, and equally effective, alternatives. 

V Using Email ï This is the obvious choice. You decide who is going to write which sections, and then 

send them back and forth, either as attached documents, or embedded in the email itself. But there are 

actually faster options. 

V Text Messages ï My collaboration with Blake Crouch was based on a fun experiment. Since we both 

write novels that contain serial killers, we each wrote one scene separately. Mine had a crazy driver 

who murdered hitchhikers, Crouch's had a crazy hitchhiker who slaughtered the people who picked her 

up. Without showing each other our first scenes, we wrote the third scene together, beginning with my 

character picking up his character.  
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We began this via email, going back-and-forth, writing a few hundred words at a time. It became a 

game of literary chess; whose character would triumph? But I had an event to attend, tearing me away 

from the computer, so I texted my last few sections to Blake using my cell phone.  

Texting, and instant messaging on your computer (it's free if you have a Facebook account) are also 

ways to ask questions of your co-writer that are more immediate than email. 

Can't imagine writing a book using texting? It's already a craze in Japan. In 2007, text novels, called 

keitai shousetsu, accounted for half of the nation's bestselling books.  

V Using Online Software ï Jane Freidman has an excellent article on the Writer's Digest Blog about 

using online programs to collaborate. Tools such as Adobe Buzzword and Google Documents allow 

you and a collaborator to make changes to the same story, and also offer options to export, email, and 

publish the document in HTML. Since the story is online, and not on your hard drive, it also gives you 

the opportunity to write and edit while away from your personal computer. 

V Online Chat ï If you Google the word "chat" you'll find thousands of public places online that allow 

for free text chat. AIM is undoubtedly the most popular private chat client, but you can find more 

advanced options. At ooVoo.com, you and your collaborator can download text chat software for free. 

It also comes with video and audio chatting, and has the ability to record the conversations. You can 

experiment writing a story in real-time, make changes on the fly, and later cut and paste it into your 

favorite word processor for editing, or use voice-recognition software to get a text version of the audio 

file. 

Co-Writing Survival Tips  

I mentioned earlier the importance of only collaborating with writers who you have a good relationship 

with and admiration for. That's because there will be conflicts. 

Like all of your fiction, your story is your baby. But when you have a co-writer, you're no longer a single 

parent. If the two of you don't have a similar outlook, and the same strategy for reaching the same goals, 

you're going to have one undisciplined, unruly kid on your hands.  

Montee sez: "There isn't room for ego in collaboration. You can't get hung up on fighting for 'your' words 

or ideas. We think of there being a third person in our partnershipðthe book. And the book always wins." 

It's essential that you communicate with your co-writer before, during, and after the process, and that 

you're upfront and honest. Tantrums, hurt feelings, and fights can be kept to a minimum if neither of you 

take anything personally. Writing is a business. Be businesslike. 

You should also be prepared to lose a few battles. 

Strand sez: "It can be tough to concede when you think your approach is the correct one. But if there's 

mutual respect and you've both shared your reasoning and you still disagree, sometimes you'll just have to 

say, 'Okay, we'll do it your way.'"  
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 F. Paul Wilson agrees with the diplomatic approach: "With Steve and Matt, we had an agreement, that if 

you can express something more clearly than I did, if you've got a better turn of phrase, go for it." 

Keep in mind that in this electronic age, it's possible to have many drafts of a project, and relatively simple 

to revert back to earlier versions. Many word processing programs even allow you to keep track of 

changes. If your partner cuts something that you love, you can always resurrect it for another story. 

In my four collaborations, the few disagreements we had were dealt with quickly and painlessly. Much 

more memorable to me was how enjoyable co-writing was, how much I was able to learn, and how all of 

my preconceptions about the process turned out to be correct. Two heads are better than one, a story takes 

half the time, and the editing process is much smoother with two sets of eyes. 

But collaboration turned out to be even more fun than I'd anticipated. I eagerly awaited getting the next 

section of a work-in-progress from my co-writer, and I loved hearing their responses and reading their 

additions to my sections. I've been doing this professional writer thing since 2003, and deadlines, 

rewritings, editors, galley corrections, self-promotion, and the many other professional trappings made me 

forget how much joy can be had in creativity. Having a partner in crime made me remember why I love 

writing so much. 

Perez says: "Have fun with the process. Most of us create in solitude, sometimes uncertain whether our 

work is any good until we've finished, and perhaps not even then. A co-writer can serve as a sounding 

board, a confidant, and a valuable critic." 

If done correctly, collaboration can be one of the more rewarding experiences a writer can have. It can also 

be one of the most lucrative. I've written dozens of short stories, and even a few novels, that never were 

published. With my collaborative efforts, I'm four for four. 

Two heads really are better than one. 

Should We Collaborate?  

Do I like and respect this person? Y N 

Do I admire this person's writing? Y N 

Do we have a shared vision for this project? Y N 

Do we have the same audience/market in mind? Y N 

Am I willing to lose a few arguments? Y N 

Do we agree on the division of authority? Y N 

Are we using an outline? Y N 

Do we agree on rights and author credit? Y N 

Do we agree on the division of labor? Y N 
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Can we edit each other's words? Y N 

You should only collaborate with someone if you each answered Y to all of these questions. The only 

exception is the question about outlines, but then you need to have the same answer, either Y or N.  
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My Top Ten Editing Tips  

10. Put the writing away. A week is good. Two weeks is better. The longer you can stay away from it, 

the more you can forget what you wrote and approach it with fresh eyes. 

9. Get the scissors. Sometimes the words are there, but in the wrong order. Don't be afraid to switch 

sentences, paragraphs, and even chapters. 

8. Cut the first line, first paragraph, first page, first chapter. Often, much of the first part of a story is 

warm-up, and the plot doesn't start until later on. Make sure you begin with conflict, not backstory, 

description, or any type of exposition. 

7. Read it out loud. You can find a lot of errors reading it using your voice, rather than your mind, 

because your mind tends to see things as you wrote them, not as they appear on the page. 

Vocalizing forces you to see the words, and the mistakes. 

6. If you can cut it, cut it. As an exerrcise, write an entire story in 70 words. You'll quickly 

understand how important each word is in a story that short. Guess what? Each word is just as 

important in a story that is 1000, 10,000, or 100,000 words. If something can be omitted, it should 

be. 

5. Explain yourself. In reality, you won't be perched on the reader's shoulder as they peruse your 

prose, defending why you wrote what you wrote. While you're editing, justify to yourself why you 

made that word choice, why that scene is necessary, why you chose that dialog. 

4. Listen to criticism. Praise is great, but it's like candy. We love it, but it isn't good for us. We don't 

learn by being told we're terrific. We learn by being told we stink. Pay attention to what people say 

isn't working. If you've failed one reader, you'll wind up failing a lot. 

3. Don't be afraid to throw it away. You've heard the gambling axiom "Don't throw good money after 

bad" which basically means you shouldn't try to salvage a loss. Sometimes the writing simply isn't 

working. Start over rather than try to put a fresh coat of paint on a dog turd. 

2. Don't throw it away too soon. Yes, sometimes the writing is bad. But pretty much all first drafts 

are bad. We aren't etching words in stone, or even using typewriters. Computers make it possible 

to add, delete, cut, paste, and save multiple versions. Don't abandon it without giving it a lot of 

thought first. 

1. We're not writers. We're rewriters. Nobody gets it right the first time. And even when you do sell 

it, you'll be required to make even more changes. This is a business. Leave the ego at the door, 

tuck away your integrity, and be prepared to work hard if you want to make some money in this 

biz. 
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Location, Location, Location  

So let's talk about setting. 

My series character, a Homicide cop named Jack Daniels, works out of Chicago. You may have heard it 

said (possibly by me) that when choosing the setting for your novel, the setting should be integral to the 

plot. If you're writing a book set in Chicago that could easily be set in Sheboygan, you aren't paying 

enough attention to your location. 

I chose Chicago for Jack Daniels for several reasons, including: 

Chicago has the second largest police force in the country, and it's still very much an old boys network, 

sexist and chauvinistic. Since Jack is a woman, this setting speaks to her character. She has to be tougher, 

smarter, and more determined than the cops she works with. 

Chicago has one of the highest murder rates in the country, making it perfect for a busy Homicide cop. 

Chicago is a city made up of diverse, distinct neighborhoods, which means I never have to travel far for a 

change of scenery. 

Setting is also a place to make your story come alive in the readers mind. Reading is a mental trip to a new 

place. This is your chance, as a writer, to take readers to a world you've created. If it's based in the real 

world, make sure you get your facts straight. Research shouldn't take the place of writing, but it is certainly 

required if you want to paint an accurate picture in your reader's mind. 

Though I chose Chicago ða place that really exists ðthe personality I give the setting comes from me. 

Many writers use Chicago as a back drop for their stories. But my Chicago isn't Libby Fischer Hellman's 

Chicago, or Marcus Sakey's Chicago, or Robert W. Walker's Chicago. 

The feeling, or tone, you bring to your setting should enhance your story. Chicago can be scary, desperate, 

fun, exciting, sexy, moody, romantic, or deadly, depending on your personal voice. 

In Afraid, the Wisconsin town of Safe Haven, population 904, is a small, easy-going community where 

everyone knows each other. Normally, an idyllic place to live. It's so small and quiet it doesn't even need a 

full time sheriff. 

Then something horrifying comes to town and begins to wipe out the population. Everything that made 

Safe Haven a perfect place to live now makes it a perfect target. 

The hometown feel it normally has quickly turns threatening, and the local hubs of the community, like the 

diner and the Junior High School, are perverted into places of our darkest fears. 

In Trapped, I take a normally pleasurable event ðcamping in the woods ðand turn it into the ultimate 

nightmare. What should be a night of campfire songs and roasting marshmallows becomes a fight for 

survival. 
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Weather plays a part in setting. The temperature and humidity can effect the mood of both the character 

and the reader. It also effects a character's actions. I've set books during all four seasons, in varying 

weather extremes, to enhance the story. 

If done properly, your setting is almost like an extra character in your story, providing additional conflict 

and incentive for your protagonist. The things that exist within the setting become obstacles to overcome. 

Have you picked the right setting for your story? Here's a quick checklist: 

V Why is this setting the only setting that works for your story? You should have several 

reasons why it is interesting, unique, and essential. 

V What research is needed to make this setting come alive for the reader? Do you have to 

visit it? Live there? Or is the Internet enough? 

V What mood and tone do you want your setting to express? The background enhances the 

foreground. 

V What conflicts does your setting add to the story? Physical and environmental, emotional 

and psychological? 

V What's the weather like? Why are you choosing to make the weather that way? 

As I'm fond of saying, I'm a storyteller. I'm not a characterteller, or a settingteller. 

But even with the greatest plot in the world, if you have lame characters and an unmemorable setting, 

you're going to lose readers. 

Choose your setting wisely, and be able to justify why you've chosen it. 

Of course, if you really want to learn about setting, you should learn by example. As Salvador Dali said, 

"Those who do not want to imitate anything, produce nothing." So go buy all of my books and study how I 

use setting. They're conveniently available in print, as ebook downloads, and on audio. 
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10 Points on Craft   

by Barry Eisler 

(Examples, unless otherwise noted, borrowed from manuscripts I've critiqued in workshops.)  

1. Show, Don't Tell. We all know what this means... or do we?  

"Say that again," Jim said angrily.  

Jim's eyes narrowed and his ears seemed almost to flatten against the sides of his head. "Say that again," 

he said.  

See the difference? Of course you do. But why is the second one better?  

The second is better because the reader gets only gets the facts and has to come to her own conclusion 

about what those facts mean. In the first, the writer is also acting as interpreter, in effect telling the reader 

"trust me, I'll draw the conclusions for you." It's inherently unsatisfying to have someone do the 

concluding for you. I believe there's a physiological explanation: what happens when you don't get a joke, 

and someone explains it to you? You understand it now, but you never laugh, right? For the emotion to 

catalyze, you have to connect the dots yourself. If you want your writing to have emotional impact (that is, 

to not be boring) you have to present the facts and let the reader draw the conclusions. Just like in a joke.  

"Just be careful," Strunk warned. Do we need to be told this is a warning? If you need to emphasize that 

this is a warning, rather than, say, a loving recommendation, just write whatever it was that made you 

conclude it was a warning. Was it a tone in Strunk's voice? His expression? That's what the reader needs, 

not an interpretation. Just the facts, ma'am...  

Counter example, on "show don't tell" and some other points, too:  

He looked up as the handle on the wheelhouse door turned and Danny stepped through. The cabin 

temperature dropped ten degrees in the time it took to dog down the door behind him with a clang. Danny 

pulled off his chouk and shook the ice crystals out of his hair like Bill's Jack Russell after its bath. His 

cheeks ð what could be seen of them above his curly brown beard ð were bright red; each with a white 

patch in the middle the size of a quarter where the skin was just beginning to freeze.  

A lesser writer might have just said, "Danny looked half-frozen." See the difference? Look again, and 

you'll see other things that are working, too, mostly in the details (the cabin temperature dropping, the 

white patches), and also in the imagery (a dog shaking itself, which might hint at something about Danny's 

personality? See how good writing accomplishes many things at once, as discussed below). Also note how 

unobtrusively the physical description of Danny is built into the scene.  

2. Point of View (POV). Uncontrolled shifts in POV are always jarring. They can also tell rather than 

show. Examples:  

"Flatt dropped to his knees, slid the computer out for working room, and pulled out a screwdriver."  

http://www.barryeisler.com/writers_craft1.php
http://www.barryeisler.com/
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In the descriptions of Flatt's various actions, the writer is way in the background and the reader is right 

there in the room, experiencing the action directly, without an intermediary. But in the middle of all that 

there's that "for working room," which feels to me like the writer's explanation for what's going on. It's 

jarring and inherently less interesting, too. Trust the reader to come to his own conclusions about why Flatt 

might have slid out the computer.  

"High heels be damned, she ran down the street towards number Twenty-Eight."  

The first clause is the character thinking. The second is the author narrating. You can't switch abruptly 

from one to the other without jarring the reader out of the story.  

3. Detail. Everything you write has to be in the service of the story. If it doesn't serve the story, cut it.  

So, how much detail should you give about setting, the characters' appearances, etc.? Remember what 

Abraham Lincoln said when asked how long a man's legs should be: "Long enough to reach the ground." 

Ask yourself: how does the detail serve the story? Why am I giving detail here?  

4. Feed and Starve. All good writing conveys necessary information while simultaneously feeding a 

hunger for more information. Necessary information is always some variant on who, what, where, when, 

why, how. The best example I can think of is the opening of Ken Follett's "Key to Rebecca." Read it and 

ask yourself what necessary information Follett is providing ð that's what grounds you in the universe of 

the story. Then ask yourself what questions the provided information implicitly raises ð that's what hooks 

you. You need to do both: the first without the second is boring because it answers all questions and 

obviates suspense; the second without the former is irrelevant and therefore uninteresting.  

5. The Five Senses. Engage all the senses ð not just visual. If you're describing a place, what are the 

ambient sounds? What does it smell like? Temperature? Humidity? How does it all make the character 

feel? How it makes the character feel ought to be relevant to some aspect of her personality, which in turn 

should advance the plot... see point 4...  

6. Who and What. Nothing else will work if you don't first get the reader to care about your characters.  

Sometimes people argue over what matters more in a story: characters or plot. The argument is silly 

because a story is both, plus setting (I think of these as who, what, and where). Character without plot is a 

resume. Plot without character is as boring as the recitation of someone else's dream. Setting without 

character and plot is a still life. You need all three, and all three need to work off each other.  

But I will say this: humans are hardwired to care much more about who than they do about what. In 

December 2004, a quarter million people died in a tsunami. If you didn't know any of the victims 

personally, how much did it really affect you? How much was it on your mind on any given day? 

Conversely, if someone cuts you off in traffic and flips you the bird, how upsetting is that?  

The first event is monumental, but you didn't care about who so you weren't affected by what. The second 

event is absurdly trivial, but it happened to the most important person in your world ð you ð so it 

mattered a lot. What does this tell you about character in a story?  

If the reader doesn't care about who, he'll never care about what.  
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By the way, my definition of literary fiction is fiction that relies on who to advance the story. The more the 

story depends on what, the more you're talking about genre. If your characters are truly compelling, you 

don't need to have the fate of western civilization hanging in the balance to get readers to care (but it can't 

hurt, either). Of course, the best fiction has all three: who, what, where. Think "Lonesome Dove." Not a 

coincidence that it won the Pulitzer...  

7. Keep Writing. Can't emphasize this one enough. Every day is ideal, but the goal is to just be as regular 

as you can. The process is similar to as learning a language, or a martial art, or a musical instrument. If 

you've got time and you're serious, a writer's workshop can be a huge help with motivation, feedback, and 

discipline. Google "Writer's workshops" and the name of your city and you'll probably be able to find a 

bunch  

8. Read like a Writer. Reread passages from books you love and ask yourself, what is the author doing 

here that's working so well? And if you see something that you think is bad, ask yourself, why is this bad? 

What could the author have done differently to make it work?  

Explain to yourself what techniques the writer is using. Because before you get to art, you have to master 

craft. (My definition of art and craft: it's a continuum, but generally speaking, art is what is unique to you, 

what would never have existed if you hadn't existed. Craft is technique. It can be learned, in fact can only 

be learned, through disciplined practice. Craft is all the things I'm talking about in this article. Using the 

five senses. Mastering control of POV. Highlighting the telling detail, the essence of a thing. Showing, not 

telling.)  

9. Books on Writing. Stephen King's "On Writing" helped me a lot. David Morrell's "Lessons from a 

Lifetime of Writing" is also great. Sol Stein's "Stein on Writing" is packed with useful information. There 

are many others. But don't read the how-tos at the expense of your own writing. Whenever you have to 

choose, practice your writing instead. Novelist J.A. Konrath offers terrific writing tips on his website.  

10. "What If?" One of your best friends as a writer is what I think of as the "what if" question. "What if 

someone cloned dinosaurs and planned to open a dinosaur theme park on a remote island?" ("Jurassic 

Park"). "What if a semi-yuppie drug dealer were about to do a seven year prison stretch?" ("The 25th 

Hour"). Etc. If the what-if question interests you enough, it'll lead you to other questions, all of the who, 

what, where, when, why, how variety. Follow those questions and you'll start to find your story. 

 

http://www.jakonrath.com/


 

   

Breaking In 
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How To Find An Agent Handout  

How to Find  

an Agent  

and $ell 

Your Writing  
 

A Practical Guide to the Impractical World of Publishing 

 

Dear Ms. Agent.... 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

by J.A. Konrath 

Author of the Lt. Jack Daniels Mystery Series 
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Seven Tips for Breaking into Print 

1. Always listen to industry pros; even if they wind up being wrong, you'll learn from the experience. 

2. Seek criticism, not praise. Knowing what's wrong will help you improve. 

3. Be ready and willing to rewrite and edit, a lot. 

4. Read what's currently selling, and come up with comparable ideas. 

5. Don't take rejection personally. This is a business, so be businesslike. 

6. Make sure the Work is free from typos, spelling errors, and formatting problems. 

7. NEVER GIVE UP. 

Four Rewriting Secrets 

1. Read your Work out loud ðit helps you catch errors. 

2. Put the Work away for a month before editing. 

3. Cut up the Work with scissorsïthis allows you to rearrange scenes, and to see how the story works 

without them. 

4. Take advice and try new things. Nothing will be lost; you can always revert back to the original. But 

everything can be gained. 
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How I Got My Agent and a Three Book Deal 

 I'd been waiting twelve years for that phone call. 

"We have an offer," my agent told me.  

The previous week had been agonizing. Fourteen of NY's biggest publishing houses were reading my 

mystery manuscript, Whiskey Sour. Each time the phone rang, I'd feel it in my bladder.  

Anticipation wasn't a new experience for me. Jane Dystel had repped me for two earlier books. For each of 

them, she'd done a terrific job creating a buzz. From each of them, I'd gotten some wonderfully upbeat 

rejection letters. My prior novel even garnered some initial interest from St. Martin's, but they ultimately 

passed on buying it. 

So when Jane called that day, telling me there was an actual offer, I was stunned speechless. 

"Don't you want to know how much it is for?" Jane asked. 

I nodded. When I realized she couldn't see the nod over the phone, I managed to squeak out a 'yes.' 

"It's a six-figure offer, for the first three books in the series." 

I found my voice after that. No words, really. Mostly whooping and screaming. After professing my 

undying love and devotion to Jane, and offering my truly heartfelt thanks and a kidney if she ever found 

herself in need, I asked when the contracts arrive. 

"We're not taking the offer yet. There's another editor interested. I think I can get more." 

Writers daydream a lot ð it's a side-effect of creativity. In my mind I'd composed awards speeches for the 

Pulitzer, appeared on David Letterman, been at signings with lines around the block. But I'd never 

dreamed of this happening. Not to me. 

Up to that point, my writing career had produced nothing but ulcers. Not for lack of trying, either. I'd 

written six novels, all gathering shelf-dust, and dozens of short stories. Since graduating college in '92, a 

week hadn't passed where I didn't get at least one rejection letter in the mail. 

Like most of my writer friends, I walked a tightrope between self-doubt and egomania. On good days, I 

cursed the publishing world for not recognizing my obvious talent. On bad days, I realized every sentence 

I wrote was awful. 

In 1999, after a million written words and over four hundred rejections, I decided to take a different 

approach. Instead of writing something, sending it out, and adding the subsequent bong letter to my 

Rejection Book, I dedicated myself to figuring out what I was doing wrong. 

I write genre fiction; mystery, suspense, horror. For comparison, I selected some current, best-selling 

examples of each of these forms and read them back-to-back. Then I reread my early novels with the same 

critical eye. 
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The conclusion was startling; my first novels weren't very good.  

They were riddled with typos, poor grammar, and creative spelling. They were also remarkably self-

indulgent, showcasing a writer who was in love with his own voice, rather than one who made every word 

count. 

The plots weren't bad, but they could have been streamlined. The pace was messy, sometimes grinding to a 

halt with long sections of clunky exposition. The characters were pretty good, but spent a lot of time doing 

things that had nothing to do with furthering the plot. Plus, I'm ashamed to admit, I had a modifier 

problem. No verb or noun went without several helpers. It was really extraordinarily amazingly hugely 

very unfortunately bad. 

I found the corresponding rejections from these submissions. Many were form letters, but some had 

comments jotted in the margins. 

When I'd first received them, I'd dismissed the comments. After all, those agents and editors were fools for 

rejecting me, because I knew better than they did. Bravado, to help take away the sting. 

Looking at the comments again, I saw that several industry pros had pointed out the very problems I'd 

discovered on my own. One even said she would take another look if I did a major rewrite. 

At the time, I shrugged it off. I never rewrote anything. Rewriting was for the less talented. (I wish I could 

go back in time and slap myself for being such a bonehead.)  

So, I came up with a plan. For my next book, I'd write a bestseller. 

