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      From the fall of 2018 through January 31, 2023, Charlotte Readers Podcast published 324 regular episodes, 155 exclusive episodes, 28 video interviews, and 55 community blog posts. These 500+ interviews and blog posts feature authors in at least 33 states and five countries and serve as the source material for the eight books in The Write Quotes series. The range of publishing experience among the authors is vast, from authors published traditionally with large and small presses to hybrid and self-published authors. Some of these authors were happy to publish only one book, others are New York Times bestsellers with millions of books sold, and others are making their marks with readers one book after another.

      This series is meant to inspire and educate by offering informative glimpses into the writing lives of published authors. Think of the quotes in these books as prompts for what works for you. Absorb what moves you and ignore the rest. At the very least, these quotes will give you a better understanding of how authors do what they do and how they feel about it.

      The quotes in this series have been edited for clarity and brevity, and in order to reflect the spoken word nature of the interviews, the punctuation, grammar, and phrasing have not been perfected. All the authors in The Write Quotes series are listed in the Writer Index at the back of this book. Every author who appeared on the podcast or published a blog post on or before January 31, 2023 is quoted in at least one of the books in the series.

      Learn more about Charlotte Readers Podcast and sign up for the podcast newsletter to get access to interesting content at charlottereaderspodcast.com.
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      A question people often ask me about my writing is “Where do your ideas come from?” It’s a question I never quite know how to answer—and many of the writers in this book feel the same way. They talk about being surprised by ideas, which come to them in dreams, or wake them up in the middle of the night, or land on them, seemingly from nowhere, in the middle of a stroll. They claim their characters will take control and steer the story in unexpected directions. I got the idea for my first novel, at random, while driving and stuck in traffic. It’s frequently those moments, in which the mind is allowed to wander—driving, cooking, brushing my teeth, drifting to sleep—when ideas will surface from the subconscious.

      Other writers in these pages, though, do recognize some of their specific inspirations. C.J. Box takes inspiration from real life stories he hears. Natasha Boyd takes inspiration from history. Wiley Cash finds it in true facts about a time and place. Phillip Lewis mentions the importance of drawing on your own life experiences. Mark West has found ideas in the words of children.

      It is almost impossible to force inspiration. The muse is fickle like that—she comes and goes as