The term 'high-concept' is often bandied around Hollywood, used to describe movies that have strong, 

central hooks. Blockbuster novels have hooks as well. "Shark kills swimmers on New York beach." "Little 

girl is possessed by the devil." "Science learns to clone dinosaurs." I wanted to write something like that; 

something that could be described in a brief sentence, but still perfectly conveyed the story idea. 

I decided on something with universal appeal. The hook: Satan is being held and studied in a secret 

government laboratory. 

It would be a cross between Jurassic Park and the Exorcist. A thriller that pits cutting edge technology 

against thousands of years of theology. Plus, it had the biggest monster of them all; a nine foot tall, cloven-

hoofed Beelzebub, complete with bat wings, horns, and a predilection for eating live sheep. 

To do the story justice, I knew I had to research the hell out of it, so to speak. When I had a confident 

grasp of the science and religion involved, I worked on developing characters that would interact with the 

demon, and a story line that would do the concept proud. 

A year later, my techno thriller Origin was completed. But I was smart this time. I set it on a shelf for a 

month, and then read it again with fresh eyes. 

There were errors, both mechanically and structurally. 

So I rewrote the book. Then I rewrote it again. And again. 
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When I was finally satisfied I had something comparable to what was on the bestseller lists, I went back to 

my Rejection Book to review my previous queries. Again, it surprised me to see how poor they were.  

The letters fell into two distinct categories; egocentric and desperate. Rather than succinctly pitch my 

novels, I'd been begging for them to be read, or stating how rich I'd make the publisher once they bought 

me. 

Plus, I was shocked to see more typos and poor grammar. 

For Origin, I took a different approach. I decided to do the same thing publishers do to sell books. I 

designed an ad campaign. 

Rather than a standard query letter and sample chapters, I put together a four page package. The first page 

was a brief excerpt from the novel, when the hero first sees Satan sitting in a gigantic Plexiglas cage. The 

second page was styled like back-jacket copy, describing the story and the hook in a few sentences. The 

third page was an author bio, with a black and white photo. The final page was a simple note stating that 

the book was seeking representation, and my contact info. 

No SASE. No return address. I didn't even personalize the note. 

I made one hundred and twenty submission packages, and sent one to every fiction representative in the 

Writer's Digest Guide to Literary Agents. 

I sent these on a Thursday. 

By Tuesday, I had five calls from agents, all demanding to see the book. 

I was in shock. Usually, an agent response took between three and twelve weeks. Now I had them fighting 

over me.  

After sending out manuscripts to, by final count, twelve agents, I decided on Todd Keithley from Dystel & 

Goderich Literary Management. Todd was my age, had a specific plan to market me, and most of all, he 

loved the book. 

There was rewriting. And more rewriting.  

Todd generated a buzz in NY about Origin, and went out to the top fifteen publishers with an expiration 

date on the manuscript. 

The waiting game began. 

After two weeks of hope and letdown, Origin received its final rejection. According to editors, it was well 

written, but it slipped through the genre cracks. Was it horror? Sci-fi? Techno-thriller? Comedy? Where 

did this book fit on the shelves? 

To compound the injury, Todd then left the agency to pursue a law career.  

I was devastated. 
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Luckily, his boss saw potential in me. Before Todd bid his final adieu, I received a phone call from Jane 

Dystel, who asked, "What else have you got?" 

I did have something else; another high concept idea that came to me while writing Origin. I pitched it 

over the phone to Jane. 

"Write it," she said. 

I did. 

Another year passed, research and writing. When I finished, I gave Jane the same kind of ad campaign I'd 

designed for Origin. 

Jane got behind it. She generated a buzz and went out to seventeen publishing houses. 

Waiting time again. Whenever the phone rang, I pooped a brick. By the time the week was over, I could 

have built an entire house. 

When the rejections rolled in, they mirrored those received by Origin. Many editors liked the writing, and 

liked the concept. But what kind of book was this? Was it a thriller, or a comedy, or sci-fi? 

One publisher did show interest. There was a problem, however. The book was a hundred and thirty 

thousand words. 

"Can you cut thirty thousand?" 

I said I could. The effort was one of the most frustrating, yet rewarding, episodes in my writing career. 

Because I didn't want to affect the story, I delegated myself to trimming the fat. 

And there was fat. A lot of it. 

When I finished, the editor read the revision and said, "Cut another ten thousand words." 

Now there was no choice; I had to cut story. I was forced to confront my novel and determine what was 

essential to the plot, and what could be left out without disturbing the narrative flow. 

But I did it. And it improved the book.  

The editor read this version and said, "You know, I think I like your concept more than your execution of 

the concept. Can you start over from the beginning?" 

Jane stepped in before I popped a blood vessel. 

"We'll move on to the next book, Joe."  

For my third book with the agency, I decided to make sure I wrote in a specific, distinct, defined genre ð

the medical thriller. Also, because editors seemed puzzled by the amount of humor I was putting in my 

books, I completely cut out the jokes. 

After another year of writing and research, I gave the results to Jane. 
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She hated it, and declined to represent it. Jane liked my sense of humor, and a novel of mine without jokes 

had no spark. 

Time to rethink things.  

I liked Jane a lot, as a person and as an agent, but I didn't think she'd keep me on as a client if I kept giving 

her books she couldn't sell. 

My last three books were failures, but they were important failures. They taught me how to rewrite and 

follow professional advice. They taught me that I needed to use humor. They taught me that techno 

thrillers and medical thrillers weren't working for me. 

But maybe a mystery series would work. 

So I created Lieutenant Jack Daniels of the Chicago PD. I used every convention popular in successful 

mysteries; a flawed but funny protagonist, a recurring cast of oddball characters, a catchy title that 

instantly identified the series, a spring-loaded plot. 

I gave Whiskey Sour to Jane, along with proposals for the second and third books in the series, Bloody 

Mary and Rusty Nail. 

Jane loved it. 

She helped me tweak the concept, and after two requisite rewrites, she went out with the book. 

A week later, I got that phone call. 

The series was ultimately bought by Hyperion Books. My new editor, Leslie Wells, had worked on 

mysteries with Ridley Pearson and Robert Crais; two of my favorite authors. She had ideas on how to 

make Whiskey Sour even better. 

Naturally, I followed her advice to the letter. And naturally, the book improved as a result. 

Whiskey Sour will be released in hardcover, June of 2004.  

Reflecting on everything that has happened, I can draw a few conclusions. 

1. I didn't get anywhere until I treated writing like a business, rather than like winning the lottery. Business 

requires hard work, dedication, and market savvy. 

2. Ego held me back. It was only when I realized that everything I wrote wasn't golden, that I began to 

improve. 

3. There is no conspiracy in the industry that keeps new writers from getting published. I'd been given 

good advice from pros throughout the years, but hadn't been mature enough to follow the advice.  

4. Even after years of work without selling anything, I never gave up. This is the most important truth I 

learned. There's a word for writers who never says die. . . the word is published. 
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I'm positive there are people reading this who are much better writers than I am. You're probably one of 

them.  

Remember that talent is only a small part of the equation. You also need persistence, humility, and a sense 

of humor. Good writing won't ever be seen unless it's well edited and marketed. 

Success is within your grasp. If I can do it, so can you. Guaranteed. 

See you in print! 
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Critiquing  Worksheet Instructions 

Rate the story in each of the following categories using 1 through 5 (5 being the best): 

The Hook - does the story pull the reader in right away and then hold their interest? 

The Conflict - what is at stake in the story, and how is the tension used? 

The Characters - are these compelling, real people whom the reader cares about? 

Setting and Mood - does the story make the reader feel like they are really there? 

Pace and Style - how well does the writer use the words to move the story along? 

Resolution - does it have a satisfying ending? 

Grammar and Spelling - this must be perfect, no exceptions. 

Overall Enjoyment - was this a story you'd actually buy? 

These eight topics, worth five points each, are a good indicator of if a story is publishable or not. The 

higher the point total, the likelier the story can be sold. 
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Criti quing Sheet 

Rate each category on a scale of 1 (worst) to 5 (best) 

Hook   

Conflict  

Characters  

Setting/Mood  

Pace/Style  

Resolution  

Spelling/Grammar  

Enjoyment  

You can use this Crit Sheet for short stories and novels, published or pre-published. You can also give it to 

readers and ask them to rate your story. The more readers, the better.  

Low points in categories indicate what needs to be worked on in the rewrite. Don't submit stories to agents 

or editors unless you have a score of at least 35. 
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Submitting 

1. Target your market ï If you want to sell to mothers, you put flyers on cars in a daycare parking lot. If 

you want to sell a mystery, you seek out agents and publishers who deal with mysteries. There are many 

books that say this, but you should take it a step further. READ the mysteries that this agent has 

represented, or this editor has published. Are they a lot like yours? If so, you've found your target market. 

Now let's make them want you... 

2. Make the packaging attractive ï Follow your target's submission guidelines to the letter. Double 

space, 250 words a page, 20# paper, etc. But why not add a little something extra? I'm not saying send 

flowers or enclose twenty bucks, but if you're trying to sell a book, treat it like a book.  

You can: 

 ðInclude a page with a black and white photo of you, with abrief bio. 

 ðInclude a page of back cover teaser copy ð those catchy zingers that make you buy a new book while 

in line at the WalMart. Try two or three with different styles and wordings. Play with font size and style, to 

get it to look like the back of Koontz's latest.  

 ðInclude a short synopsis that reads like inner jacket copy. 

 ðInclude a juicy outline of the book, only a few pages long, showing the target that you know how to tell 

a good story.  

 ðInclude a page of blurbs by other pros (not from friends or familyïuse only professional writers, 

editors, and agents. It never hurts to email your favorite author. Or better yet,there are many conferences 

and conventions where authors meet. Go there and shmooze.  

The ultimate goal is to make your work seem familiar to the target, yet stand out at the same time. This is 

the essence of packaging anything, from candy bars to pop stars.  

If you're selling a short story, make sure you've read the market you're submitting to. Get a copy of their 

submission guidelines. When you send the story, mail it flat, no staples or binding, making sure your name 

is in the upper right hand corner of each numbered page.  

Also make sure the editor you're submitting to is still there, and include a SASE for their response. 

3. Have an irresistible product ï This one is the hardest, but also the most important. You have to make 

sure your writing is the best it can be. Don't send out your manuscripts with hope. Hope is for people who 

don't try. This isn't the lottery, where one lucky person wins it all. This is a job where only the best 

succeed. If you aren't sending your best, you're wasting everyone's time. So make it happen. Success is 

inevitable if you prepare for it.  

You want proof? How many published books have you read that were crap? Yet they were published. 

Make that your mantra. PEOPLE WITH LESS TALENT THAN ME HAVE BEEN PUBLISHED! They 

aren't better writers. They just tried harder. So prove your talent to the world. Treat your submission 
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process with the same respect you treat your writing. Market like your life depends on it, and make your 

submissions rejection-proof. 
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Fiction Markets 

Some places to find agents and markets for your fiction: 

Novel and Short Story Writer's Market by Writer's Digest Books (www.writersdigest.com) 

Writer's Market Guide to Literary Agents by Writer's Digest Books 

Writer's Guide to Book Editors, Publishers, and Literary Agents by Jeff Herman Prima Press 

(www.primapublishing.com) 

Writer's Handbook by The Writer, Inc. (www.writermag.com) 

Writer's Digest Magazine (www.writersdigest.com) 

The Writer Magazine (www.writermag.com) 

Mystery Writers of America (www.mysterywriters.org) 

Science Fiction Writers of America (www.sfwa.org)  

Horror Writers Association (www.horror.org) 

Romance Writers of America (www.rmanational.com) 

The Directory of Small Presses (www.dustbooks.com) 

There are many other places available to find marketsïpick up any magazine, and it usually has 

submission information somewhere inside. Or go to your favorite magazine's websiteï everyone has a 

website these days. 

You can also check out the Literary Market Place at the library or online at www.literarymarketplace.com. 

Or try an internet search for 'writing markets' on www.dogpile.com, www.google.com, or any other search 

engine. 

http://www.writersdigest.com/
www.primapublishing.com
www.writermag.com
www.writersdigest.com
www.writermag.com
www.mysterywriters.org
http://www.sfwa.org/
http://www.horror.org/
www.rmanational.com
http://www.dustbooks.com/
www.literarymarketplace.com
http://www.dogpile.com,/
http://www.google.com,/
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How-To Books 

Some books that will help you improve your writing and marketing skills: 

Your Novel Proposal by Cameson and Cook 

Making Shapely Fiction by Stern 

Writing Popular Fiction by Carr 

12 Keys to Writing Books That Sell by Krull 

The Sell Your Novel Toolkit by Lyon 

Everything How to Get Published Book by Rubie 

Complete Idiot's Guide to Getting Published by Bykofski 

Getting Your Book Published for Dummies by Zackhiem 

How to Get Happily Published by Applebaum 

Spider, Spin Me a Web by Block 

These should be available at your local library or book store, or online at www.amazon.com, 

www.bn.com, www.booksamillion.com.  

http://www.amazon.com,/
http://www.bn.com,/
http://www.booksamillion.com./


Breaking In :: 108 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

Query Letters 

A query is a question. A query letter is a letter that asks an agent/editor if they are interested in you or a 

piece of your writing. For our purpose, we're going to be discussing short story queries. But before you 

query anyone, you have to have a few things: 

1. A finished story, as perfect as you can make itï no typos, spelling errors, crossed out words, whiteout 

drips, etc. It should be typed, double spaced, a readable font (Courier 12 poiny or similar), roughly 250 

words per page, each page numbered with your name in the right hand corner. 

2. A place to send the storyï a magazine, literary journal, website, anthology, etc. You need an address and 

submission guidelines, and you also need to know if they are currently accepting submissions.  

3. A contact at that placeï an editor's name. You don't need to know Ed personally, but you have to make 

sure that Ed is still working there. Submissions to "Dear Editor" or "To Whom it May Concern" are 

thrown away. And make sure you spell Ed's name right! 

4. Mailing stuffï good 20# white paper, first class 9"x12" envelopes, letter sized envelops (for the SASE), 

and plenty of stamps. 

Simple enough? Good. Now the query is made up of 4 main parts: 

THE GREETING ï Dear Ms. Whomever.  

THE HOOK ï Catch the editor's attention with your first line, and sail right into your story pitch. 

THE BIO ï Who are you? What have you published before? 

CLOSING ï Thanks, hope to hear from you soon. 

Anything else is extraneous and a waste of Ed's time. Why waste twenty sentences to describe your story 

in the query? Describe it in five sentences, and make Ed want to read it. 

Queries shouldn't be longer than a page. The writing should be perfect, compelling, and error-free. Ed is a 

professional. Present yourself as a pro as well. Don't waste Ed's time being talky, cute, or amateurish. Get 

to the point, and get out of there.  

NEVER call Ed, unless you know her or already have a publishing contract with her. Phone queries waste 

Ed's time; at worst, she'll dislike you, and at best, she'll ask to see your writing, which you should have 

sent in the first place. 

I have had some success with online queries, but before you send Ed an email make sure: 

1. Ed accepts electronic submission. 

2. You send in the proper format (txt, doc, pdf, rtf, etc.)  

3. You've followed all of the above rules. 
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Conventional Query Package for On The Rocks  

Janet Hutchings 

Ellery Queen's Mystery Magazine 

475 Park Avenue South 

New York, NY 10016 

 

Dear Janetï 

My name is Joe Konrath, and I've recently sold a mystery series to Hyperion. The first book, 

WHISKEY SOUR, will be released in hardcover May 2004. The lead character is a Chicago 

Homicide Lieutenant named Jacqueline Daniels. 

Jack's ability to excel in a male-dominated profession is due to her relentless determination, 

keen insight, and self-effacing sense of humor. She can solve the cases that no one else canï 

such as the one I've enclosed. 

ON THE ROCKS is a 4500 word novella in which Jack is faced with a classic mystery 

scenario; a locked room murder. 

The victim is found with the murder weapon in her hand, the only entrance door locked 

from the inside. Suicide? Or is it just meant to look that way? 

I 've been a fan of EQMM for over twenty years, and you were my first choice for ON THE 

ROCKS. I hope you enjoy itïand please let me know if you can solve the mystery. 

Looking forward to hearing from you soon. 

 

All Best, 

 

Joe Konrath 
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Finding An Agen t  

My first novel, Whiskey Sour, was released in hardcover, May of 2004. It's a thriller featuring Chicago 

Violent Crime Lt. Jack Daniels. My publisher, Hyperion, will also put out the next two books in the series.  

My agent landed this deal for me, and it was a significant deal; six-figures for worldwide hard/soft rights. 

It was also my very first deal. I hadn't published a thing prior to Whiskey Sour. No short stories, no 

articles, not so much as a letter to the editor in a magazine. 

How did a guy with no publishing record get both an agent and a big book deal? Was I a Cinderella Story, 

being at the right place at the right time? Did I know some industry big shot who made a few phone calls? 

Did I use blackmail, bribery, or extortion? 

No, no, and no-no-no. I'm actually a slush-pile successïa guy who got noticed by writing unsolicited 

queries. But much as I'd like to say that my very query letter catapulted me to success, that's not the case. 

The truth is, I'd written nine previous novels, and garnered over four hundred rejections, before getting my 

big break. Throughout twelve years of writing and marketing, I've made every mistake a writer could 

make. Because of this, I've learned quite a bit about the New York publishing business first-hand, and have 

assembled some hard-won tips based on my own experience. 

Getting an agent as an amateur isn't easy. After receiving enough form-letter rejections to wallpaper my 

house, I began to wonder if my queries were even getting read. I'd heard rumors about agents and editors 

hiring college students to do nothing put open submissions and mail back rejections. These rumors, it 

turned out, were true. 

The how-to books all stated that the way to approach agents is with a one page query letter and the first 

three chapters of the novel. I'd followed that route many times and failed. It was time to try something 

different. 

The plan I devised was similar to the same plan used by publishing houses to sell books. Namely, I 

marketed myself. The result was this four page query package:  

Page Number One was back jacket copy. The backs of paperback books always condense the story down 

into a few juicy sentences. Pick up a few bestsellers and read the back. They always make the book sound 

like a blockbuster. I decided to do the same for my book, and after writing a pithy, catchy description, 

played with the font and layout until it mimicked the real thing. 

Page Number Two was an author bio and photograph. Hardcovers always have this, and because I wanted 

to be treated like a professional, I included this as well. My wife took a black and white picture of me in a 

snooty author pose, and I added a few sentences about who I was. I couldn't include any publishing 

experience because I didn't have any, but I tried to make myself sound interesting. 

Page Number Three was a one page excerpt from the novel. It was a moment of high tension and reveal, 

loaded with conflict, and formatted to look like an actual book page. 
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Page Number Four was a very brief letter describing the project, and giving my email address and phone 

number. 

No SASE. No sample chapters. Not even a return addressïif they wanted to contact me, they could call. 

I found 125 NY agents that represented fiction through various resource books and www.aar-online.org. 

Each got a photocopy of my four page submission package, mailed in a plain white legal-sized envelope. I 

addressed the envelopes to specific agents' names, but the actual letters weren't personalized. 

Then I sat back and waited, wondering if my little experiment would work. Normal response time from an 

agent took anywhere from three weeks to ten months, but I was hoping this innocuous-looking letter 

would avoid the slush pile and be opened right away. I turned out to be correct.  

I sent them out on a Thursday. 

By the following Tuesday, five agents had called me up. 

Within two weeks, I'd gotten a total of twelve agents interested. I picked the one who was the most 

enthusiastic, who also had some great ideas for marketing me and my novel. 

Unfortunately, that novel didn't sell. Neither did the next two.  

But my agency believed in me, I continued to hone my craft, and novel number ten went up for auction 

and became the first thing I ever sold. 

So after twelve years and over a million written words, I'm an overnight success. 

The turning point in my career can directly be traced to one event: my change in attitude. When I stopped 

thinking of writing as a dream, and began thinking about it as a business, I landed my agent.  

By marketing myself in a catchy, original way, and treating myself like a professional, I got agents to treat 

me like a pro as well. Rather than break into publishing from a position of weakness and taking whatever 

is offered, I was able to pick and choose among agents, and ultimately publishers, because I gave them 

something they could sell. 

It worked for me. It can work for you, too. 
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Unconventional Query Package for Origin Page 1  

1906-Something is discovered by workers digging the Panama Canal. Something dormant. Sinister. 

Very much alive. 

2001-Project Samhain. A secret underground government installation begun 95 years ago in New 

Mexico. The best minds in the world have been recruited to study the most amazing discovery in the 

history of mankind. But the century of peaceful research is about to end.  

BECAUSE THE THING JUST WOKE UP.  

ORIGIN  by Joe Konrath  

You can't contain evil.



Breaking In :: 113 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

Origin Query Package Page 2 

"You've got Satan in there," Andy said. 

"Don't worry," General Murdoch replied with a big Southern grin. "He's not violent. I've even been in the 

dwelling with him. He's just scary looking, is all. And that Plexiglas barrier is rated to eight tons It's as safe 

as visiting the monkey house at the zoo." 

Andy tried to find the words. 

"You're a lunatic," he decided. 

"Look, I've been watching over him for thirty years. We've had the best in the world here ðdoctors, 

scientists, holy men, you name it. We've found out a lot, but the rest is just guessing. Now he's finally 

awake, and trying to communicate. You're the key to that. Don't you see how important this is?" 

The linguist looked at the thing; nine feet tall, mouth crammed full of jagged teeth, rubbery wings 

billowing out behind it like a giant black parachute. 

"Biix a beel," it said. 

Andy ran like hell. 

ORIGIN  by Joe Konrath 

Time to give the devil his due. 
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Origin Query Package Page 3 

In reality, Satan is not a handsome gentleman as portrayed by a Hollywood leading man. Viewing him 

through the Plexiglas, he's a frightening beast, massively muscled, with hoofs the size of washtubs and the 

serrated teeth of a carnivore. The demon can be pleasant, even  

chatty, and delights in showing off his power of resurrecting the dead sheep he dines upon. To some of the 

staff studying him at the secret government compound, he's even likable. 

That is, until he breaks out.  

ORIGIN is a mainstream thriller combining the techno-science of Crichton with the theological horror of 

Blatty. Let this unconventional submission serve as a solicitation for author representation. Thank you for 

your time.  

ORIGIN by Joe Konrath 

Call or email for 

Sample chapters 

Brief Synopsis 

Detailed Outline 

or 

Request the entire manuscript on an exclusive basis 

(123) 555-5555 haknort@comcast.net 

 

Billions around the world fear the concept of the devil.  

Now they'll have a chance to fear him in person. 
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Origin Query Package Page 4 

J.A. Konrath graduated from Columbia College in Chicago in 

1992.  

He's written for corporate and cable television, assisted the 

brewmeister at a local micro brewery, performed improv comedy 

on stage, and regularly attends mystery and horror conventions. 

Joe has one wife, three kids (that he knows of), a dog, and a house 

in the suburbs, where he's hard at work on a his second novel. 

Email him at haknort@comcast.net. 
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Six Things You Should Never Put in a Query  

 1. Don't be needy. Pros don't mope and moan about how hard the publishing biz is, or beg to be read. I 

once started a query, "I've had forty rejections on this book so far, but I'm not giving up yet." Do you think 

the editor even bothered to look at the manuscript? 

2. Don't be cocky. Telling the editor or agent how rich you'll make them, or how brilliant your idea is, 

always backfires. For my fourth unpublished novel, I send out a query that stated, "Here's your next 

blockbuster." Among the form letter rejections I received, one had a hand-written note that said, "Guess 

again." 

3. Don't use fancy paper. There are many wonderful colors and patterns of paper available at the office 

supply store. I've used pink, blue with white clouds, intricate Aztec borders, and paper that appeared to be 

stained with blood. The rejections I got back were on plain, white, 20# bond, because that's what 

professionals use. 

4. Don't use fancy font. Stick with Times New Roman, Arial, or Courier, 12 pt and double spaced. I tried 

sending a query once using an exotic, caligraphy font, because I thought it made me stand out and appear 

intelligent. The agent returned it asking, "Next time, submit in English." 

5. Don't include a SASE. Everyone in NY requests that you send a self addressed stamped envelope for a 

reply. In fairness to the publishing biz, they get a ton of unsolicited manuscripts every day, and couldn't 

afford to send rejection letters to everyone out of their own pocket. Keep in mind that SASEs are for 

rejections. In fact, it makes it even easier for them to reject you. If they want your work, they'll gladly 

spring for the stamp, or call on the phone. Do you think Tom Clancy sends SASEs?  

6. Don't address is to unknowns. Dear Editor and Dear Sir letters get thrown away. Find out who the 

editor is, and then call up and make sure that editor still works there. Publishing is a turbulent business, 

and editors are constantly moving from house to house. Make sure you've addressed you package to a real 

person who still works there. 

 



Breaking In :: 117 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

Five Ways to Look Like a Pro  

1. Have your own website. The publishing business is becoming increasingly internet dependant. Editors 

spend a lot of time online. A good looking homepage, with a bio, writing samples, and contact 

information, is a cheap and easy way to get noticed. 

2. Roll with the punches. If an editor suggests changing something, go with it. Always. This is a business, 

and should be treated like one. Pros don't let their egos interfere with their work. 

3. Be personable. Editors and agents don't want to work with someone who isn't enjoyable to be around. 

Writers who are easily upset, depressed, anxious, or overly enthusiastic don't last very long in this 

business. 

4. Make deadlines. Always. No excuses. If you're always early, you'll be loved for it. 

5. Cloak yourself in the trappings of professionalism. Have business cards and letterhead, a fax machine, 

an email address, and an office phone. I answer my phone, "J.A. Konrath." It's much more effective than 

"Hello?" 
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What Agents Want  

1. A book they can sell. 

2. A writer who is easy to work with. 

3. A writer who can accept advice and criticism. 

4. A writer who understands the market. 

5. A writer who can meet deadlines. 

6. A writer who is in it for the long haul. 

7. A writer who doesn't call and pester them constantly. 

8. A writer who is grateful. 



Breaking In :: 119 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

Staying On Track  

1. Develop a routine. Writing every day isn't necessary, but you should regularly schedule time to write, 

and stick to that schedule. 

2. Set writing goals. Daily. Weekly. Monthly. Yearly. Reward yourself when you reach these goals.  

3. Unplug the internet while you're writing.  

4. Spend an equal amount of time on self-promotion as you do on writing. This means making contacts, 

creating a website, attending conferences, and submitting short stories. Short stories pay poorly, but they're 

extremely important for getting your name out there. Try to send out a few every month.  

5. Get feedback. It's tough to write in a vacuum. As writers, we need readers. Family, friends, peers. 

Luxuriate in the praise, but pay close attention to the criticism ðwhat isn't working is often more 

important than what is working 

6. If you get a story or a novel rejected over and over again, MOVE ON. There's no conspiracy keeping 

you from getting published. You've been rejected because your book isn't good enough, or it doesn't seem 

profitable to the publisher. Get over it and write something else.  
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Mistakes Newbies Make  

No one is born knowing how to write. Storytelling is part art, part craft. Writing for publication is even 

harder, since so many writer vie for so few slots. After penning over a million words and garnering almost 

500 rejections before earning a dime, I've made just about every mistake a newbie can make. Here is a list 

of some of the biggies: 

Doing everything but writing. Talking about writing, reading about writing, taking writing classes, and 

joining writing groups, discussing writing online, attending writing conventions, are not substitutes for 

sitting down and actually writing. Writers write.  

Not finishing. Don't be the writer who has ten projects going at once but never finishes any of them. 

Complete a project to the end.  

Not submitting. Don't be the writer who has a drawer full of finished manuscripts but no rejection slips 

because you didn't ever send them to agents or editors. If you want to sell, you have to query. 

Writing whatever you feel like. If you desire publication, you need to know your target market, your 

genre, and where your work fits into the whole scheme of things. That means thinking about your audience 

before you put pen to paper, not after.  

Telling instead of showing. Jen was nervous is bad. Jen wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans is good. 

Seeking praise. Praise is like candyïwe like it, but it's bad for us. You can't learn from praise. Seek 

criticism instead, and strive to improve. 

Not following guidelines. Always use proper manuscript format: Double spaced, one inch margins, 12pt 

Courier font, name and page number in the upper right hand margin. Don't give someone a reason to reject 

you before they've read a wordðand they will, if you don't follow guidelines.  

Being an island. The more you network, the more you learn, the more contacts you make that might help 

you. Attend writing conferences. Meet authors and ask them questions. Join a writer's group and get 

feedback. 

Not writing. You have a family, friends, hobbies, a job, and you need to take time out to eat, sleep, and 

unwind. If you want to be a writer, you have to make time. That means sacrificing one or more of these 

things in order to get the book finished.  

Going it alone. Many newbie writers figure they can sell their books without an agent. Some of them do. 

But you'll get a better deal, and more offers, with an agent. Plus, an agent will act as a buffer between you 

and the editor when needed, give you career advice, sell subsidiary rights, and help build your career. 

Listening too much. Most of your future writing teachers won't be successful authors. Conversely, pros 

sometimes aren't the best teachers. Take all advice with a grain of salt, using what works and discarding 

what doesn't. 
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Paying. Money flows toward the writer. Never pay for anything other than an occasional book, class, or 

conference. Don't pay to be published, pay to be edited, pay for an agent, or pay to enter contests.  

Not reading. If you want to be a writer, you must first be a reader. Check out new books by first time 

authors to get an idea of what is currently selling. 

Treating writ ing as art. Being an artist is fine. But once you try to sell your work, you're a 

businessperson. The only way to succeed in publishing is to remember that your work is a commodity that 

will be bought and sold. Want to sell a book? Write something that 20,000 complete strangers will spend 

$25 for. 

Not listening to editors. Editors are the ones that buy the writing. They read more than you, have more 

experience than you, and have a clearly defined focus of what they want. Give them what they want.  

Starting at the beginning. The beginning is boring. Start in the middle, where the action is. Your first line 

is the most important line in your story. If you don't hook the reader right away, the reader will move on to 

something else.  

Not using enough conflict. All stories are about a mess that needs to be cleaned up. The bigger the mess, 

the more engaging the book. Happy characters without problems aren't interesting. Your protagonist must 

have goals. Conflict arises when the protag can't attain these goals.  

Relying on exposition. Description and backstory bring the story to a screeching halt. Less is always 

more. Reveal the story through action and dialog, and give the reader just enough information to picture 

the scene.  

Giving up. This is a hard businessïone of the hardest. Breaking in requires a lot of luck, but you can 

improve your odds by being persistent. Fate is simply a future that you didn't change. 
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Submission Guidelines  

Believe it or not, your writing may not be the only reason you get rejected. If you don't follow correct 

manuscript formatting, and overworked agent or editor may file you in the round cabinet before reading a 

single word. 

And even if you do have the proper manuscript presentation, you can easily make some newbie mistake to 

turn the editor off. Here are some important tips to keep in mind.  

1. Font. Sound silly? It's not. Read for ten hours straight, then try to squint at some joker who crammed 

1000 words on a page using 8pt Helvetica. You wanted to save paper and postage. Editors want to save 

their eyes. Use 12pt Times New Roman or Courier. ALWAYS!!!!! 

  

2. Paper. Cheap paper, thin paper, colored paper, multiple folds, stains of dubious origin, rips and tears, 

too many staples ð-999 times out of 1000, if the paper is crummy, the story is crummy. But whenever 

an editor sees 24# ultra white paper (go for 104 bright) she perks right up. Sound silly? It's not. Use 

good paper, no folds, binding other than a paperclip if needed. Show her the work is important. If you 

serve lobster, you use bone China, not plastic McDonald's Hamburgler plates. 

  

3. Ink.  If it is dot matrix, or typewriter, or colored ink, or smeared ink, or ink that's running low, or has 

ballpoint pen or White Out ANYWHERE on it to make corrections, the editor can safely assume the 

story is bad. If you want to impress a date, wear expensive clothes. If you want to impress an editor, 

buy a decent laser printer. 

  

4. Spacing. If an editor sees big blocky paragraphs, more than 25 lines per page, no indenting, indenting 

3 spaces or less (rather than 5), line spacing between paragraphs, or a story that begins on the first line 

of the first page rather than halfway down the first page, her subconscious says, "I don't want to read 

this" and her subconscious is usually right.  

5. These first four criteria should tell you that the way the story looks on a page is incredibly important. 

Did you ever go to a website that was so hard to read you didn't bother? It's the same thing with 

submissions. Make it look professional, or it won't even get read. Think eye-friendly. Think lots of 

white space. 

  

6. Typos. If an agent sees a typo, grammar error, spelling mistake, or anything that says to her, "The 

writer didn't proof read" it's going to get a form letter rejection. Sorry, but agents and editors have to 

read thousands of other books, and they can't waste their time. You obviously don't take this seriously, 

so why should they? 

  

7. First Sentence. If you don't draw Ed in at the first sentence, and you made any of the above mistakes, 

you're rejected. If you have a lousy first sentence (usually describing the weather, or details about the 

setting, or telling instead of showing, or something awkward and confusing, or explaining what is 

going to happen later) Ed MAY read on if you didn't make any other mistakes, but she'll be leery. You 
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want her excited, not leery. 

  

8. Dialog. So many submissions don't have any dialog on the all-important first few pages. If there's no 

dialog, that's a good indicator the story is all telling, all exposition. Round file. 

  

9. Ending. Shocking as these stats are, an editor may only completely read 1 out of every 40 or 50 

stories. Nothing irks her more than reading an entire story, only to find a weak ending. Make sure the 

destination is worth the trip. 

  

10. Conflict. If Ed manages to get a page into the story, and nothing has happened yet, she won't get any 

further. 

  

11. Memoir. Unless you're one of the Rolling Stones, don't write anything autobiographical. Sorry, but 

you just ain't interesting to anyone other than yourself. 

  

12. Adjectives and Adverbs, Exclamation Points, Repeating the same words, using the passive 'was' 

a lot, onomatopoeia, dialects, a first paragraph of nothing but setting, explanations, preaching, 

and anecdotes. Attempt at your own risk.  

Remember: You want to submit a nice clean manuscript, your last name and page number up in every 

right corner, one inch margins. double-spaced, 250 words per page average.  

If you want an example of proper manuscript format, here's a short story I wrote called The Big Guys. It 

won a Derringer Award for short fiction. Pay attention to how it looks on the page. And if you want to see 

a difference, print it up on an inkjet printer using 20# paper with 84 brightness, and then print it using a 

laser printer using 24# paper and 104 brightness. The difference will amaze you. 

Download a pdf of THE BIG GUYS HERE.  

http://www.jakonrath.com/bigguys.pdf
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Query Secrets  

Okay, welcome to Marketing 101. You're all writers, eh? Doesn't matter. Forget about the writing for the 

moment. The fact is, you have something to sell. Could be a book, a snowblower, a bag of apples. Makes 

no difference. Everything sells by the same process. Namely, consumer interest.  

Everyone buys things. What do you buy, and why?  

You buy what you know, are familiar with, and have bought successfully in the past.  

You buy things you believe you will like, based on what you know, are familiar with, and have bought 

successfully in the past.  

Okay, so the trick is to make your product something that your consumer will believe he or she will like. 

How do other people do this?  

1. Target your market ð If you want to sell to moms, you put flyers on cars in a daycare parking lot. If 

you want to sell a mystery, you seek out agents and publishers who deal with mysteries. There are many 

books that say this, but you should take it a step further. READ the mysteries that this agent has 

represented, or this editor has published. Are they a lot like yours? If so, you've found your target market. 

Now let's make them want you...  

2. Make the packaging attractive ð Follow your target's submission guidelines to the letter. Double 

space, 250 words a page, 20# paper, etc. But why not add a little something extra? I'm not saying send 

flowers or enclose twenty bucks, but if you're trying to sell a book, treat it like a book.  

¶ Include a page with a black and white photo of you, with a brief bio.  

¶ Include a page of back cover teaser copy ð those catchy zingers that make you buy a new book while 

in line at the K-Mart. Try two or three with different styles and wordings. Play with font size and style, 

to get it to look like the back of Koontz's latest. Include a short synopsis that reads like inner jacket 

copy.  

¶ Include a juicy outline of the book, only a few pages long, showing the target that you know how to 

tell a good story.  

¶ Include a page of blurbs by other pros (not from friends or family ð use only professional writers, 

editors, and agents. It never hurts to email your favorite author. Or better yet, there are many 

conferences and conventions where authors meet. Go there and schmooze.)  

The ultimate goal is to make your work seem familiar to the target, yet stand out at the same time. This is 

the essence of packaging anything, from candy bars to pop stars.  

If you're selling a short story, make sure you've read the market you're submitting to. Get a copy of their 

submission guidelines. When you send the story, mail it flat, no staples or binding, making sure your name 

is in the upper right hand corner of each numbered page.  
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Also make sure the editor you're submitting to is still there, and include a SASE for their response.  

3. Have an irresistible product ð This one is the hardest, but also the most important. You have to make 

sure your writing is the best it can be. Don't send out your manuscripts with hope. Hope is for people who 

don't try. This isn't the lottery, where one lucky person wins it all. This is a job where only the best 

succeed. If you aren't sending your best, you're wasting everyone's time.  

Make it happen. Believe success is inevitable. You want proof? How many published books have you read 

that were crap? Yet they were published. Make that your mantra. PEOPLE WITH LESS TALENT 

THAN ME HAVE BEEN PUBLISHED!  They aren't better writers. They just tried harder.  

So prove your talent to the world. Treat your submission process with the same respect you treat your 

writing. Market like your life depends on it, and make your submissions rejection-proof. 
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Driving Miss SASE   

A reader emailed me to make me aware of a post on a popular anonymous agent's blog. 

Someone asked this agent if including a SASE is necessary, because on JA Konrath's website, he says 

don't bother including SASEs. 

Now, for a moment, we'll pretend we're not all art majors and make an attempt to think rationally. Can 

anyone guess how the agent replied? 

Here's a multiple choice: 

1. "Joe's right. It would make my job a lot easier if none of the 17 million people who submitted to me 

included SASEs." 

2. "Joe's right. On my website I just mention to include a SASE to test your grasp of reverse psychology." 

3. Joe is a nitwit. Include a SASE. 

Goodness knows I don't mind public ridicule. And goodness knows that if I were an agent, I'd also request 

SASEs, because the amount of slush those folks receive is overwhelming. 

But this particular agent alluded to the fact that submissions without SASEs are always thrown away, and 

that she sometimes uses SASEs for acceptance letters. 

If we're to believe this hip, savvy agent, we can infer that when she finds a manuscript she falls in love 

with, she doesn't pick up the phone to call the author. She doesn't shoot her an email. She types a letter, 

hunts down the SASE, and then sends it off and waits for the author to contact her after 3-7 days (which is 

how long the US Post Office typically takes.) 

We could also infer that if an author looking to change agents, or a someone with a brilliant book, 

contacted her by mail but didn't include a SASE, their query would be thrown away. 

Does that seem like a way a hip, savvy agent would run her business? 

I wonder if that same agent includes a SASE with the books she submits to publishers on behalf of her 

authors. And if the editors, if they want to buy the book, use that SASE to break the good news. No SASE, 

no book sale. 

Call me a skeptic, but I ain't buying. 

SASEs are used for rejections. Always. I once had an agent tell me a story about how anxious he was 

because he read a wonderful submission but the author didn't include a phone number. This agent called 

411, tried the Internet, phone books, and a half dozen other ways to call the guy instead of trusting the 

good news to a SASE. But he wound up having to use the SASE, and was a nervous wreck for a week, 

thinking some other agent signed the guy, before the author finally called. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/01/driving-miss-sase.html
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My advice to writers is to not bother with the SASE, because all you'll get is a form letter rejection that 

you can live without. If the agent likes your writing, they'll call or email.  

I've mentioned that pros don't use SASEs. And that SASEs send out a subliminal message that the author 

is a newbie. Something used only for rejection seems to me to beg rejection. Do frat pledges get any 

respect? Neither do newbie authors. 

Now, I can't blame this agent her reaction. Of course she has to say what she says. It's a matter of self-

preservation. And if I were the one writing her blog, I would have squelched that question in much the 

same way. 

But what intrigued me is that she doesn't understand why writers would have problems with SASEs, 

because they're only 39 measly cents. 

I want to make a point here. It's not about the 39 cents.  

It's about empowerment. 

I've gotten my share of rejections. Hundreds. All delivered in SASEs. If you've gotten them, you know 

how demoralizing, depressing, and disheartening it is to see that envelope in your mailbox. There's that 

sorry/sick feeling you get in your stomach ð-all the hope you've been hanging onto, dashed. 

By a show of hands, who likes rejection? 

With my sixth novel, I stopped sending SASEs. Coincidentally, with my sixth novel, I got 12 offers of 

representation. And I got them within days of mailing the queries, rather than the 4 weeks to 8 months that 

prior rejections had taken. 

So what should I preach? What they tell you to do, or what worked for me? 

Of course an agent will never admit to you that all you'll ever get in a SASE is a rejection. That doesn't 

mean it's the truth. 

I'd like to remind everyone that this is not an 'us vs. them' game. Writers want to find good agents, and 

agents want to find good writers. There is, however, a power dynamic that initially favors the agents. The 

agents are aware of this. 

The person who does the rejecting, has the power. That person ain't you. 

Some writers want to get that form letter rejection, to get a sense of closure. Or as proof that they're 

actively trying to succeed. 

But I believe it's easier on the writer, and the agent, to not get a rejection letter. The agent saves time 

stuffing the form letter into the SASE and mailing it out, and the writer no longer fears the mailman. 
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When writers start out, they have no sense of their own importance in the writer/agent equation. The try to 

break in on bended knee, hoping someone will rep them.  

Read Dale Carnegie if you believe that's the right way to do business. 

Newbie writers need to have confidence. Not cockiness ðthat's bad. They need to believe in themselves. 

Trust themselves. Feel good about themselves. 

I have a writing friend who doesn't call himself a writer. On his taxes, under occupation, he put "rejection 

collector." 

Don't be a rejection collector. Be confident.  

Don't be a frightened mouse who is terrified to ever bend the rules. Be a trend setter. 

Don't be a sycophant. Be a leader. 

Don't be afraid. Be bold. 

Don't ever rely on any one person for your answers. Seek for yourself.  

Double checking for typos, using 24# paper, and leaving out the SASE all have less to do with breaking 

into publishing than they have to do with adopting the right attitude toward publishing. 

Hope is for the lottery. Winners don't need to hope.  

And they don't need form letter rejections. 

76 comments   

http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=113695653993214447
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Pitching To A gents  

So you wrote a book that is a surefire bestseller, you know all about queries and the submission process, 

and you're ready to begin marketing to agents to find representation. Then you hear some exciting news: a 

healthy specimen of the family Agentus Literarius (Literary Agent) is coming to town near you to speak 

and take pitch meetings.  

You're excited. Surely, meeting an agent and pitching your book in person is more effective than going the 

unsolicited slush pile route. This is your chance to make an impression, stick in the agent's mind, and most 

of all, get an immediate response. 

There's only one problem... how the heck do you verbally pitch a book? 

When talking to an agent, you have a single goal: convince her to take a look at your book or book 

proposal. She isn't going to accept you as a client until she's read the book, so there isn't any reason to 

speak for longer than a few minutes. In fact, a verbal book pitch shouldn't last more than 60 seconds. 

That's the time an agent spends pitching a book to publishers, and you need to be able to do the same. 

Here's a sample verbal pitch: 

My novel, DISTURB, is a medical thriller in the same vein as Michael Palmer and Robin Cook.  

It 's about the pharmaceutical breakthrough of the millennium. DruTech Industries proudly presents N-

SOM, a pill that completely replaces eight hours of sleep. Feel totally refreshed, both physically and 

mentally, in just fifteen minutes a night. 

The profit potential is boundless. Mankind's productivity will go through the roof. One third of a 

person's life could be recovered, for only ten dollars a dose. 

The FDA sends CDER agent Dr. Bill May to green light N-SOM for American use. The pressure, both 

political and monetary, is tremendous. But Bill soon harbors fears that N-SOM may not be as safe as 

early reports indicate... 

After meeting the brilliant inventor Dr. Nikos Stefanopolous and his beautiful daughter Theena, Bill 

stumbles into an insidious cover-up that hinges on Emmanuel Tibbets, a human guinea pig who hasn't 

had a fink of sleep in over fifty days. 

Bill 's investigation soon unearths a snarled tangle of extortion, conspiracy, taboo sex, hidden secrets, 

and murderous betrayal. 

When N-SOM's deadly side-effects are revealed, along with the shocking truth of how the drug is 

produced, Bill and Theena find themselves on the run from hired assassins, three letter government 

agencies, and a breed of psychopath unlike any ever known. 
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Billions of dollars, and billions of lives, are at stake. Can Bill and Theena survive long enough to 

expose the truth? Or will the world succumb to an evil that may bring about the extinction of mankind? 

DISTURB by J.A. Konrath 

You will never have a good night's sleep again. 

I started the pitch by stating the genre, and comparing the book to the known leaders in that genre. Then I 

dive right into the hook, quickly explain the characters and the central conflict, and end with a bang and a 

tagline.  

As you can see, I don't get heavily into plot details, minor characters, or scene-by-scene descriptions. Let 

the writing sell the writing. Your job in a verbal pitch is to get the agent interested in taking a look at your 

project. 

If the agent liked the idea, I'd hand her my four page unconventional query submission (as explained in my 

pdf download How to Find an Agent and $ell Your Writing Booklet). Then I'd let her know the book is 

complete (if it is completeïif not, I'd tell her when it will be finished), and ask if she's interested in seeing 

the first three chapters.  

If she is, I'd offer to hand her the sample chapters right there, or if it would be easier to mail them to her 

office. Don't try to hand her the complete manuscript unless she specifically asks for it. 

If you do get permission to send the agent sample chapters (or the whole manuscript), write REQUESTED 

MATERIAL in big letters on the envelope or box, and include a query letter reminding the agent where 

you met her and what your pitch was about. 

It goes without saying that anything you give the agent should be exciting, flawless, and wonderfully 

written. 

If the agent isn't interested in the manuscript, or seems lukewarm about the idea, don't try to turn a no into 

a yes. No means no. Rather than argue and act unprofessional, bury your disappointment and use this 

opportunity to ask the agent what you can do into order to get a yes next time. Ask for advice, tips, and 

pointers on what you could have done differently.  

Then ask, if you specifically follow her suggestions, could you send her a revision? 

Pitching Tips 

¶ Dress well. Not only does it create a good impression, you'll feel better if you look better.  

¶ Maintain eye contact, and try to pitch from memory rather than read off a sheet of paperï

extemporaneous speech is more engaging than reading aloud.  

¶ Be upbeat, animated, and enthusiastic. Smile. You're selling an idea; be excited about it.  

¶ Be polite and gracious.  

¶ Be brief.  

http://www.jakonrath.com/AgentBooklet.pdf
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¶ Say thank you, whether you get a yes or a no.  

Chances are you'll be nervous before the meeting. This is normal. Your best weapon against nerves is 

preparation. Practice your pitch beforehand ðin front of a mirror, in front of your mom, in front of the cat. 

Practice until you know it forwards and backwards.  

If you blow the pitch, don't get discouraged. Verbal pitching isn't easy. It also isn't necessary to land an 

agent. Try to learn from your mistakes for the next time, or stick with written query letters. 

A Warning 

There are people on the fringe of the publishing world who call themselves agents, but really aren't. These 

folks prey on new writers by asking for money in the form of reading fees, representation fees, critique 

fees, book-doctoring, promotional fees, or editing services. 

The bottom line is: 

NEVER GIVE AN AGENT MONEY! 

Agents should make their money by selling a client's work, and that's all. Standard commission is 15%, 

which is taken from the checks they mail you. You should never have to mail them a check for anything. 

If an agent wants to represent you, and their service requires any kind of up-front fee, walk away. Anyone 

can claim to be an agent. No license or special training is required. Research the agent before you send to 

them.  

If you do get an agent interested in your book, be genuine. Be grateful. Be excited. This is awesome. You 

should be celebrating big-time. Drinks on you, baby! 

Then think about what questions you want to ask the agent. There is a great list of questions to ask at the 

Association of Author's Representatives Website. Here are a few: 

¶ Who have you sold? Can you put me in touch with some of your authors?  

¶ What do you think needs to be improved in the books? Revised? Tweaked? Edited?  

¶ Do you have editors in mind for these books? What's your selling plan? Have you sold books similar to 

these?  

¶ What can I expect, in terms of timeframe to sell this?  

¶ Will I get copies of my rejection letters? Will I be kept in the loop ðwho has the manuscript, when 

you expect to hear from them, etc?  

¶ What can I do to make your job easier?  

¶ What happens if you can't sell these books? Would you like to still retain me as a client, and see more 

work from me?  

¶ Does your agency deal with subsidiary rights? What are they, exactly?  

http://www.aar-online.org/
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¶ What is it about my work that you like? That you don't like?  

¶ Do you have an agency contract?  

¶ Do you give a 1099 tax form at the end of the year?  

They also have a free service that lets you look up agents to see if they are an AAR member (the AAR 

doesn't allow fee-charging agents in their organization.) Keep in mind that the site is rarely updated, so 

even if an agent isn't listed on the site as an AAR member, she still might be one. Ask. 

The agent should also be able to give you a list recently published titles, happy clients, and be able to put 

you in touch with authors that can supply a reference. 

It goes without saying that you shouldn't bug an agent with these questions until they've asked to take on 

your project. And it's perfectly acceptable to tell an offering agent, "This is a big decision, I need a few 

days to think about it." Which will give you time to check her references, and call other interested agents 

and let them know you have another offer... that should light a fire under their butts to read you quick. 

Beggars can, and should, be choosers. A bad agent is worse than none at all (and I know this for a fact, 

because I had a bad agent), so you owe it to yourself to find one you're compatible with. 

In my opinion, here's the MINIMUM an agent should do:  

1. Return your calls and emails within a few days.  

2. Let you know which publishers have the manuscript.  

3. Give you copies of rejection letters from publishers.  

4. Submit manuscripts within a few weeks of accepting them.  

Good agents also:  

1. Keep in touch with you on a regular basis (at least once a month)  

2. Tell you what they like and don't like about your writing, and offer suggestions.  

3. Have a plan on who to submit the book to.  

4. Actively take an interest in your career, what you're currently doing, what you plan on doing next, and 

offer advice.  
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Rejection  

" The Days"  

 

Let the days stand up  

In a single file line  

for close inspection 

 

The time has come, my friends  

for some serious reflection  

on the way innocence ends.  

 

Life fluttered down  

like drooling bats  

and fed  

upon my hope.  

 

My youthful dreams  

(or so it seems)  

were spontaneously born  

to their ever-present state  

like the facade of a never ending wall...  

 

One by one I've watched bricks fall.  

 

Faster than I could replace them  

Much to fast to even chase them  

Too many to count  

An ugly amount  

My wall became a pile.  

 

Let this be a message sent  

Hope is not a good cement.  

 

And so I screamed  

at the great mess  

Screamed while time slowly  

progressed  

As time usually does  

Burying what never was.  

 

And then I sat  

Upon my pile  

And cried  

For more than quite a while  

My dreams had died  

Were buried under bricks and bricks and bricks...  

 

A gravesite for the non-essential  

The tombstone read "He had potential."  

 

I sat and sat  

and found the hours  

were possessed  

with magic powers  

For they'd turned into weeks.  

 

And when  

I finally led my feet  

and head to leave  

behind the dead  

I stumbled into  

troubled sleep  

leaving brick-dreams far away ð  

Then I opened my eyes and it was today.  

 

Now how should I continue?  

 

Should I rage against my yesterdays?  

Stoke the fire with my hands?  

Refight all my private wars  

with indignation in command?  

 

Should I pull the stitches  

on old wounds  

to see if they are healed?  

 

The problem is not mine alone  

though selfish I may sometimes be  

Impotence is universal  

not exclusive to me.  

 

So...  

Inspect the days with a jeweler's loupe  

Select and keep the precious few  

Reject the ones that drip with pain  

Elect to have no more that do  

Reflect on those that still remain  

For those make up the meat of time.  

Life in neither good nor bad  

Homogenous the paradigm.  

 

And when the shadows of depression  

Lead you to your next couch session  

Unlock the door before you leave ð  

 

You'll back, for this is not  

the end of time  

as some believe.  

 

Armageddon's far away...  

This is simply New Years Eve. 
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"The Days" was written by me after one of my many hard rejections in the publishing biz (success was 

almost within reach, and then the world collapsed. This has happened more times than I like to think 

about.) It takes a lot of guts to send out stories to editors and agents. After a dozen form letter rejections by 

industry pros, most of us really start to question our talent. If I was good enough, I'd be published, right? 

Er... well... kind of.  

In order to be published, you have to be able to tell a good story with as wide of an appeal as possible, and 

do it in a way that is both creative and entertaining, while conforming to a few certain absolutes 

concerning style and structure. So, yes, being able to do this (if you want to call this talent), plays a large 

part in if your work is accepted or not. But it's entirely possible that you can do all of this, and still get 

rejected.  

Many writers, myself included, have many tales about 'almost making it', just to have unknown Factor X 

come in and poo-poo all over our parades. Factor X can come in a myriad of disguises; bad agents, agents 

who quit, publishers who don't care, editors who changes houses, scams, your book is behind the trend, 

your book is ahead of the trend, your book defies genres, publishers who go out of business, POD and 

vanity publishers, last minute change of minds, pros who promise the world and deliver nothing ð and all 

of these are ones we've actually experienced. I'm sure Factor X has many other faces as well.  

So, even if you do EVERYTHING right, you may still fail. Which is a huge blow to the ego.  

When it happens a couple of times, you begin to question the reason you wanted to write in the first place. 

Am I a masochist? Why doesn't someone just tell me the honest truth ð that I suck and I'll never get 

published?  

Well, part of the problem is that many of us still treat publication like winning the lottery. It's a one in a 

million dream. Querying an agent is akin to buying a lotto ticket at the Supermart. The smarter way to look 

at it is by using this simple syllogism: 

There have been books published that aren't very good.  

I'm positive I can write better than some of the published books I've read.  

It is inevitable, if I keep trying, that someday I'll be published.  

Why can everyone name a few dozen books that were lousy? These lousy books somehow got through the 

system. They bypassed rejection. Many of them are even first books by new authors. So what is their 

secret? Determination and persistence. If you keep digging holes in your back yard, you'll eventually hit 

oil. It may be ten miles down, but it's there. You just need to keep trying.  

I've gotten over 400 rejections, and I still get them every week. Do you know what's worse? Not getting a 

single rejection, because you've never tried. 

Don't be the person who never tries. The things worthwhile in life are the things worth fighting for. 
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Rights & Contracts  

Rights are often talked about, but what exactly are they? 

When you write something, you don't sell the writing itself. You're actually licensing people to print, 

adapt, translate, or perform the work. These rights may be for a fixed amount of time, such as two years, 

one-time-only, first printing, first US rights, first English speaking rights, etc. They may also be until the 

work goes out of print, which is how most publishers operate. 

Hyperion bought world rights to the first six books in the Jack Dnaiels series. This is how it is worded in 

my contract: 

"Author grants and assigns to Publisher the sole and exclusive rights to the Material throughout the world 

during the entire term of the copyright and any renewlas and extensions thereof: to print, publish and 

istribute the Material inbook form, including hardcover, trade paperback and mass market paperback, in all 

languages." 

What does this mean? A copyright lasts for an author's entire life, plus 70 years. Quick note for newbies; 

don't worry about getting a copyright. You DO NOT need to register for a copyright at the US copyright 

office. Save your stamps and money. Your publisher will do this for you. Being paranoid about idea-theft 

is the earmark of an amateur. 

So does my contract state that I can never leave my publisher until I've been dead for 70 years? 

No. Because there is also this clause: 

"If a Book of the Work is out-of-print (definition of "out-of-print" omitted for length), all rights granted to 

the Publisher shall automatically revert to the author." 

Which says that if my publisher stops printing my book, the rights are mine again, to do with as I please. 

Hyperion has world translatation rights, but several other subsidiary rights were kept by me. Though 

Hyperion can sell the book to Thailand, they cannot sell the book to Hollywood, or make an audiobook 

from it. 

The contract discusses various other rights (periodical, book club, mulitmedia, etc.) and the percentage 

split between author/publisher. 

For example, if the publisher sells first serial rights (printing a portion of the book in a periodical before it 

is published), I get 90% of the money, they get 10%. Second serial rights is a 50/50 split. 

My 90% of the money for first serial rights is subtracted from my advance if I haven't earned out, or is 

added to my royalty check if I have earned out my advance. 

Though Hyperion has world rights, they only have 25% of them (20% for British). That means if they sell 

Whiskey Sour to England for ten grand, Hyperion earns two grand, and I earn eight grand, which goes 

toward my advance. 
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I write about advances and royalties in the TIPS section of my website, if some of you are confused about 

what I'm talking about. 

It's in the author's best interest to keep as many rights as possible, to sell them, and its int he publisher's 

best interest to keep as many rights as possible, to earn back what they've paid the author. 

My agent has sold the audiobook sub rights to Brilliance audio. This contract is seperate from Hyperion, 

and my print publisher doesn't earn anything from it. 

My agent hasn't sold movie rights yet, but if they do, Hyperion doesn't get a cut. Hyperion will benefit 

though, from increased sales and a new edition of the book. 

Of course, we all know that the most lucrative sub rights ever sold were Tom Clancy's Hunt for Red 

October. Get it? Sub rights? 

So what else is in a publishing contract? Here's the breakdown: 

1. Clause on when the manuscript(s) will be delivered. 

2. Grant of rights. What rights they are buying. 

3. Editorial changes and proofs. These state that the editor has the right to request changes, but won't 

change anything without author approval. 

4. Advance. How the money will be paid out. In my case, I get chunks when turning in outlines and 

finished manuscripts. 

5. Royalties. What I earn per book sold. For hardcover 10% of cover price for first 5000 sold, then 12.5% 

for next 5000, and 15% for everything over 10,000. For paperbacks, 8% of cover price.  

6. Sub rights. What is the payment for other rights they're buying? Examples are: Book club (50% to 

author), e-books (50% to author), foreign rights (75% to author). 

7. Transactions with affiliates. My publisher's parent company can exercise the sub rights. 

8. Royalty statements. This defines the terms of joint accounting ðwhen an advance isn't earned out until 

all books in the contract earn out, reserve against returns ðkeeping money from the author in case 

bookstores return books, and when royalty statements are issued. 

9. Examination of Publisher's Books and Records. The author has the right to look at the numbers. 

10. Termination. All the things that can break the contract, including failure for an author to deliver an 

acceptable manuscript. 

11. Publication. The time frame in which a publisher goes to press after accepting a book, and how many 

free copies an author and agent receive. 

12. Warranties and Indemnities. The author swears he wrote the book, and is responsible for the content. 
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13. Competing works. The author won't publish anything similar with anyone else while the contract is in 

force. 

14. Copyright. The publisher will pay for it. 

15. Third party infringement.  Both the publisher and author can sue copyright infringers. 

16. Option. The publisher gets first look at the author's next manuscript. 

17. Out of print termination.  Rights revert back to author when book is out of print. 

18. Retention of manuscript copy. It's the author's responsibilty to keep a copy of the book. 

19. Use of author's name and likeness. The publisher can use the author for promo stuff. 

20. Advertisements. Any sub rights licensed cannot have any advertising in them unless the author agrees. 

21. Taxes. The publisher doesn't withhold them. 

22. Force majeure. Acts of god can change the contract. 

23. Bankruptcy. If the publisher files for bankrupt, the contract is null. 

24. Governing law. The contract is subject to the laws of NY. 

25. Assignment of this agreement. Neither author nor publisher can assign this contract to anyone else 

unless both agree. 

26. Headings. The headings inthis agreement are for convenience only and are without substantive effect. 

27. Notices. First class mail is used for correspondence between author and publisher, but registered mail 

is used in certain cases. 

28. Agency. The author allows the agent to represent him in this deal. 

29. Sodomy. Ha! Just seeing if you were still paying attention! 

29. Entire understanding. This contract supersedes all prior negotiations. 

So that's a book contract. Not very exciting, huh? As always, I'm happy to answer any questions, as long as 

you sign this simple agreement... 
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The Truth About Publishers  

You've been hearing it for years: Once you're published, your publisher won't help you market or promote. 

After the ink on the contract dries, you're on your own, left to sell your books with zero help from the folks 

who just plunked down big bucks to publish it. 

Is this true? Are the dispirited moans of authors at the convention bar ð-claiming they remain midlist 

because they were never 'pushed' onto the bestseller list ð-based on hard evidence? 

Here's what I know, based on my experience. 

THINGS YOUR PUBLISHER WILL (PROBABLY) DO FOR YOU  

1. Print up advance reading copies (ARCs)  

2. Send these ARCs to reviewers  

3. Write a press release and send it out  

4. Have in-house meetings with marketing and sales to brainstorm hooks for your book  

5. Assign a publicist to you  

6. Allocate a marketing budget to your book  

7. Place you in their catalogue(s)  

8. Attempt to sell the subsidiary rights they've attained  

9. Edit your book  

10. Ask you to complete an author questionnaire  

11. Help you set up some book signings  

12. Talk about your book to buyers and solicit orders  

13. Get your books into the hands of distributors and onto bookstore shelves and online stores 

Depending on the size of your publishing house, the above list is usually the bare minimum they'll do. And 

chances are you won't ever know how much they've actually done, because you may not get to see most of 

it.  

If you want to be involved, volunteer. I wrote my own press release and catalogue copy. I've set up my 

own booksignings. My contacts led to a Korean rights sales. I send out many ARCs to reviewers on my 

own dime. 

THINGS YOUR PUBLISHER MIGHT DO FOR YOU  

Hyperion and Brilliance Audio did all of these things for me 

1. Take out ads (about ten so far)  

2. Print flyers (several hundred)  

3. Print coasters/bookmarks (20,000)  

4. Print business cards (1500)  
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5. Invite you to events (BEA, GLBA, UBA, etc)  

6. Have a booklaunch party  

7. Send you on tour  

8. Hire a media coach  

9. Send extra things to bookstores (coasters and drink mix)  

10. Provide you with extra ARCs (a few hundred)  

11. Listen and act on your marketing ideas  

12. Take you out to dinner  

13. Get you on local radio and TV (I've been on radio a few times)  

14. Get you interviews  

15. Give away free copies of your books (over a thousand)  

16. Hold contests  

17. Involve you with various promotions  

18. Pay co-op to bookstores for displays and prime placement  

19. Solicit your input on the cover and jacket copy (I wrote mine)  

20. Work with you on the final product (every year I visit Brilliance Audio and lend my voice to their 

recordings of my books.) 

Do publishers treat every author the same? No. A lot depends on their budget. But even more depends on 

the author. Is this an author who is actively trying to augment their efforts? Someone who is enthusiastic 

about promotion? Someone who works hard and offers ideas? 

If I sat on my duff and whined about not getting enough attention, chances are I'd be ignored. No one 

wants to work with a prima donna, or an artiste. But I've found that EVERY SINGLE TIME I spend time 

and money trying to promote myself, my publishers are there to back me up.  

THINGS YOUR PUBLISHER WON 'T DO FOR YOU 

1. Get you on the NYT Bestseller list. If they could, every book printed would be a bestseller.  

2. Get you on Oprah, Good Morning America, etc. Unless you're a celebrity.  

3. Take out a lot of ads. Ads don't sell books for unknown authors (have you ever bought a book because 

you saw an ad?) Ads are best used to announce a new book from an author with a huge fanbase.  

4. Send you on a huge tour. Tours don't make money. Ever. They are for author egos, building bookseller 

relationships, and meeting fans, more than selling huge numbers of books.  

5. Be in constant touch with you. Authors who don't need constant reassurance get more attention than 

needy authors.  

6. Sell your book. A publisher can get bookstores to carry your titles, but they can't make customers buy 

them. Only one person can do that (hint: you) 

Your publisher is your partner. Like a marriage, making demands won't help the love grow. But giving, 

listening, and actively trying to make your partner happy will be mutually beneficial. 

Which brings up the next list, one that new authors (and even many pros) don't ever consider. 
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THINGS YOU SHOULD DO FOR YOUR PUBLISHER  

1. Make deadlines  

2. Be courteous, considerate, and enthusiastic  

3. Be accessible  

4. Show them your desire to help  

5. Self-promote by going to conventions, doing book-signings, speaking at libraries, soliciting interviews, 

maintaining a website, sending a newsletter, and all the other things I preach about  

6. Be thankful  

7. Make them money 

In fact, the most important thing you can do in your career is make money for your publisher. 

Big advances are nice, but it's hard to earn them out. But if you are earning out your advance, it's a good 

indicator that your publisher is making a profit, which only happens with 1 out of 5 books. 

If they make money, you make money. 

So what have you done for your publisher lately? 
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Working With A Publicist  

If you're published by a large house, chances are you've been assigned a publicist. Some of them are 

helpful, informative, experienced, eager, and a joy to work with.  

Others aren't. 

I have author friends who love their publicists, and other who don't even know they have publicists 

because their calls are never returned. 

As a writer, it's your job to work help your publicist help you. That means you must keep her informed 

about everything you're doing to promote yourself, stay receptive, gracious, enthusiastic, and appreciative, 

and never be pushy, demanding, or ungrateful. 

A publicist is the one who sets up booksignings and tours, sends out the press release, makes sure your 

galleys go to the appropriate reviewers and bookstores, and tries to book media events for you. 

Don't be surprised if you don't get any signings or media events, and if you never hear about the press 

release or galleys. Chances are, your publicist has many authors that she's doing all of this for, and her 

boss will make her devote most of her time to the bestselling authors, not you. 

Help her out by giving her a list of folks to send galleys to, writing your own press release, exhaustively 

filling out your Publisher Author Questionnaire, and booking your own signings.  

Authors often ask me if it's a good idea to hire an outside publicist. I've never done so, and my feelings 

about this are mixed. Some of my friends love them, but they're expensive, and they really can't do much 

that you can't do yourself, other than book you on radio and maybe TV. 

Have you ever bought a book because you heard the author on the radio? Me neither, so I don't believe 

paying someone $500 to get you on the AM hit "Good Morning Sheboygan" is worth it, considering you'd 

have to sell about 160 hardcovers or 830 paperbacks to break even with royalties. 

If you do have a chance to do radio, or TV, jump at it. But keep in mind that simply being an author isn't 

newsworthy. You need to have a hook other than "I wrote a book." 

If you've ever worked for the media, you know that hooks and spin are all that count. A publicist can help 

you do this, but unless your dad was the Black Dahlia Killer, it's unlikely you'll appear on any big shows. 

That said, you can still help your publicist sell you to the media, by completing the Publishing 

Questionnaire that they supply you with, and assisting in writing a Press Release.  

If you'd like to see samples, here's the PRESS RELEASE I wrote for Whiskey Sour, and here's my 

QUESTIONNAIRE  for Bloody Mary. You can also download a SALES BROCHURE I created for 

http://www.bfnsoftware.com/cgi-bin/home/Members/DLTrack/DLTrack.cgi?User=14915&ID=1435&Code=dKL05t
http://www.bfnsoftware.com/cgi-bin/home/Members/DLTrack/DLTrack.cgi?User=14915&ID=1450&Code=9wvOpb
http://www.bfnsoftware.com/cgi-bin/home/Members/DLTrack/DLTrack.cgi?User=14915&ID=1439&Code=JuSZYC
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Whiskey Sour before the book came out, to hand out to libraries and at conventions, and the REVIEW 

BROCHURE that I made after it came out, to hand out at booksignings. 

For the release of Bloody Mary, my publisher created an ad for me that I also use as a flyer. HYPERION 

AD. 

Your ultimate goal is to become a brand, just like Pepsi or Nike. To do this, you need to get your name and 

your books out there, for the public to see. 

It's hard. Very hard. Writing a good book simply isn't enough. But you can influence your sales, by doing 

some of these techniques. And if you have a marketing or promotional idea that really worked for you, I'd 

love to hear it.  

Email me. We'll talk. 

http://www.bfnsoftware.com/cgi-bin/home/Members/DLTrack/DLTrack.cgi?User=14915&ID=1449&Code=to8iN1
http://www.bfnsoftware.com/cgi-bin/home/Members/DLTrack/DLTrack.cgi?User=14915&ID=1449&Code=to8iN1
http://www.bfnsoftware.com/cgi-bin/home/Members/DLTrack/DLTrack.cgi?User=14915&ID=1625&Code=kxP70k
http://www.bfnsoftware.com/cgi-bin/home/Members/DLTrack/DLTrack.cgi?User=14915&ID=1625&Code=kxP70k
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Money Money Money   

Every profession has salary differences. 

I have a friend in a management position in a non-writing job, and he knew the man who held the position 

prior to him, and how much he made. 

They offered him 10k less. 

He was angry. After all, he was doing the same job, and was even more qualified. But he took the job 

regardless, because it was a promotion, and he didn't want to let an opportunity pass him by. 

Ten grand is a lot of money, but that number is nothing compared to the differences that writers get paid. 

The average advance for a novel is five thousand bucks, and has been for as long as I've heard statistics 

being bandied around. This average includes all of the micro presses who don't offer advances, along with 

the megabestsellers who make seven figures per book. 

I've also heard other stats. 

¶ Only a few hundred people in the world make their sole income writing fiction.  

¶ Once you're in a "salary bracket" you can be stuck there for book after book unless your sales explode 

ð-or your sales plummit 

¶ Only 1 out of 5 books earn out their advance and pay royalties. 

¶ Bigger advances (generally) mean more support in-house. 

¶ Advances can vary wildly (as much as 1000%) within the same imprint. 

No writer gets into this business for the money, because the money isn't good. There's a business rule 

called The 20% of the 20% (or something similar). It states: 

The top twenty percent in any profession makes as much money as the other eighty percent. And of that 

twenty percent, the top twenty percent makes as much as the other eighty percent. And so on. 

That's why Stephen King makes six million per book, and you make five thousand. Welcome to the Arts. 

So what does this mean to you, the writer? 

At first, it means nothing. You write for the joy of writing, and publication is its own reward.  

I used to think, "All I want is to see my name in print, then I'll be happy." 

And it did make me happy. It still does. But now, all I want is to be able to stop living off credit cards, stop 

spending so much money self-promoting, stop devoting 90% of my time to the business end of this career 

rather than the writing end of this career. And a Porsche. Or even a used Mustang.  

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/03/money-money-money.html


Breaking In :: 144 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

Once you're published, you're going to want (in no particular order) more money, a bigger print run, movie 

deals, more publicity, more advertising, a tour, cover input, etc. 

The more money you're paid, the more money the publisher has to spend to make sure they don't lose out 

on their investment. You want the big advance, because it shows that your publisher is behind you. 

But beware the other end of the spectrum; big advance, big promotional campaign, and poor sales. That 

will likely be the last big advance you ever get. 

So what does the writer need to do? 

1. Your main goal is to make the same amout or more as your last deal. 

2. To make the same amount or more, be prepared to spend a lot of your advance on self-promotion. 

3. Make sure you earn out your advance. You can, with hustle. 

4. Don't expect jumps in salary that aren't justified by sales. 

5. Don't expect to write full time unless you have a spouse who works or you know how to budget your 

money. 

6. Don't think that money isn't important; it's VERY important. Publishing is a business, and it's all about 

the red and the black. 

7. Writers don't normally discuss money with each other. If you do find out that one of your peers is 

making ten times what you are making (or ten times less) avoid the envy or the gloating. Your 

competition isn't with your fellow writers; it is with yourself. 

8. Get a good accountant. 

9. Don't expect instant returns on your self-promotion investment. It's not like day trading, where you can 

spend $300 on a conference and expect to sell 100 books to make your money back. This is more like 

buying mutual funds that will grow years from now. If you want to reap, you have to sow. 

35 comments  
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Show Me The Mo ney  

All writers are rich, right? 

Wrong. The average advance for a first book is $5000, and more often than not the publisher still loses 

money on the deal. More people make their living playing Major League Baseball than writing fiction.  

Most writers get into this business with little or no knowledge of how the money end works. Here's a fast 

and dirty explanation, beginning with some definitions.  

¶ Sales - The actual number of books that are sold. Publishers frequently inflate or reduce the actual 

number. For the most accurate sales figures, subscribe to WWW.THEBOOKSTANDARD.COM . 

¶ Royalties - The amount of money an author makes off of each sale. A standard hardcover contract will 

offer the author 10% royalty off the cover price for the first 5000 sold, 12.5% for the next 5000 sold, 

and 15% for everything over 10,000 copies sold. If your publisher has world rights, and sells those 

rights to another country, you typically split the royalties 50/50 with your publisher. So every 

hardcover Australian copy of your book will net you 5% for the first 5000. For mass market 

paperbacks, the royalty is 6% of the cover price. it may go up to 8% if you have escalators in your 

contract (so many hundred thousand sold). There are also escalators for appearing on the NYT 

bestseller list.   

¶ Advance - Royalty money an author gets before the book is published. An advance does not need to be 

repaid if it isn't earned out.  

¶ Earn Out - When the author makes enough in royalties to cover their advance. Once your advance is 

earned out, the publisher cuts you a check several times a year. If you had a $1000 advance, you'd have 

to sell 500 copies of a $20 hardcover (at 10% royalty rate) in order to earn out.   

¶ Sell-through - Books sold versus books printed. The average sell-through is 50%. New authors may 

have slightly less. The books that don't sell are stripped or remaindered.  

¶ Remainders - If you've ever bought a new hardcover at the store for $3.99, the book was remaindered. 

When a book is remaindered, it is sold at cost to a wholesaler, warehouse, distributor, jobber, private 

party, etc, and neither the publisher nor the author earn royalties on it. Paperback books are stripped ð

-they have the cover ripped off and are thrown away.   

¶ Rights - As the author, you automatically own the copyright to whatever you write (no need to file that 

US Copyright form). You don't sell your actual writing, you sell rights to use the writing: first 

American rights, world rights, TV rights, movie rights, audio rights, etc. Different rights offer different 

royalty rates. 

So what does all of this mean to you, the writer? 

It's important to know that a publisher profits about as much as an author does per book (about $3 on a 

hardcover, 70 cents on a paperback). 

http://www.bookscan.com/


Breaking In :: 146 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

Your goal is to earn out you advance ð-earning out your advance is a good indicator that your book is 

making money for the publisher. And above all else, you want to make money for your publisher! If 

you don't, your publisher won't buy your next book.  

You should always have a case of books on you, in your car. You never know who you'll run into for a 

quick sale or quick give-away, and you'll never know if the bookstore you're signing at will have enough 

copies, if any.  

Buying books directly from your publisher doesn't count toward royalties (you don't earn any money from 

that sale). So to get copies for yourself, you should become friends with a local bookstore and ask them if 

they can sell you copies of your own book at cost (usually a 40% discount). That way you get the royalty.  

Try to keep 20-30 copies on you all the time, and re-order when you're running low. Years from now you'll 

wish you had more.  

If you're ever at a booksigning or event and the bookseller runs out of your books (it happens!), offer to 

sell your copies to her at the same 40% discount. Remember ðyou want booksellers to make money off of 

you. Then they'll keep hand-selling your books after you're gone. You NEVER want to compete with a 

bookseller. 

Sometimes a bookstore that you supply with copies will cut you a check. Sometimes they'll order books 

and give them to you when they arrive. Either way, they're making the cash, you look like a hero, and 

everyone is happy.  

When your book goes out of print (is remaindered), your publisher will unload the remaining copies at a 

steep discount (for a few bucks a hardcover). They'll give you the chance to buy some. Buy some... but not 

all.  

It's good to stockpile copies for a future date; perhaps a few hundred. But you also don't want to corner the 

market on your own book. Remainders on bookshelves get bought by readers, and your book is your best 

form of advertising. You WANT those remainders out there, for people to buy,  

even though you aren't making royalties off of them. The more copies out there, the better off you are.  

I've bought remainders, gotten hooked on an author, and graduated to new releases. That's why used 

bookstores, Amazon used books, libraries, and discount stores are good things. The author may not see any 

money right away, but the more people who read you, the more likely you are to  

sell greater numbers of your next book.  

Remember that publishing is a business, and business is about the red and the black. YOU MUST MAKE 

MONEY  if you want to stay in this business. That's why many of the authors I know spend a great deal of 

money (about 33% of their advance) and time (about 50% of their working time) on self-promotion and 

marketing.  
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Being Edited   

I just got my edits back from my publisher, and it is taking me a few days to wrap my head around them. 

The edits aren't major, but they do involve cutting some of my darlings ðnamely, jokes. 

I HATE cutting humor. It's what makes my books different from most of the other thrillers out there. 

But if humor gets in the way of the suspense, or of the story, then a cheap laugh isn't worth losing the 

suspension of disbelief. 

That's what I'm trying to convince myself. 

Being edited is very much like the stages of death. Let's recap: 

1. Denial - This isn't my book that's been cut to pieces, and I can't really be expected to make these 

ridiculous changes. 

2. Anger - How dare my editor think that this book is anything but pure gold? She's out of her mind. 

3. Bargaining - Okay, I'll cut these two pages, but let me keep the dog poop reference. 

4. Depression - I can't stand it, my book is being ruined. I can't face making these changes. 

5. Acceptance - Fine. I did everything you asked. And it turns out you were right all along. 

I'm just getting over the depression phase, and am trying to work my way through the suggestions. 

For those who have never been professionally edited, here's how it works. You get your manuscript back 

covered with red ink, and are expected to attend to every detail. In some cases, the editor tells you how to 

fix it (punctuation, grammar). In other cases, she offers 'suggestions.' They aren't really suggestions ð

they're expectations ðbut she'll suggest solutions to the proposed changes. 

The hard part is when one thread gets pulled and the whole blanket unravels. One change can effect the 

story globally, causing ramifications later in the book that also need to be changed, which causes more 

problems, and so on. 

In DIRTY MARTINI I 've been advised that there is too much action in the first two days of the story, and 

it should be extended to three days. But when I do that, it throws off the whole timeframe, and I need to 

juggle scenes, write new scenes, and rewrite a lot of stuff. 

I'm doing it, but it isn't a quick fix (like cutting jokes ðbut that really isn't a quick fix either because I 

languish over each cut.) 

I'm sure I'll be thrilled with the end result ðI always am. But plastic surgery is always painful, even if you 

look better after it is over. 

So, I'm through whining, and I'm going to get these changes done right now. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/03/being-edited.html
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Well, maybe one more day of whining first... 
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The Best Kind of Marketing   

Attending conferences. Buying ads. Passing out flyers, bookmarks, and postcards. Speaking at libraries. 

Doing signings. Attending conferences. All of these help a writer build name-recognition. 

But the best form of self promotion is one that many writers don't actively pursue. You can reach millions 

of demographically targeted fans, and impress them greatly. It's possible to establish a fan base before your 

novel is even published. 

And best of all, it's free, or you get paid for it. 

Sell short stories. 

Ellery Queen and Alfred Hitchcock have circulations of 250k each. The Strand Magazine is 50k. (I've been 

in all of them, some several times) 

www.Amazon.com/shorts is viewed by millions (my story should be up in a day or two.) 

Anthologies range in circ from 5k to 200k (the new THRILLER anthology edited by James Patterson will 

be out in May and received the biggest advance ever paid for an antho ð-I'm in it.) 

I've done several Writer's Digest articles, and have appeared several times in Crimespree (very big market 

for the mystery world.) 

Also, in the past two years, I've appeared in Cemetery Dance, Horror Garage, Horror Express, Apex, 

Surreal, The Many Faces of Van Helsing, Spooks, Cold Flesh, Small Bites, FMAM, Requiem for a 

Radioactive Monkey, and on over a dozen websites (another reason to get your own website up ASAP, so 

people can link to you. 

I currently have ten stories on submission, and eight stories scheduled for publication within the next six 

months. 

This amounts to several million people reading my writing. If they like it, some will seek out my books. 

You won't get rich writing shorts. Many pay in contributors copies. The high end markets pay between 

$250 and $1200. But this isn't about money. It's about exposure. 

Your query letter should be the essence of simplicity. 

"My name is JA Konrath. I've been published a few dozen times, and just signed a second three book deal 

for my Lt. Jack Daniels thriller series. Enclosed is a 1500 word short story for your consideration. Love 

the mag, hope to hear from you soon." 

I always include a SASE. Why? Most magazines are labors of love. They barely cover costs. Help them 

out. You should also help them out by buying copies of the magazine you submit to, or getting 

subscriptions. This is essential anyway, so you can write a story geared specifically to certain periodicals. 

EQMM doesn't want the same thing as AHMM or FMAM or The Strand. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/01/best-kind-of-marketing.html
http://www.amazon.com/shorts
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Always read the submission guidelines. They're mostly pretty standard, but occasionally the editors ask for 

special formats or extras (a bio, a picture, a bibliography.) 

If you have no prior sales, here's the query you should use: 

"My name is JA Konrath. I love your magazine. Enlcosed for your consideration is a 1500 word short 

called 'Editors are Gods.' Hope to hear from you soon." 

That's all you need. Don't give them a synopsis of the story ð-why should they read it if they already 

know what it's about? Keep it brief. 

In your query heading include your address, phone number, email, website URL, and Social Security 

number (optional.) 

In some cases, I don't even include a cover letter. The editor is smart enough know it's a submission. The 

story is what sells the story, not your query. 

In other cases, I use an email query. Find out the submission format they prefer. Some like Word doc 

attachments, or txt, or rtf. Some like the submission in the body of the email, with no formatting other than 

paragraph breaks. 

Many markets are tough to break into, but once you do break in, it gets easier and easier. The more you 

sell, the more you sell. And pretty soon, markets will approach you. I've had several invitations to submit, 

as well as several reprints that fell into my lap. 

Don't know where to submit? Go to your local bookstore and check the periodicals. Buy some magazines. 

Read them. Write a kick ass story that the editor will find familiar, yet unique. 

Much success!  

31 comments   

http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=113725414301989074


Breaking In :: 151 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

Writing S cams   

In my previous post, I talked about how important validation is for writers. There are many reasons why. 

Writing a book, even a bad book, is a big accomplishment. You spend months, or years, creating an entire 

universe. It's hard work, lonely, egotistical, empowering, magical, mysterious, fulfilling, and depressing. 

When you finally write THE END, few things in life compare with that feeling. 

Naturally, you want others to recognize your efforts. Perhaps even pay you for them. 

Most first books aren't very good. Because personal opinion plays a part, it is harder to judge the quality of 

good writing. Paint an apple that looks like an apple, and you will be considered a decent artist. Play a 

song on the piano without messing up, and you will be considered a good musician. Finishing a book does 

not mean you will be considered a good author. 

Most first authors don't know this. 

Rather than treat publishing like a business (as they should) some authors treat themselves like artists, and 

then look for a way to legitimize their efforts. Even neophyte writers know this means: 

1. Getting an agent 

2. Getting published 

With most artistic endeavors, there is a learning curve. Writing has one as well, but it is harder to see. 

I've written at length about how screwed up the publishing business is. But the business is a result of years 

of evolution and attrition. As problematic as it may be, it has become a way for writers to prove their 

worthiness as artists. It proves that there are no easy routes to getting an agent, or getting a book deal.  

Authors that break in must meet some minimum requirements. They must tell competent, salable stories, 

based on the opinions of professionals who work within the industry. 

It is hard to impress these professionals. 

As such, since publishing became big-business, another type of big-business arose ðvalidating the writer 

through alternative means. 

A book is an intensely personal thing. Rejection is hard. Many new writers cannot get validated through 

the NY publishing scene, so they seek alternative methods. 

Here are a few, and why they are bad. 

FEE CHARGING AGENTS  - An agent is someone who earns 15% of the rights sales she makes on 

behalf of a writer. Agents need no license, no degree, no training. Anyone can call herself an agent.  

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2005/10/writing-scams.html
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Getting a good agent is hard to do, because they have high standards. Even though they work for the 

writer, they have all of the control at the beginning of the relationship. 

Some authors don't think that they have any choice in the matter ðthey're stuck with whatever agent 

accepts them. Read the writing tips on my website for more about good and bad agents. 

When a cow is slaughtered, there is a lot of blood and extra bits and pieces that are of no use to the 

slaughterhouse. But this waste has spawned cottage industries that buy the offal and use it in pet food, 

fertilizer, and many other things. 

This is what happened in publishing. 

A bad agent can't stay in business ðno sales means no money. But even bad agents were swamped by 

needy writers, begging to be represented. So the bad agents came up with a plan. They would charge the 

writers a small fee. 

A struggling writer craving validation will happily pay $50 a month (supposedly for costs related to 

running an agency like Xeroxing, phone calls, messenger service) to have an agent.  

Do the numbers. If a fee-charging agent has 100 clients, she's making $5000 a month for doing nothing. 

How hard is she going to work to sell your book? Not very hard at all. 

The bottom line: never pay an agent money. Visit "Preditors and Editors" "Writer Beware" and 

"Association of Author's Representatives" to find good agents and avoid bad ones. 

WRITING CONTEST S - It's hard to publish short stories. There are only so many markets, and they tend 

to be picky.  

Along came the contest. Pay $5, or $10, or $50 for a chance to win $500.  

Do the numbers. If a 1000 authos pay $10 each, the person running the contest makes $10,000. They pay 

$500 to the winner, and pocket the rest. 

The legitimate contests don't charge fees. And there's no guarantee winning the contest will do anything 

for your career. I could put in a query letter "I won the Randolf Award, the Zimmer Prize, and placed 

second in the Zamboni Fellowship" and the editor won't care.  

The story is what matters, not the number of awards the writer has won. 

If you have a good story, submit it to a paying market, or a contest that doesn't charge any fees. 

http://www.anotherealm.com/prededitors/
http://www.sfwa.org/beware
http://www.aar-online.org/
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PAID ANTHOL OGIES - Here's another quick scam. You submit a poem, and it gets accepted into an 

upcoming poetry collection. You get excited, tell all your friends and family, and then get a letter in the 

mail saying that you can purchase the anthology at $40. 

Naturally you buy a copy, and so does Mom, and so does Aunt Grace and your best friend Phil. When you 

get the anthology, you see it is 700 pages long, and your wonderful poem is crammed on a page with seven 

others. 

Do the numbers. If there are 3000 poems in the book, and each writer in the anthology bought at least one 

copy, the publisher made $120,000. 

Poetry.com was infamous for this scam. They'd also invite writers to awards ceremonies, at staggering 

costs to the gullible writer, to receive a worthless award along with 1000 other 'winners.' 

VANITY PRESS - In simple terms, a vanity press is a publisher whom the writer pays to get into print. 

Vanity presses often have contracts that hurt the writer (low royalties, excessive rights,) make false 

promises about distribution and sales, and deliver an inferior, high-priced product that you have to pay to 

warehouse and that you can't get into any bookstores. 

A traditional press makes money through book sales. A vanity press makes money off the writer. 

PRINT ON DEMAND  - POD is a type of press that eliminates the warehouse fees by creating single 

copies of books to order, using a special photocopy/binding machine. 

Some call it a technology, which it is. Some call it vanity, which is can be.  

If there is a contract between the press and the author which requires the author to pay money and also 

discusses rights and royalties, it is a vanity press. 

POD books are even more expensive that offset printed vanity books. They aren't returnable, and can't be 

distributed. They don't look, feel, or even smell the same as regular books. Like vanity presses, they aren't 

edited edited for content, and they publish anyone with enough money. There is no 'weeding out' process 

like there is in tradional publishing, and so many bad vanity books have been produced that there's a 

stigma associated with them ðand the stigma is well-deserved. 

Some well known POD vanity presses include Xlibris, PublishAmerica, iUniverse, and AuthorHouse. 

Avoid them.  

Many writers want to self-publish. If that's your goal, hire a printer and learn about the business. Paying 

someone else, either POD or Vanity, to publish your work is a very bad idea. 

Real publishers don't solicit authors. They don't send spam offering their services. They don't put ads in 

magazines. They don't mail you brochures. And they NEVER ask for money. 
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BOOK DOCTORS - After getting many rejections, a writer might begin to think her book isn't as good as 

she assumes. She'll want to make it better, but is unsure of how to do so. 

Enter the freelance editor. Someone who charges a fee between $2 and $10 a page to 'fix ' the book. 

Some are legitimate, and can be helpful. Some are scammers who charge a few grand and make the book 

even worse. Like agents, there is no license, experience, or eduaction required to call yourself an editor.  

My advice is to learn how to edit yourself. You should be able to do that anyway. But if you need a second 

opinion, and are willing to pay for it, get references. Know beforehand what you are paying for. 

Some unscrupulous agents have worked with book doctors, selling them the addresses of the writers they 

have rejected. The rejected writer will receive a brochure in the mail, touting the book doctor's expertise. 

Some bad agents will also refer writers directly to a book doctor, for a referral fee. Beware anyone asking 

you for money. 

I have published author friends who successfully use freelance editors. I think your time and money are 

better spent learning the craft on your own. Take a class. Read books about editing. Join a writer's group.  

If you really need a freelance editor, ask around. Getrecomendations from your peers. Don't pick one 

because they have a splashy ad in Writer's Digest. 

SELF-PUBLISHING  - I think self publishing is an option open to writers, but it involves a lot of time 

and effort, plus a lot of money. I'll defend self-publishing, but I do not recommend it ðeven though I 

know authors who have done it successfully.  

Self-publishing is not vanity or POD publishing. A self-published author retains all rights, and doesn't 

share royalties with their printer. A self-published author creates their own imprint, gets their own ISBN, 

copyright, and Library of Congress ID, finds their own distributer, allows for returns, and knows up front 

the cost and effort going into their business. 

I believe it is easier to find a traditional publisher than it is to successfully self-publish, and would 

recommend writing another book before trying to self-publish a book that has been rejected by traditional 

publishers. 

THE BOTTOM LINE  - Don't pay anyone any money for anything. If you do, do so knowing the risks 

involved. Education is your ally. Research is your friend. Ask questions. Seek answers. Trust your gut. If it 

seems too good to be true, it probably is. 

The best things in life are the things that are earned, not handed to you. The harder you work for it, the 

sweeter success is when it arrives. Keep at it. Keep writing. Keep submitting. Never say die. 
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NY publishing is flawed. It's fallible. It wants to reject you. But it isn't an impossible nut to crack. Visit 

and sign up for www.publisherslunch.com and www.pwweekly.com. Each week there are new deals 

made with first time writers. It happens all the time. 

The true secret to getting published is simple: Write a book that a complete stranger will pay $25 for.  

52 comments   
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What I 've Learned So Far   

This is the age of instant communication, and because of that the author/reader relationship extends 

beyond the pages of a book. Authors spend a lot of time and money on websites, making it easy for fans to 

get in touch. Email, message boards, authors chats, blogs, and pod casts all make contacting your favorite 

writer practically instantaneous. 

I believe that being approachable and accessible is necessary in this business, and I spend a good deal of 

time making sure I'm able to be reached, and that I reply to those who reach me. 

My website took a great deal of time to set up. I used to update the content weekly, but now it's once a 

month, and mostly limited to appearances and news. 

My blog is where I have a chance to air my thoughts about publishing, and I spend a lot of time here, 

posting and replying. 

I run several contests, and the latest one just ended. It was a short story contest, and I had over a hundred 

entries, which thrills me. 

Email is still the preferred method of contact, and I get between 30 and 50 emails a week from fans. 

Snail mail is almost non-existent. I've gotten around ten fan letters in the past two years, compared to 

thousands of emails. 

All told, I spend about ten hours a week connecting with fans. I feel it is time well spent. 

But is there anything in my career which I don't consider worthwhile? 

It is coming up on my three year anniversary ð-three years ago, this November, I landed my first book 

deal. I went into this business green, and I know quite a lot now. Like all new authors, I had many 

misconceptions that were quickly dispelled. 

Here are some things I've learned: 

Write a good book. While this is a no brainier, so many new writers blame everyone but themselves for 

their lack of publication credits. If you want to succeed, you have to learn the craft. 

Readers are more important than peers. When I first got published, it was incredibly important for me 

to be accepted by the mystery community. Now, not so much. I treasure the friends I've made, and will 

continue to make more, but I'm no longer worried about seeking approval. 

Kiss ass. Start with the folks on your team ðyour agent and publisher. Then pucker up for booksellers, 

and fans. Be thankful, be gracious, and be vocal in both. If you're fun to work with, you're ahead of the 

game. If you spread warmth, it will be returned to you. Spreading venom has the same effect. 

Give back. If you've had any degree of success, send the elevator back down. Talk to new writers. Offer 

advice. Teach. Give blurbs. Post publishing tips on your website. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2005/11/what-ive-learned-so-far.html
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Have a plan. Don't expect anyone to help you, guide you, or take care of you. Learn as much as you can, 

set goals, and figure out how to reach those goals. 

Stay grounded. It's very easy to get caught up in the hype. Get real. You aren't curing cancer. You're an 

entertainer ðdon't think that you're more than that. 

Don't volunteer. It's very easy to get used. I'm all for helping out within the writing and publishing 

community, but I've gotten burned a few times. Know what is in it for you, and be clear about what you're 

getting in return. 

Don't compare yourself to other authors. Someone is always going to have more money, larger print 

runs, more fans, and better deals. Competition is healthy, but it should be with yourself, not with others. 

Don't listen to reviews. You will anyway, but don't take it personally. Not everyone will like your books. 

Not everyone will like you. It isn't important what people are saying, as long as they're saying something. 

Don't go to awards ceremonies. Losing isn't a big deal. What hurts is having fifty people come up to you 

and say, "Sorry you lost." 

Be approachable. Both in person, and in cyberspace. If someone reaches out to you, reach back. 

Learn to turn it off. I'm still struggling with this. Being a writer defines me as a person, and I can't seem 

to ever get away from it. I've had one vacation in three years, and during that vacation I did booksignings. 

Know when to relax. And when you learn how, teach me how. 

Cherish family and friends. After you become a writer, there won't be many people who knew you 

'before.' The ones who did are special. Never let them forget how special they are. 

Don't worry.  No matter how much you do, how hard you try, luck still plays a huge part in success. As 

Barry Eisler just told me, the most you can do is to try your best. Then, no matter how luck factors in, 

you'll at least have no regrets. 

So far, I don't have any regrets. I wish the same to all of you.  
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I 'm Certain that I 'm Uncertain   

Nothing in life is certain, but few things are more uncertain than publishing. 

A lot of stars have to align in order to become a successful author. 

First off, you have to write a book. But that's not enough. It has to be a good book. But that's not enough. It 

has to be a good, marketable book. But that's not enough either. You have to write a good, marketable 

book that an agent will fall in love with. But that's still not enough. The agent has to make an editor fall in 

love with it, and the editor has to make the sales reps and the marketing department and her boss fall in 

love with it. 

My sources tell me that happens about once in 13,000 times (I've blogged about this in my earlier BEA 

post.) 

If you reach that stage, and your book is published, then the hard part begins. You have to get readers to 

discover your book and fall in love with it. 

Writers and publishers have various ways of trying to make this happen. Advance reading copies, reviews, 

blurbs, ads, tours, library talks, conferences, signings, radio and TV interviews, awards nominations, 

widespread distribution, newspaper articles, movie options, foreign rights, websites, email campaigns, 

snail mail campaigns, co-op, discounting, catalogs, newsletters, and more. 

No one is sure why some books sell and others flop. No one knows what works and what doesn't. People 

can't even agree on if a book is a good book. 

If you're an author, trying to figure out your part in all of this, you can wind up a little overwhelmed. 

Some authors just concentrate on writing they best book they can, and leave it up to fate to decide if it 

becomes successful. 

Some authors spend a lot of time and money self-promoting, but even if they visited one bookstore a day 

for an entire year, and sold twenty copies of their book (a decent number) at each store, that's only 7300 

copies a year, which won't get them on any bestseller lists. 

How many books become bestsellers? Let's do some quick and dirty math to find out. The current top 15 

NYT bestsellers in hardcover fiction have spent a total of 259 weeks on the List. If we average that, each 

book spends 17 weeks as a bestseller. That seems high, because of The Da Vinci Code and The Five 

People You Meet in Heaven (both over 91 weeks). If we remove them from the List, it seems to be the 

average bestseller is in the Top 15 for 4 weeks. 

At 52 weeks in a year, there are 780 bestselling slots available (52 times 15 for the Top 15). 

If we divide 780 slots by 4 (4 weeks for the average bestseller), that means there are roughly 195 

hardcover novels that make the NYT Top 15 every year. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2005/06/im-certain-that-im-uncertain.html
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According to MJ Rose's blog, the top 12 NY publishers put out about 5100 fiction titles a year. 

So, if you're the 1 in 13,000 that gets published, you still have to face odds of 1 in 26 to make the NYT 

Top 15 List. 

Altogether, the odds are 338,000 to 1 that you'll write a bestseller. 

Pretty daunting. And those odds are skewed because many of the folks on the NYT List have been on their 

previously. I'm sure it's much harder for a new author to crack the List. 

I did an event with an award-winning and very popular author, whom I respect. He believes that writers 

are artists, and that the book is more important than the buzz. But he also understands the need for 

promotion, which he gladly does and is very good at. 

Over a beer, he suggested that I stop worrying about what could happen and try to appreciate what is 

happening. Why drive myself crazy, when the future is largely out of my control? Shouldn't I appreciate 

the success I've already attained? I've sold a few books, been nominated for a few awards, gotten some 

decent reviews. Shouldn't that be enough? It's more than most writers ever have. 

Another author at this event, one who has many books in print, is currently without a book contract. He 

believes that writers are craftsmen, and reminisced about being a young author, speaking to older pros 

without contracts, and swearing that it would never happen to him. But it has. Over a beer, he lamented his 

career, wondering what went wrong. 

I couldn't help but think that a few years ago, when he was doing well, he hadn't been worrying about his 

career as much as he should have been. 

I'd love to say that I'll be in this business for 30 years, and that someday I'll make the bestseller list. But all 

writers believe that. It's what keeps us going. 

The numbers tell a different story. A discouraging story. Writers get dropped by publishers. They spend 

years in the business and never make the NYT List. They tirelessly self-promote and still have to keep 

their day jobs. 

You can write a wonderful book, have a publisher that's behind you, get great reviews, win awards, do a 

lot of promotion, and still fail.  

Scary thing, uncertainty. A very scary thing. 

But today I'm going to take a little break from worrying. Hyperion just sold the Czech rights for my first 

two novels, and tonight I'm doing a reading in front of a crowd of friends. 

I'll panic tomorrow.  
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Potential   

I have a writing friend who shall remain nameless, and we once had an agonizingly long discussion about 

potential. 

I believe that if you set your mind to it, the sky is the limit. Success isn't about intelligence or talent ð-it's 

about a refusal to give up. Recent studies have given my hypothesis some support:  

http://www.philly.com/mld/inquirer/news/magazine/daily/13689320.htm 

My friend believes that your own potential is capped by your own personal limitations. A man with no 

legs will never win the world record for the long jump. A man with below average intelligence will never 

tie together Newtonian physics and quantum mechanics. No matter how hard they try. To coincide with 

that, if you're born into a privileged environment, you can become President even if you have below-

average intelligence. 

We reached a compromise of sorts. All a person can do is try to live up to their limitations. That might be 

enough to succeed in some things, and might not be enough to succeed in others. Luck always plays a part, 

but you can't make a silk purse out of a sow's ear. 

So where does this leave writers? Is this a call to throw away your pens and stop trying? Or is it a call to 

work to your potential, because it may be enough to succeed? And how do you actually know what your 

potential is, and if it's enough to make it in this business? 

Here's what I know: 

1. Talent is inborn and unchangeable. But craft can be improved. 

2. There are many paths to success. 

3. You can improve your luck by working hard. 

4. You'll sell more by getting out there than by staying at home. 

5. Editors and agents consider talent and a book's merits, but they also consider craft and an author's 

merits. 

6. You need to learn your limitations, and the only way to do that is by going past them. 

7. Comparing yourself to others doesn't do anybody any good. 

Can everyone who writes a book sell that book? Statistics tell us no. Will every book published become a 

hit? Again, no. Is it possible to become a number one bestselling author? Yes, but you have better odds 

becoming an Olympic medal winner. 

Daunted? Don't be. 

All huge goals are simply a series of smaller goals. The pyramids were built one stone at a time. A 

mountain is climbed one step at a time. A bestseller is sold one book at a time. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/02/potential.html
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No matter your physical condition, if you want to run a marathon, there are things you can do to improve 

your chances of finishing. You can train every day. Buy the right equipment. Eat the right foods. Work 

out. Devote a lot of time to this pursuit. Recruit others to help you. Dedicate your life to it. 

A lot of writers refuse to dedicate their life to pursuing success. Which is fine. They feel that many writers 

attain success without dedicating their life to it (see #7) so why should they? 

No one is forcing you to work 80 hours a week. You don't have to learn to speak in public. You don't have 

to learn how to pitch. You don't have to visit bookstores and conventions. You don't have to get an agent. 

You don't have to improve your craft. You don't have to have a website or a blog. You don't have to do 

anything at all but write a book. And you might attain success by simply doing that. 

But your chances improve if you do other things to reinforce that. 

Fate is a future you didn't try to change. The people we admire in our society are the ones who succeeded 

despite the odds. The ones who faced adversity and won. The ones who picked themselves up by the 

bootstraps and went on to fame and fortune and glory. 

Only you can decide what you must do in order to be a writer. 

History will tell you whether you were right or wrong. 
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Distribution   

Many months ago, I pitched an idea to my publisher. 

I did over a hundred 'drive-by' signings last year. I'd drop in a bookstore unannounced, meet the booksellers, 

and sign any copies of Whiskey Sour that they had on the shelves. 

I met a lot of bookstore employees, and I'm pretty sure the books I signed and branded with the "Autographed 

Copy" sticker eventually sold, but all in all it wasn't the best use of my time and money. With gas prices today, 

driving a hundred miles to sign three copies of a book is a tad counter-productive. 

Enthusiasm and idealism trump logic for first-time authors. 

For Bloody Mary, I considered my alternatives. 

I've often seen books at stores that were pre-signed by the author. The industry calls them tip sheets. An author 

gets a big stack of blank book pages, or a bunch of stickers, and these are placed in the books and shipped to 

the stores. 

Collectors don't like them, because the author never handled the actual book. I'm not a huge fan of them either. 

I like the book to be signed on the title page, and the tip sheets are usually inserted at the very beginning, 

sometimes even using a different type of paper. It looks like the book was assembled, if that makes any sense. 

So I asked Hyperion if, on my dime, I could visit the distibutor and sign books there. 

A distributor is a company that warehouses books and ships orders to bookstores. Large publishers have their 

own distributors. There are also independent distributors like Ingram and Baker & Taylor. Distributors are 

essential to the publishing business. Even a small print run of five thousand copies takes up a lot of space. 

Here's a way to visualize it. Ten copies of a hardcover fit into a box the size of a case of beer (and I'm sure all 

my readers can picture that.) Imagine 500 cartons of beer in your house. 

Besides being a pleasant image, it's also a crowded one. Many rooms would be filled, floor to ceiling, with 

boxes. 

Now picture a 20,000 print run (2000 cases of beer). Or a 100,000 print run (10,000 cases of beer). 

Most publishers have multiple authors, and multiple books in print. Where can they store all of these books, 

and who will fulfill the orders? 

Hence the distributor. 

I thought I could use this central hub of activity as an advantage, and asked my publisher if I could visit the 

nearest warehouse. 

A few months pass. Then my editor gets in touch and I can, in fact, visit the distributor. 

Which I did, yesterday. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2005/05/distribution.html
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The Time Warner warehouse is located in Lebanon Indiana, three hours away from my house (three and a half 

hours when you get pulled over for going 80mph in a 55 zone). I got a warm welcome, met several of the 

wonderful (and highly efficient) staff, and spent four and a half hours signing 3000 copies of Bloody Mary. 

I'm proud to say I used up every bit of ink in a new ballpoint pen. 

The books were placed in boxes that had "Signed Copies" printed on the sides. We filled three large pallets 

worth, and spent much of the time singing classic rock songs. Well, I spent much of the time singing. The staff 

spent much of the time giggling at me ðthough they did join in when I broke into "Baby Got Back" by Sir 

Mix-A-Lot. 

After the signing, I was treated to a tour of the warehouse. 

It was big. 

How big was it? Over a million square feet. Remember the last scene of Raiders of the Lost Ark, when the 

government flunky pushes the boxed Ark into a massive warehouse, stretching back as far as the eye can see? 

This was bigger. And this wasn't a matte painting. 

I was awed when I looked down a single row, which stretched back hundreds of meters, crammed with floor-

to-fifty -foot ceiling stacks of books... and that was just The DaVinci Code aisle. 

The place ran like clockwork. With less than two hundred employees, they shipped 500,000 books that day. 

Orders came in, boxes were put on a Dr. Seussish conveyor-belt network that looked like a giant roller coaster, 

while human beings, assisted by computers, filled and dispatched thousands upon thousands of orders, from a 

fifty box shipment of The Lovely Bones to Barnes and Noble, to a seven book shipment of different titles to a 

small indie in Colorado. 

I was greatly impressed, and the admiration turned to glee when I saw more than a few copies of Whiskey Sour 

being shuttled around. 

Then came the shocker. The warehouse shipped 97 million books last year. And 20 million were returned. 

Many of the returns were remaindered (which an author doesn't earn a dime on). Many were pulped. A giant 

grinding machine shredded books by the hundred. 

I knew about remainders, and about stripped paperbacks that were thrown away by the bookstore. But I didn't 

have a clue about how many books are literally recycled. 

Answer: lots. 

That took a little wind out of my sails. With the staff, I'd made jokes about putting remainder stickers directly 

on the copies I was signing, to save time and shipping costs. 

The jokes didn't seem very funny anymore. 

The VP proudly exclaimed that the pulping machine paid for itself in the recycled paper it produced. 

It produced a lot of paper. 
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Which reminds me... I better get back to work. I'm sure there's some self-promotion I need to be doing.  
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Important Stuf f: Disregard at Your Peril   

For Newbies: 

As a teacher, I see a lot of newbie writing. I also sometimes make myself available to new authors and 

critique their work (for free.) And I edited a book coming out this year called THESE GUNS FOR HIRE. 

My point ðI consider myself a pretty good editor. 

But I never really understood what it is like to be an acquisitions editor, or an agent, until recently. 

I'm a paid judge for a short story contest a magazine is holding, and I've had to read 2600 short stories.  

I've learned a lot, much of it scary and bad. Namely: I can tell within ten seconds of looking at a story 

whether it will go on to the finals or not. 

Ten freaking seconds. 

This is not because I'm blessed with the ability to sniff out talent. It is not because I'm a pompous know-it-

all who refuses to give anyone a chance. And it is not because I'm lazy and want to get this all over with 

quickly. 

The writer tells me, subconsciously, whether or not their story is worth reading. 

Did I say "worth reading?" Does that mean that as a PAID JUDGE I don't read every story cover to cover? 

Shocking denouement: Yes. I don't read every story cover to cover. Sometimes I don't read past the first 

sentence. 

And I know that if I'm doing this, so are professional agents and editors. 

Have you ever thought that maybe the agent you submitted to didn't read your whole submission? You're 

probably correct. 

And it is your fault why. 

Here are some of the main reasons I disregard a manuscript. I'd bet good money that industry pros have the 

same criteria.  

1. Font. Sound silly? It's not. Read for ten hours straight, then try to squint at some joker who crammed 

1000 words on a page using 8pt Helvecta. You wanted to save paper and postage. I want to save my 

eyes. This gets the round file. Use 12pt Times New Roman or Courier. ALWAYS!!!!! 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/01/important-stuff-disregard-at-your.html
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2. Paper. Cheap paper, thin paper, colored paper, multiple folds, stains of dubious origin, rips and tears, 

too many staples ð-999 times out of 1000, if the paper is crummy, the story is crummy. But whenever 

I see 24# ultra white paper (go for 104 bright) I perk right up. Sound silly? It's not. Use good paper, no 

folds, one paperclip. Show me the work is important. 

3. Ink.  If it is dot matrix, or typewriter, or colored ink, or smeared ink, or ink that's running low, or has 

ballpoint pen or White Out ANYWHERE on it to make corrections, I can safely assume the story is 

bad. If you want to impress a date, wear expensive clothes. If you want to impress an editor, buy a 

decent printer. 

4. Spacing. If I see big blocky paragraphs, more than 25 lines per page, no indenting, indenting 3 spaces 

or less (rather than 5), line spacing between paragraphs, or a story that begins on the first line of the 

first page rather than halfway down the first page, my subconscious says, "I don't want to read this" 

and my subconscious is usually right. 

These first four criteria should tell you that the way the story looks on a page is incredibly important. 

Did you ever go to a website that was so hard to read you didn't bother? It's the same thing with 

submissions. Make it look professional, or it won't even get read. 

5. Typos. If I see a typo, grammar error, spelling mistake, or anything that says to me "The writer didn't 

proof read" it's in the round file. Sorry, but I have to read thousands more, and I can't waste my time. 

You obviously don't take this seriously, so why should I? 

6. First Sentence. If you don't draw me in at the first sentence, and you made any of the above mistakes, 

you're rejected. If you have a lousy first sentence (usually describing the weather, or telling instead of 

showing, or something awkward and confusing) I may read on if you didn't make any other mistakes, 

but I'm always proven correct. I haven't picked ANY finalists that didn't grab me with the first sentence. 

7. Dialog. So many submissions don't have any dialog. If there's no dialog, that's a good indicator the 

story is all telling, all exposition. Round file. 

8. Ending. Shocking as these stats are, I completely read only 1 out of every 40 or 50 stories. Nothing 

irks me more than reading an entire story, only to find a weak ending. Why did you waste my time? 

Don't you know I have thousands to read? 

9. Conflict. If I manage to get a page into the story, and nothing has happened yet, I don't get any further. 

10. Memoir. Unless you're one of the Rolling Stones, don't write anything autobiographical. Sorry, but 

you just ain't interesting to anyone other than yourself. 

11. Adjectives and Adverbs, Exclamation Points, Repeating the same words, using the passive 'was' 

a lot, onomatopoeia, dialects, a first paragraph of nothing but setting, explanations, preaching, 

and anecdotes. Attempt at your own risk.  
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Now I want to defend myself a little. I started off reading every story, begining to end. I really wanted to 

find a diamond in the coal mine.  

But I soon learned that if it looks like a lemon, it's sour. 

Did I perhaps judge unfairly? Did I maybe pass up something brilliant because it didn't meet one of my 

criteria? I doubt it. But if I did, too bad. Out of 2600 stories, 50 were decent. And of those, only 15 were 

real contenders.  

I have a newfound respect for those on the other side of the submissions desk who wade through the slush 

pile. I understand why they are looking to reject ð-there's so much to read, and so much of it is bad. And 

these were 1500 word stories, not 100k word novels.  

I wouldn't want to do this for a living, that's for damn sure. And you know what the irony is? I made many 

of these same mistakes when I was starting out.  

Learn from my pain.  
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Writing Myths   

Myth #1 - Wr iters Write Every Day 

I'm sure there are some writers who actually write everyday, who force themselves to sit at their computers 

until they get their three hours, or four pages, or 1500 words. 

I'm not one of them. 

I do prioritize my writing, as all writers should. It's important to submit stories, finish books, meet 

deadlines. Hence the label writer. But in today's hectic world, I simply can't find the time to write every 

day. 

If you can't find the time either, don't sweat it. Write when you can. You can prioritize something without 

being a slave to it. 

Myth #2 - Writers Need Inspiration 

I've never sat at a blank monitor, waiting to get inspired. 

I write because I'm already inspired. 

The age-old question, "Where do you get your ideas?" is actually backwards. It's the ideas that make 

writers want to write, not the other way around. 

If I have a muse, it's my paycheck. That doesn't mean I don't love writing. It means I'm lucky enough to 

have writing as my job, and no one has a job where they're inspired 24/7. 

Writers write, inspiration or not. 

Myth #3 - Writing Is Difficult  

Working in a factory is hard. Getting paid for your thoughts is a privilege. 

Folks who complain about writing being hard need to spend a day working construction, or bar tending, or 

on an assembly line, or landscaping. 

If it 's so tortuous, so difficult, so hair-pullingly awful, why do it? Life is too short. Do something you like, 

or at least something that pays better. 

Myth #4 - Writing Must Have Integrity  

This goes along with "writing is art" and posits that our written thoughts are somehow important. 

Writers are entertainers. We're the guys that tap dance on the street corner for change. 

Sure, our work can have meaning. It can inspire and enthrall. But, at the end of the day, we're still not 

offering our readers food, clothing, shelter, or love. We're non-essential, no matter how eloquent our prose. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2007/07/writing-myths.html
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Plus, we still have to pay the bills. That often means doing things we don't want to do. Editing. Changing 

things. Maybe even writing about stuff we don't care about. 

What? You don't want to sell out? You'd never let your precious words be touched, or write something for 

just for money? You really believe that the world owes you a job simply because you can put a noun and a 

verb together? 

I wish you much success, and hope I never have the displeasure of sitting next to you at a party. 

Myth #5 - Writer 's Don't Have to Think About Sales 

I've heard this one ad nauseum. Here are some of the follow-ups: 

"It's a publisher's job to sell books." Really? It's your name on the book. If it fails, your publisher will still 

be around. You won't. 

"I have no idea what genre I fit into." Congrats! You spent a year creating something that no one will 

want, simply because you were too self-absorbed to open your eyes. 

"I can't make a difference in my sales." Books sell one at a time. Sell one, you've made a difference. 

"I hate self-promoting." No one is forcing you to self-promote. No one forced you to be a writer, either. In 

fact, chances are you worked hard and dreamed about becoming a writer for many years, doing a lot of 

jobs that you really hated in order to support yourself. But now that you've been published, you think you 

can stop doing things you dislike? 

Answer the phone, reality is calling. 

(I should put that on a T-Shirt.) 

Myth #6 - Good Books Always Sell 

Out of all the writing myths I know, people stick most stubbornly to this one. As if the key to success is 

simply writing a good book. Perhaps they believe that at night, while the world sleeps, their books leap off 

the shelves and fly through the air visiting homes through chimneys like Santa Clause, whispering 

subliminal messages to snoozing readers to buy them the next day. 

Writing a good book is only the first step. There are no guarantees it will even be published, let alone sell 

well. The best book ever written will be a miserable failure if no one knows it exists. 

Your job, after writing the book, is to tell people it exists. If your book doesn't succeed, then write another 

one. 

Myth #7 - Writers Are Rich  and Famous 

Maybe a few of them are. The rest of us struggle to pay our bills and don't have enough fame to talk our 

way out of a speeding ticket. 

Myth #8 - Not Everyone Can Write 
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Writing is craft, and craft can be taught. 

If there's a super-talented egomaniac with a sense of entitlement that matches his flair for prose and an 

average Joe who studies the market, hones his craft, responds to feedback, and keeps at it, my money is on 

Joe Average getting published first ðand then having a more successful career when he does. 

Hard work trumps talent. Persistence trumps inspiration. Humilty trumps ego. 

Myth #9 - Writers Are Alcoholics 

This one is true. Where the hell did I put that beer?  
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Thinking POD? Think Again....   

Authors often ask me if self-publishing is a viable option. 

You'll have to work your butt off, but I believe it can be done. A few months ago I interviewed Sandy 

Tooley, who self publishes. And I really liked Jim Hansen's Night Laws. 

But these folks became their own publishers. 

POD vanity presses (XLibris, PublishAmerica, AuthorHouse, iUniverse, Booksurge) are another thing 

entirely. For a price, they'll publish your book. 

Some quick definitions: POD is a technology that allows books to be created to order, as opposed to offset 

printing that requires books to be warehoused. Vanity presses are publishers that the author pays, rather 

than publishers that pay the author. 

Is it possible to be successful using one of these services? Let's crunch some numbers. For this example 

we'll use real figures, but we'll call the POD vanity publisher "Happy Press." 

Happy Press demands a minimum retail cover price of $18.99 for a standard 6 x 9" 250-350 page trade 

paperback. If your book is longer than 350 pages, the price goes up. 

Would you pay almost twenty bucks for a trade paperback, when the current bookstore rate is between $10 

and $16? You can buy bestselling hardcovers for $19, or for less on Amazon.  

But, for this example, let's assume your book is so good that people will pay that much. 

Tradional publishers offer between an 8% and 15% royalty, depending on the book type and print run. 

Happy Press offers a 25% royalty. This seems pretty good, but why the hell are you even getting a royalty? 

It's your book, you're paying to have it printed, so you should keep all the rights and make 100% of the 

profit. Right? 

At least, you would be keeping the profits if you self-published on your own, instead of using Happy 

Press. 

That aside, 25% of 18.99 is about $4.75. 

Depending on the set-up package you buy (between $2k and $5k) you'd need to sell between 422 and 1052 

to break even. But those would all have to be online sales (through Amazon mostly.) Why? 

Because you still have the problem of getting your books into stores. For an extra $600 fee, Happy Press 

will get you into Baker & Taylor, which is a distributor. Newsflash: BT distributes millions of books. Do 

you see millions of books on the shelf at your local bookstore? No. Just because you have a distributor 

DOES NOT MEAN they'll stock your book. Only that they can order it. 

Who is going to go into a bookstore and order your book? Considering POD won't get reviewed, no one 

will know about your book. And I'm betting that Happy Press doesn't offer the standard 55% discount to 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/01/thinking-pod-think-again.html
http://www.sdtooley.com/
http://www.sdtooley.com/
http://www.jimhansenbooks.com/
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distributors, which means the bookstores will only be able to order copies at perhaps a 15% discount 

(standard for POD) which means the bookstores WILL NOT carry you on the shelves. Do you think they'll 

stock a $19 paperback from a POD company and an author they've never heard of? They'll know you're 

POD because the stock number will always be 100. Do you think the postcard you sent the bookstore will 

persude them to stock you? 

The answer: No. 

Can you sell 1000 copies through Amazon? In the first few weeks of its release, bestselling author Kay 

Hooper sold 35,000 copies of her last book through bookstores. How many did she sell through Amazon? 

300 copies. Think your book will outsell hers online? Think again. 

But perhaps there's another way to get your book into stores... 

Happy Press offers authors books at up to a 70% discount if they buy 1000. That sound great, doesn't it? 

Perhaps you can sell those to stores yourself and make all the profit. 

Let's do the math. You've got to give the bookstore a 40% discount. So you'll sell them the books for 

$11.40 each. That leaves you with a $5.70 profit per book. Not bad. But out of that comes the Happy Press 

Package fee, the printing cost, shipping the book to bookstores, and the effort to just get the bookstores to 

carry you (an effort that traditionally published authors don't have to make.) 

Also figure in a 50% return rate. 

If you get 1000 books into stores, and sell 500, you'll make $2850. Subtract the $5700 (the cost of printing 

1000 books at the 70% discount) and subtract the package cost ($5000 for all the set up fees.) 

You've only lost $4900, selling 500 books. 

If you sell 2000 (which means you'll have to ship 4000) your total cost would be: 

$5000 set-up package 

$22800 book printing costs 

minus $11400 profit 

Which means you're losing $16400. 

Let's use a best case scenario and say you bought a lesser set-up package from Happy Press and had a 75% 

sell through (which is impossible, but let's dream big.) 

$2000 package 

$22800 to print 4000 books 

$34200 profit for selling 3000. 

So if you sell 3000 books out of 4000 printed you'll earn a profit of $9400. 

But shipping books will cost a minimum of $1 each, so subtract $4000. 

http://www.kayhooper.com/
http://www.kayhooper.com/
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Now you're in the black $5400. Not bad. But not enough to live on for a year. 

And don't forget ð-how did these bookstores hear about your book? You had to write them, call them, or 

visit them, to get them to stock you. Phone calls, mail, and gasoline all come out of your profit. 

If you allow returns, you'll need a distributor, who will take an extra 15% ($5130) of the cut, plus set-up 

fees. And you'll still need to hustle to get the stores to carry your books. 

Now let's have a reality check. Bookstores are not going to carry you. You won't get reviews. And 

customers won't want to buy a $19 paperback. 

The only way you'll sell your books is by begging bookstores to let you do signings there and then 

spending several hours on your feet handselling them. 

In all of my hustling, I've only handsold about 3000 copies of my books in two years. And I do a lot of 

hustling. 

If selling your books were your full time job, and you visited a bookstore every day of the year, and sold 

ten books at each visit (a reasonable number) you would only sell 3650 books. Not a bad number, but for 

all that work, you'll be lucky to break even, let alone make enough money to compensate you for your time 

and effort. 

My advice: Stay away from POD vanity presses. 

If you want to use POD as a technology to self-publish, make sure you're hiring a printer, not a publisher. 

You need to keep the rights to your book. 

You'll still have problems getting your books into stores and getting reviewed, but your cover price will be 

lower, your overall costs will be lower, and your profit margin better. 

Or you can continue to improve your craft, find a good agent, and sell your book to a traditional publisher.  

51 comments   

http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=113819946842032641
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A POD Story  

Struggling authors often ask me if they should self-publish. I'm always hesitant to answer. I have several 

writer friends who have successfully self-published, and with excellent results. Unfortunately, they're the 

exception rather than the rule.  

Many of the self-published books I've seen are poorly edited, overpriced, and shoddy-looking. Authors pay 

a lot of money, and end up with cases and cases of books they can't sell. Self-published books don't get 

reviewed (a huge source of publicity), and self-published books aren't returnable, so the major distributors 

and bookstores don't carry them.  

A new type of vanity publisher called POD (print on demand) uses cutting edge technology to create 

books one at a time. But because they get their money from the author, rather than from the reader, they 

have no stake in whether or not the book is successful. The writer, not the book-buyer, is the customer, so 

POD companies tend to publish anything, no matter how poorly written. If you have five hundred bucks 

and a few pages of gibberish, they'll gladly take your money and publish your work. 

In short: you pay a lot of money, and are stuck with something you'll never sell. 

Need proof to see how unscrupulous these outfits are? Read on. 

The following is 100% true. The names have been changed to protect the guilty, but not one word has been 

altered or omitted from the original messages. 

On January 26, 2004, I was spammed by a large print-on-demand publisher. To avoid getting sued, I'll call 

this company FastPrint. Print-on-demand is a technology that allows authors to self-publish their books for 

a fee. Like all vanity presses (where you pay the publisher, rather than the publisher pays you), FastPrint 

offers the struggling author a quick fix for the difficult task of selling a book. The bottom line price is 

$500, and depending on the services you opt for, it can go much higher than that (with optional marketing 

plans, an author could pay well over $5000). 

The problem is that POD books are more expensive than regular books, usually by several dollars. There's 

no distribution service for them (because they aren't returnable), so as a rule bookstores don't carry them. 

They also don't get reviewed. And even though you pay for the printing, the copy-editing, and the cover 

art, the books just don't have the same look and feel as traditionally published books. They look, well, like 

a vanity press. 

So the unsuspecting author is stuck with an overpriced, sub-standard product that the bookstores won't 

carry. Trying to make the initial investment back, when FastPrint takes a liberal percentage of every sale, 

is difficult, if not impossible. 

Since I am a smart-ass, I decided to respond to the FastPrint spam, seeing how far I could take it. I'm a 

published author, and I recently signed a very good deal with a well-respected NY publishing house. How 

long would it take FastPrint to catch on? Especially since my website and publication date are attached to 

the bottom of each message in my email signature? 
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See for yourself, as we plunge deep into the dark abyss known as: 

THE FASTPRINT CHRONICLES  

Sent: Monday, January 26, 2004 10:40 AM Subject: A Note on Publishing Your Writing 

Dear Joe,  

My name is (name omitted) and I work for FastPrint, a technology-based publishing company. I noticed 

your name on the Official Desk of Mystery Writer Joe Konrath website, and if you don't mind, I wanted to 

reach out to you to let you know about a great opportunity for publishing your work. You might find it 

intriguing. But if you are not interested, let me know by replying to this e-mail or clicking on the link at 

the bottom of this message.  

As a writer, publishing your work is important to your career. You probably also know how difficult the 

process can be. The company I work for is trying to change all that by offering affordable self-publishing 

services to writers of all genres. We don't take rights and we make the publication process fast and simple 

so that you can get your work into the hands of your readers when you want to.  

FastPrint has published over 9,000 titles since 1997 and is partially owned by Big Publishing Company, 

BPC, a subsidiary of Super Big Publishing Company, one of the world's largest trade book publishers. 

While self-publishing isn't for everyone, the number of titles we've published doesn't lie: lots of writers 

areself-publishing their work. FastPrint helps with editorial, design, printing, distribution, fulfillment, and 

marketing services.  

We think our services are so great that we back them up with a money-back guarantee. We'd love to talk 

with you about any of your publishing projects and how FastPrint might be able to help you. Please click 

here to register for more information. If you'd prefer, you can call us toll free at 800.555.5555 to speak 

with a publishing consultant. Thank you for your time and consideration.  

Sincerely, (name omitted) Publishing Consultant 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 

From: Joe 

Subject: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing  

Hi (name omitted)ð 

Will FastPrint be able to offer me a six figure contract and a multi city tour, like my current publisher has? 

Looking forward to your reply.  

Joe  

WHISKEY SOUR by J.A. Konrath Coming in hardcover, June 2004, from Hyperion www.jakonrath.com 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 
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Sent: Wednesday, January 28, 2004 7:35 AM  

Subject: Re: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing  

Hi Joe,  

Thanks for getting in touch with us. We can't offer you a contract up front, but many of our authors have 

taken their FastPrint success and gone on to much bigger and better things. Feel free to get in touch with 

me to discuss. Best wishes, (name omitted) 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 

From: Joe 

Subject: Re: Re: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing  

Hi (name omitted)ð 

I checked out the FastPrint website. Looking it over, I got the distinct impression that FastPrint is asking 

for money from authors, rather than giving money to authors. Shouldn't this be the other way around?  

best, Joe  

WHISKEY SOUR by J.A. Konrath Coming in hardcover, June 2004, from Hyperion www.jakonrath.com 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 

Sent: Thursday, January 29, 2004 4:25 PM  

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing  

Hi Joe,  

Yes, it would be nice if every author could get published by a traditional publishing house. But, as you 

know, that isn't the case. Authors publishing with FastPrint do have to pay for the service but they also 

receive royalty payments. Also, many of our authors have been picked up by traditional publishing houses 

(Bantam, St. Martin's, Kensington, etc.) once their books became available through us. Please let me know 

if you have any further questions.  

Best, (name omitted) 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 

From: Joe 

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing  

Hi (name omitted)ð 

It's tempting, but I'm locked into this six-figure contract with Hyperion. 
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How would I get out of that, in order to pay for your services at FastPrint? best,  

Joe  

WHISKEY SOUR by J.A. Konrath Coming in hardcover, June 2004, from Hyperion www.jakonrath.com 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 

Sent: Friday, January 30, 2004 3:31 PM 

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing 

Joe,  

You'd have to check with Hyperion on this. I don't know the details of your contract so I'm unable to 

comment. If you have any further questions about our services, or if you decide to submit something with 

us, please feel free to get in touch with me. I'll be happy to help you out in any way that I can.  

Best wishes, (name omitted) 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 

From: Joe Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing 

Hi (name omitted)ð 

I just spoke with my literary agent, and she advised against trying to break my current contract. I suppose I 

can understand, considering the trouble she went through to land the deal. What is FastPrint's position on 

dealing with agents? Since I'd be paying you to get published, if I used an agent, would she also have to 

give you 15%?  

best, Joe 

WHISKEY SOUR by J.A. Konrath Coming in hardcover, June 2004, from Hyperion www.jakonrath.com 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 

Sent: Tuesday, February 03, 2004 10:16 AM 

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing 

Hi Joe, If you were to publish with us, your agent would not be required to pay us any money. We have no 

dealings with agents. You were smart to speak with your agent regarding your contract. I would just advise 

you to investigate everything thoroughly before making a final decision. Please let me know if you need 

any more assistance from me. Best, 

(name omitted) 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 
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From: Joe Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing 

Dear (name omitted) ð 

So if I were to sign with FastPrint, I don't need my agent? I thought all writers needed an agent. 

Joe 

WHISKEY SOUR by J.A. Konrath Coming in hardcover, June 2004, from Hyperion www.jakonrath.com 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 

Sent: Tuesday, February 03, 2004 4:46 PM 

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing 

Joe, 

You don't need an agent to self-publish your book. Self-publishing helps a number of authors acquire 

agents...but you don't need one to self-publish. 

(name omitted) 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 

From: Joe 

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing 

Dear (name omitted) ð 

I'm working on the first book in a new mystery series. Because quirky heroes seem to sell well, I'm making 

my detective a Native American who lost the use of his legs in the Gulf War. He'll solve crimes and stuff. 

I'm thinking of calling the first book "I Hopi I'll Walk Again."  

Originally, I wanted to make the hero an Indian lawyer, and I was going to call the first book "Sioux Me." 

Or maybe he could be a lawyer/cop, who arrests bad people and then prosecutes them. That's a good idea, 

isn't it? Maybe I'll do that. 

What would FastPrint pay me for this book, when I finish writing it? 

best, 

Joe 

WHISKEY SOUR by J.A. Konrath Coming in hardcover, June 2004, from Hyperion www.jakonrath.com 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 

Sent: Wednesday, February 04, 2004 7:54 AM 
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Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing 

Joe, 

All of these ideas sound great. 

We don't pay authors for their work. Authors pay us an up front cost and then receive royalty payments on 

all sold copies of their finished book. 

(name omitted) 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 

From: Joe 

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing 

(name omitted) ð 

You like it? Awesome!!!!!! 

I've tweaked the idea, to make it more marketable. The new title is "Rolls With Wolfs: A Paraplegic Indian 

Detective Mystery." (it's like a parody of Dances With Wolfs, but my guy can't dance, because he's in a 

wheelchair. 

I decided to give my hero a more colorful background, so I made him a half-breed. His name is Geronimo 

Liebowitz. His mother is a full-blooded Cherokee princess, and his father works in NY's garment district. 

I was writing all day yesterday, and I'm almost finished. The book will be about 22,000 words (is that a 

good length?). Here's how it opens: 

Chapter 1 

"Geronimo!!!!" 

Geronimo Leibowicz spun around in his wheelchair, turning in the direction of the voice that yelled at him 

loudly. 

No one was there. Except for... A DEAD BODY! 

(How's that for an opening! The dead man is his old Olympic coach, the man who pushed Geronimo too 

hard years ago, and is responsible for the crippling luge accident that broke his back. So he has to solve the 

murder of the man who made him paralyzed!) 

So if I pay FastPrint to publish this book (I think I understand it now), do you guys help with the publicity 

and getting it into bookstores? 

Joe 

WHISKEY SOUR by J.A. Konrath Coming in hardcover, June 2004, from Hyperion www.jakonrath.com 
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# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 

Sent: Wednesday, February 04, 2004 9:30 AM 

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing 

Joe, 

Yes, we have a Marketing Services Department that can assist you with publicity. As far as distribution, 

your book will be made available through Borders, Barnes & Noble, Amazon.com and over 25,000 other 

online and brick & mortar retail stores. This is not to say that your book will be on the shelves in these 

book stores, but people will be able to order your book through the stores. 

Your book will need to be at least 100 pages (typically 30,000 words) in length. 

Please let me know if you have any further questions. 

Thanks. 

(name omitted) 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 

From: Joe 

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing 

Hi (name omitted) ð 

Wow, 30,000 words is a lot. Maybe I can bump it up to 30,000 words by adding another character. I could 

give Gerry (only a few people in the story call him Geronimo) a girlfriend, but I don't think he can have 

sex because he's paralyzed. 

Or (thinking out loud here), I could make Gerry gay. Then he could have a boyfriend, and there could still 

be sex scenes, because Gerry wouldn't really have to do anything, just lie there on the bed. 

But would I be alienating readers with a gay hero? 

How much does FastPrint charge, anyway? Do you take Visa? 

Joe 

WHISKEY SOUR by J.A. Konrath Coming in hardcover, June 2004, from Hyperion www.jakonrath.com 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 

Sent: Wednesday, February 04, 2004 2:03 PM 

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: A Note on Publishing Your Writing 

Joe, 
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At this point, I think it would be best for you to speak with a Publishing Consultant regarding your book. 

Our consultants are the best people to speak with about our publishing services. They will answer all of 

your questions thoroughly and help you get the publishing process started, if you're still interested in 

submitting with us. 

Of course, you can feel free to ask me any questions that you have, also. 

I will forward your message to our team of consultants and someone will be in touch with you shortly. 

Best, 

(name omitted) 

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # 

As of April 22, 2004, I'm still waiting for them to get in touch. 

Perhaps I should send them an email? 
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My Funniest Rejection Letters  

My name is Joe Konrath. I've published over sixty short stories and articles, sold nine novels and an 

anthology, and make my living as a full time fiction writer. 

I've also gotten over six hundred rejections. 

Rejection is part of the publishing business. This is because publishing is mostly based on luck. Getting 

the right story, in front of the right editor, at the right time, and you'll make a sale. But the stars pretty 

much have to align for this to happen. 

I still get rejected all the time. Even with a few hundred thousand books in print around the world, I still 

have trouble getting published. It's just how the business works. Those with thin skins need not apply. 

Way back in the 90s, before email offered authors the thrill of instant humiliation, rejections came via the 

US postal service. Looking through my massive collection, I've noticed the majority of them are Xeroxed 

form letters. But I've found a few choice ones to share here. 

"Dear Mr. Konrath. Thank you for writing, but the agent you addressed your query to died two years ago, 

so he won't be reviewing your manuscript." 

A shame. It was a ghost story, too. 

 

"We passed your proposal around the office with great amusement and much laughter. Unfortunately, we 

don't believe you intended this to be funny." 

Glad to cheer you up. Even gladder that you're now out of business. 

 

"I didn't like anything about your book. But someone else may prove me wrong." 

They did, and the book won a few awards. 

 

"There's a lot to like about your writing, but a dying protagonist is a tough sell in these days of 

"continuing" sleuths." 

So far, my dying protagonist has starred in six novels and four short stories. 

 

"There is an awful lot of swearing, and if you read a lot of mysteries you will note that swearing is held to 

a minimum." 

You obviously haven't been reading the same shit I have. 
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"Please find the enclosed brochure for Writing the Blockbuster Novel, a book which provides guidelines 

for writers seeking to create commercially successful work for today's highly competitive fiction market." 

While I enjoy How-To books, I'm a bit put-off by an agent trying to sell me his. Especially since he's never 

written a blockbuster novel. That his book is now out of print and self-published makes me even leerier. 

 

"I found the premise extremely imaginative and original, and you do a remarkable job balancing the brisk 

pacing with humor." 

This is a rejection? 

 

"Save ten dollars off the evaluation of your manuscript with this coupon." 

Run away. Run away as fast as you can. 

 

"To me, this works better as a movie." 

Damn it! Why can't I write something less cinematic? 

 

"I have just taken on a thriller with comparable qualities." 

I watched. And no you didn't. A few years later, however, you did take on Chapter 11 Bankruptcy. 

 

The list goes on, but frankly, leafing through all of my rejections began to depress me, so I stopped and 

grabbed a beer. 

That said, even now, after an illustrious mid-list career, I still get rejected. 

It isn't personal. It's business. 

Remember, there's a word for a writer who never gives up: Published. 

Persistence is the key. Rejections are proof you're making an effort. 

The only writers who fail are those who never submit. 

Now if you'll excuse me, I've got to get back to work. 
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Small Press vs. Big Press  

In 2003 I signed a three book deal with Hyperion for the Lt. Jacqueline "Jack" Daniels thriller series. Since 

then I've sold over fifty articles and short stories. I also wrote the horror novel Afraid under the name Jack 

Kilborn. There's a word for a writer who never gives up... published. 

My name is JA Konrath. I'm the writer of six thrillers in the Lt. Jacqueline "Jack" Daniels series, all of 

them named after drinks, the newest, Cherry Bomb, comes out July '09 from Hyperion. I'm currently on a 

blog tour, appearing on different blogs every day in March, to promote my new horror novel, Afraid, 

which was written under my pen name, Jack Kilborn. It's being released March 31, from Grand Central. 

On my blog, A Newbie's Guide to Publishing, I talk a lot about the writing biz. A question I get asked a lot 

is: Should I submit my book to a small press? 

Before I respond, you need to know a bit about my background. Before I sold my first novel in 2003, I'd 

gotten over 500 rejections, and had written nine books that never sold. The rejections were from agents, 

and publishers. Big publishers. 

My two current publishers, Hyperion and Grand Central, are both big publishers. 

I chose to only submit to big publishers for two reasons: 

1. Big publishers pay more. 

2. Big publishers have wider distribution. 

As you may know, the money you're paid when you sign a publishing contract is called an advance. It's 

money the publisher gives you, assuming you'll sell a certain number of books to cover the amount. 

For example, an advance of $10,000 means your hardcover publisher hopes you'll sell at least 3333 copies. 

A $24 hardcover at a 12.5% royalty rate means each book sold earns $3 for the author. If you sell 3334 

copies, or more, you've then earned out your advance, and each book you sell earns you another $3. 

If you received a $10,000 advance for a mass-market paperback, your publisher hopes you'll sell at least 

15625 copies. A $7.99 paperback at an 8% royalty rate means each book sold earns 64 cents for the author. 

In each of these cases, you're going to have to sell a lot of books in order to break even. That means 

libraries have to buy a lot of copies, and as many bookstores as possible need to stock you on their shelves. 

Big presses are very good at selling to libraries, and to bookstores. They have large marketing and sales 

departments, they make deals with large distributors, and they offer bookstores discounts and coop for 

ordering their titles. 

In short, a large publisher gets your book out there, meaning you have the potential to sell a lot of copies. 

But does that mean you should always go with a large press? Aren't there also disadvantages? 
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It's said that sometimes large presses are more hands-off in regard to authors. This hasn't been my 

experience, but we've all heard stories about authors who are picked up by a large press and then lost in the 

shuffle. Large presses publish a lot of books, and they might not spend a great deal of time or money 

promoting yours, or nurturing you as an author. 

Small presses, on the other hand, often have a rep for being very involved with their author's careers. Calls 

and emails are immediately answered. Less money is involved, but a small press has higher stakes in a 

book succeeding, so there tends to be more communication, more collaboration. 

Or not. Any press, no matter the size, can be terrific to work with, or a nightmare. And this is often on a 

case-by-case basis, as one author can love a particular press, while another loathes it. 

Ultimately, because this is a business, it comes down to numbers. 

Are there excellent small presses? Yes. I edited an anthology called These Guns For Hire, and it was 

published by Bleak House. They have a lot of clout in the mystery genre, and their distribution is good 

enough to get their books into the bookstores. The experience was great for me. 

But there was a smaller print run, and a smaller marketing budget, which meant fewer sales. 

If both a big press and a small press want your work, it's a no brainer. Go with the big press. You'll sell 

more books. 

Are there exceptions? Sure. But do you want to base your career on exceptions, or go with the average 

rule? 

I write horror. I love the small press horror market. I wrote a novella with Jeff Strand called Suckers for 

Delirium Books, and they're a great publisher to work with. I recently had a novella in Like a Chinese 

Tattoo, for Dark Arts Books. I've got a Jack Daniels novella, co-written with Henry Perez, in the Echelon 

Press anthology Missing. 

I'd be happy to work with any of these publishers again. Not only that, but as a fan, I've got a few hundred 

small press novels on my bookshelf. I love small presses. 

But ask any small press author what their dream is, and it's usually to be picked up by a large press, so they 

can get that large print run. After all, writers want to be read by as many people as possible. A limited print 

run of 500 is great, and nothing to look down your nose at. But a print run of 60,000 is better. 

That's why agents always start by submitting to the largest publishers first. That's why some agents don't 

even bother submitting to small presses. This isn't snobbery. It's a numbers game. If an author's first book 

is sold to a small press, who prints 1000 copies, those numbers will forever be associated with that author. 

So when the agent tries to sell book #2 to a big press, that press will look at the author's prior sales figures, 

see small numbers, and take a pass. 

Unfortunate, but true. 
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Leisure Books is an exception here. They take a lot of small press horror, and give it the big press 

treatment. But Leisure published only a few dozen books a year, many of them reprints from known 

authors. Your small press book getting picked up by Leisure has even longer odds than submitting to big 

presses in the first place. 

So if you're an author, what should you do? Is it better to go with a small press, or not publish at all? 

It comes down to your goals. 

If your goal is to see your book in print, have a cult following, and be on some panels at writing 

conferences, then submit to a small press. Many of them are terrific, they'll do their best to sell your book, 

and you'll be a legitimately published author. You won't make a lot of money, but it is tremendously 

satisfying, and a lot of fun. 

If you want to get into chain bookstores, or even better, non-bookstore outlets like Wal-Mart (non-

bookstore outlets sell as many as 50% of all books), and perhaps make a living as a writer, then hold out 

for a big publisher. You'll sell more books. 

Of course, I recommend listening to your agent (if your book is good enough to find a publisher, you 

should be able to find an agent.) I also recommend asking a lot of questions before signing any contract 

with any publisher. At the very least, talk to a writer who is with that publisher and pick their brain. 

In the meantime, I'm heading over to www.horror-mall.com and checking out some small press horror 

novels, because a lot of them rock. 

http://www.horror-mall.com/
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Hail, Caesar   

The Roman emperors realized that the way to win favor with the public was to give them what they 

wanted. 

On the surface, this seems counter-intuitive, or even just plain wrong. It would seem that kings and 

dictators who rule with an iron fist would be able to stay in control and get more done through fear. 

And yet, every Caesar built grand public buildings and held fabulous spectacles, all to keep their subjects 

docile by making them happy. 

Now here comes the writing analogy. 

How often, in your writing, do you write whatever the hell you want to write without any care at all for 

your audience? 

When we start out, we're all 100% self-indulgent. We have huge egos that demand we put our brilliant 

words on paper. Of course other people will love them as much as we do. Of course they'll sell by the 

millions. 

And then, as we head down the road to publication, we start to learn things. We learn about craft and form, 

and that narratives have structure and genres. We learn about editing and polishing, and how cutting and 

adding and getting input from others makes our work better. And eventually, if we make it far enough, we 

learn about marketing and selling. 

We aren't really artists. We're emperors. Because, like those emperors, we start out doing whatever we 

desire. But we come to realize that if we want to keep being emperors, the key is to sell as much of our 

work as possible. And that means giving the people what they want. 

I've said, ad nauseum, that before you create a key, study the lock. Know who the audience is, and who the 

buyer is, before you even write the first word of a story. 

But if you want to make people happy, and keep them buying your work (or visiting your blog, or 

downloading your freebies, or entering your contests, or attending your appearances) you have to know 

more than just the genre and prospective publisher. It's very easy to say, "I'm writing a mystery because a 

lot of people buy mysteries and a lot of houses publish mysteries so I've figured out the lock before I make 

the key" and still be way off the mark in terms of success. 

So how do you figure out what people want? 

Readers of this blog know that people seek two things from writers: information and entertainment. The 

specific kind of information and entertainment, however, is mostly subjective, and often hard to guess. 

So here are some hints. 

1. Look Inward. We all start out trying to please ourselves, and this might actually end up being 

helpful. If you think something is funny, chances are other people do as well. So while you're 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2009/01/hail-caesar.html
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attempting to please your audience, remember what works on you. What books do you like to read? 

Why do you enjoy them? What are the last five books you've bought and why? 

The more you understand yourself, the better you'll understand others. 

2.  Look Outward. Read as much as you can. Join a writers group and critique others. Figure out what 

works, what doesn't, and come up with reasons why. 

You shouldn't write in a genre you aren't well-read in. You shouldn't submit a story to a magazine 

unless you've read several issues cover to cover. Every time you write, you aren't reinventing the 

wheel. You're simply putting a new spin on the wheel. Figure out how the wheel works, then you can 

spin it accordingly. 

3. Get Feedback. There are a few jokes I tell that NEVER get a laugh, even though I think they're 

funny. 

A story, or a speech, or a blog, isn't a monologue. It is an exchange, and involves at least one other 

person. Pay attention to how that person responds. With a blog or a speech, you can get feedback 

quickly. With a story, you have to solicit it. 

Seek out peers, and trade manuscripts with them to critique. Pay attention to agents and editors ð

they're on your side and want to make the story better. Find as many beta readers as you can, and be 

ready to ask them questions about what is and isn't working. 

4. Respect Your Audience. Once you learn who your audience is, and what they want, it is your job to 

never let them down. Ways to let them down include: 

¶ Talking down to them 

¶ Talking over their heads 

¶ An unsatisfying ending 

¶ Making your characters do uncharacteristic things 

¶ Too many coincidences 

¶ Unfunny humor 

¶ Poor or confusing structure 

¶ Unrealistic romance 

¶ Gratuitous anything 

¶ Self-indulgence 

All writers really need to watch the last one. If you think you may be showing off, or know in your heart 

that the line/scene you just wrote will never fly, chances are high it will never fly. 

Once you fall in love with your own voice, you get bestselleritis. If you're a bestseller, this disease won't 

do you much harm. You can keep writing long-winded, self-important, unrealistic crap that's a shell of 

your early work, and because people are creatures of habit they'll keep buying it ðalthough you can 

expect them to voice their disapproval on Amazon.com. 
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But if you're a new writer, and you expect people to bend over and accept your writing simply because you 

think it's good enough ðthat's a career killer. 

In fact, it's wise to never believe your own hype, at any stage of your career. 

Ultimately, we're entertainers. We're the people who play sax on street corners for pocket change. The 

more people we entertain, the more money we get. So remember to take requests...  

15 comments 
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How To Get Published   

There have been hundreds of books on how to get published. Here's my condensed version: 

1. Write When You Can - Find the time to write, even if you have to give up other things to do so. And 

know who your audience is, and as much about that audience as possible, before you write your first 

word. 

2. Finish What You Start - Turn off your internal editor until you finish that first draft, and get to the 

ending no matter how much you think it sucks. 

3.  Edit What You Finish  - Rewrite, add, cut, and polish. Then give it to others to read, consider their 

suggestions, and keep repeating the process until you've got something your peers, and you, consider 

decent. 

Here's a critique sheet to help you out. http://www.jakonrath.com/critsheet.pdf. 

4.  Submit What You Edit - Since you know your audience, you should know who reps/publishes your 

type of story. And don't get hung up on writing the perfect query letter. The writing sells the writing, 

not the query letter. All a query needs is a two sentence description of the book (mention setting, 

genre, and a bestselling similar work by another author), some praise for the recipient, and a thank you. 

5. Repeat 

That's all. Now stop sweating the process and go do it. 

25 comments  
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Should You Self -Publish?   

I've been getting a lot of emails from people wondering if they should self-publish, specifically on the 

Amazon Kindle. 

My answer is always the same: It depends. 

Here is my advice, based on what I would do. 

IF YOU WROTE A NOVEL  

I believe your first order of business is getting a well-respected literary agent. The best way to land an 

agent is: write a damn good book. After the book is perfect, there are a few ways to find agents. 

¶ Visit writing conferences and conventions and pitch to agents in person 

¶ Read books similar to yours, and find out who reps the author 

¶ Pick up a copy of the Writer's Market 

¶ Visit www.aar-online.org 

¶ Befriend an agented author and beg for an introduction 

After getting an agent, she'll want to submit the book to editors at large New York publishing houses. If 

you get lucky, you'll land a book contract. This is the best-case scenario. 

Exception: You Can't Get an Agent 

Getting a good agent isn't easy, which is why you should spend as much time as possible honing your 

craft, improving your writing, learning about narrative structure and the elements of a compelling story. I 

got rejected over 500 times, but the vast majority of these rejections were for books that were not very 

good. 

Should you self-publish if you can't find an agent? I would say no. If a hundred lit agents all think the book 

needs work, I'd bet the book needs work, and releasing it into the world isn't going to win you fans or do 

your career any favors. 

Exception: Your Agent Can't Sell the Book 

If you landed a lit agent, chances are your story is good enough to be published. But just because 

something is good enough to be published doesn't mean it will be published. This is a hard business, and 

luck plays a huge part. 

If your agent has sent the book to everyone, and no one made an offer, I would say that e-book self-

publishing is a viable alternative. 

I would avoid print self-pubbing if you some day want a traditional book deal, because numbers follow 

you. If you get an ISBN, that number is trackable, and so are the sales associated with it. A potential 

publisher will look at your previous low sales and possibly pass on your next book. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2009/06/should-you-self-publish.html
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Exception: You Don't Care About Agents or Traditional Publishers 

It's important to talk about goals and dreams here. 

A goal is something within your power to achieve. 

A dream is something that requires other people for you to achieve. 

If your dream is to be a bestselling author, your goals should be: 

1. Write a damn good book 

2. Submit to agents until you find one to work with 

3. Keep writing good books until your agent sells one 

However, if your goal is to see your name in print and you're okay with investing your own money and 

doing three times the work for very little respect: 

1. Write a damn good book 

2. Self-publish it 

In the past, I never recommended self-publishing because in 99% of the cases the books are overpriced and 

inferior (poor covers, poor editing, poor writing), distribution is very hard (no returns on POD), and 

chances are high you won't sell many books that you didn't personally handsell. 

But things have changed. 

The Amazon Kindle and Amazon's CreateSpace, along with printers like Lulu.com, allow you to self-

publish without investing a lot of your own money. 

THIS IS NOT THE QUICK PATH TO FAME AND FORTUNE 

Your Kindle release, or your POD book, will likely get lost in a sea of millions, making it very hard for 

readers to find you. If you have an understanding of how publishing, distribution, and marketing works, 

then maybe you can sell some books and do well. But if you're clueless, YOUR BOOK WILL NOT SELL. 

Simple as that. 

Personally, I wouldn't self-publish a novel unless you already have a name for yourself. If you've been 

traditionally published and have a fan base, if you're a celebrity, if you do a lot of speaking engagements 

and can sell your books after your speeches, or if you already have an audience, then you've got a better 

chance at selling some books. 

IF YOU WROTE A NOVELLA  

We'll define novella as a narrative between 7,000 and 50,000 words. In other words, too long for a short 

story, too short for a novel, meaning it's very difficult to find a traditional print market willing to buy it. 
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The rules for novellas are the same as the rules for novels, but disregard finding an agent. Agents don't 

care about novellas, unless they're so good you can beef them up to novel-size. 

I believe novellas are where e-book self-publishing really has an advantage over print. A 15,000 word 

book doesn't cost much less than a 70,000 word book to produce, so it has to be priced comparably, and 

people don't want to pay full price for something so short. But in a digital world, you can lower the price 

of shorter work. 

Personally, I see no harm at all in e-publishing a novella on your website (use Paypal.com if you want to 

charge for it), on Scribd.com, or on Kindle. Worst case-scenario: It doesn't sell at all, but you weren't 

going to sell it anyway. Best case scenario: It sells well, you make some money and also learn a lot. 

I would restrict this to e-publishing because of the costs associated with print. Print novellas cost too 

much, and they don't sell as well as full length novels. 

IF YOU WROTE A SHORT STORY  

While the print short story market is dwindling, I believe it is still the preferred medium for shorts. 

Writing and submitting short stories to magazines, anthologies, and websites, forces writers to understand 

the basics of publishing. There is a learning curve in crafting a story, researching markets, and writing 

query letters. I think all writers can benefit from this. 

I also recommend NEVER writing a short story unless you already have a market in mind. Would you 

create a key without studying the lock first? No. Same rule applies. 

If you do sell a short story, I recommend waiting for at least a year after publication before you offer the 

story on your website or on Kindle. Your contract may say you have e-rights, or that you have permission 

to publish sooner, but I think it's nice to let the editor who paid you have an exclusive for 12 months. 

Once of the reasons I began putting shorts on my website was because fans were having trouble tracking 

down out of print magazines and anthologies I'd appeared in. E-publishing makes it easy for people to read 

your entire oeuvre, and the reprint market (editors who buy previously published stories) is now smaller 

than ever. Years ago, you could sell the same story multiple times. I've published over 70 stories and 

articles, and less than a handful have actually been reprinted. Unless you're a big enough name that your 

publisher will release a short story collection (usually at a loss), then feel free to e-publish your old print 

stories. 

Exception: Your Short Story Didn't Sell 

Once you've exhausted all of your markets, there's no shame in e-publishing it. Unless you've already got a 

fan base, I'd recommend putting the short on your website as a free download. But MAKE SURE IT IS 

GOOD. 

Your best advertising for your writing is your writing. If people try you and don't like you, this is the 

opposite of finding fans. 
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Again, I'd avoid self-publishing short stories in print. Even if you gather up enough of them to make a full 

length book, they don't sell as well as novels. Period. 

But I see no harm in e-publishing. I'd price them low (or free) and group them together so it is a more 

appealing download. 

IF YOU WROTE NON -FICTION  

See the If You Wrote a Novel section above, but there are a few differences. 

You don't normally submit non-fiction books to agents or publishers. You submit a proposal, which isn't 

the full book. If you can't find an agent or a publisher based on a proposal, I would question if you should 

even bother to write the book in the first place. 

Look at your goals and dreams. Maybe you've got a memoir that you want your family to have copies of. 

Maybe you wrote a cookbook for your friends who are always asking for your recipes. Maybe you get paid 

good money to speak on some topic you're an expert on, and selling a book after your speeches is a smart 

add-on. 

If you have a need other than vanity, maybe you should write the book, and should self-publish it. 

I self-published an e-book about writing which I give away for free, because my goal is to share what I've 

learned about this business. So far it's been downloaded over 6000 times, and I get just as much fanmail 

about it as I do from my novels. For me, this was well worth my time and effort, and it satisfies me on a 

core level even more than money does. 

CONCLUSION  

There are no short cuts, no easy paths to success, no matter how you publish. You're going to wind up 

marketing, promoting, and working hard whatever you decide. 

Traditional publishing has the advantages of big money and a huge distribution network, though you might 

not get either even if you are traditionally published. 

Self-publishing is an alternative, but at the time of this writing it still lacks in too many areas compared to 

trad pubbing, except in some circumstances. 

Your job is to figure out what it is you want, and then decide on the best way to get it. 

Should you self-publish? It depends. 

But first focus on making your writing the best it can be.  

48 comments  
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Negotiating Contracts   

Let's talk about negotiating contracts. 

As authors, we're so damn needy we usually accept whatever we're offered. We're afraid that if we don't 

take the offer, we won't get published. 

Publishers know this. And they use this to their advantage. It is in their best interest to offer low advances 

and try to acquire as many sub rights as possible. 

One one hand, if your book does well, the advance doesn't matter much ð-royalties will kick in, and you'll 

get quarterly checks. 

On the other hand, a healthy advance lets you spend more time and money self-promoting, which can only 

help your sells. A healthy advance also shows that your publisher is confident in your books, and will 

spend a sizable amount on marketing them. 

A wonderful book was recommended to me, called The Secrets of Power Negotiating by Roger Dawson. It 

demystifies a lot about negotiation, and tells you how to respond when your publisher lowballs you, pulls 

offers off the table, and basically tries to show you that they don't need you. 

Truth told, your publisher doesn't need you. But you don't really need them either. 

When you're negotiating a contract, your agent should be doing most of the work. But there are some 

things you should know before you enter negotiations. 

1. How much you want per book. 

2. What rights you're offering. 

3. What your previous sales figures are. 

4. What your sell-through is, and how many printings you've had. 

5. What will make you walk away from the negotiating table. 

6. How you will react to every point and counterpoint your publisher brings up. 

The last one is especially important. You should always have an answer for anything your publisher 

throws at you. This means brainstorming, practicing, and role-playing. 

By role-playing, I mean talking out things with a trusted friend playing the part of your publisher, so you're 

prepared if these things come up in negotiations. 

What are you going to say when your publisher tells you: 

"Your first book(s) didn't do as well as expected." 

"That's as high as we can go." 

"If you don't accept now we're pulling this offer from the table." 

"The market for your genre is collapsing." 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2007/06/negotiating-contracts.html
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"We're the best publisher for your book, and we love you here." 

"We can't offer more money in the advance, but we can offer X in bonuses for copies shipped, hitting the 

NYT list, copies sold, etc." 

Be prepared to counter these statements using a combination of facts and logic. Passion is fine when 

negotiating. Anger is not. 

If you want to be in a position of power while negotiating, you need to: 

1. Be in control of your emotions. 

2. Be knowledgeable about your numbers. 

3. Be confident, but not cocky. 

4. Be polite, but firm. 

5. Be prepared for every possible thing that may come up. 

6. Be willing to walk away. 

Your agent should already know all of this. But you should discuss this with her anyway. 

It may seem obvious, but it's easier to sell a finished book than a proposal. Just because your contract is 

finished doesn't mean you need another one immediately. It is almost always better for you to finish your 

next book and shop it around rather than accept your current publisher's low offer on a proposal. 

Negotiation is a dance. Try to lead, rather than follow. And if you don't like your dance partner, find 

another one.  

15 comments   
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Pre ss Releases  

In my continuing effort to become known as the Martha Stewert of thriller writers (except for the prison 

part) I write my own press releases. 

The problem with press releases when you're a fiction writer is: There's nothing press-worthy about 

writing a book. 

Sure, you're excited about it. Hopefully your publisher is too. But why should the Podunk Times or Small 

World Weekly care? 

To be considered newsworthy is difficult. Even newsworthy stuff needs to have a spin on it before it can 

reach the masses, or else it isn't interesting enough to warrant the time and/or space. 

My new novel, while a helluva lot of fun to read, isn't really newsworthy. But a press release is still needed 

to help garner reviews and make media folks aware a new Konrath book is coming. 

However, my upcoming Rusty Nail 500 Tour, IS newsworthy. This has never been done before, and is a 

fresh approach to book publicity. 

So this year I'm doing two press releases. Since it's the least interesting of the two, I'm posting a link to the 

Rusty Nail Press Release, which you can view as a pdf. Click HERE if you'd like to see what it looks like. 

I had more fun with the Rusty Nail 500 press release. Here's the text for it: 

AUTH OR TAKES BOOK TOUR T O GREAT LENGTHS  

In a day and age when multi-million dollar ad campaigns drive the bestseller lists, and many of the 

books sold in America are through outlets such as Wal-Mart and Costco, breaking out a midlist 

author is harder than ever. 

One author has come up with a non-traditional way to spread the word. JA Konrath (author of the 

previous Lt. Jacqueline " Jack"  Daniels thrillers Whiskey Sour and Bloody Mary) is hopping into a 

rental car and driving cross country, signing at 500 bookstores in two months. 

Supported by his publisher, Hyperion Books, Konrath will average 8 bookstore drop-ins a day, 

where he' ll sign stock, meet the booksellers, and pass out signed drink coasters featuring the cover of 

his latest novel, RUSTY NAIL. 

" Hyperion sent me on a traditional tour last year, visiting ten cities in eleven days,"  says Konrath. 

" These were scheduled events, and I had decent fan turnouts. But the real success of the tour 

happened between signings, when I managed to visit an additional ninety-six stores during that time 

frame."  

Konrath believes that meeting the people who sell his books is the only way to compete with the 

mega-bestselling authors and their huge marketing campaigns. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/06/press-releases.html
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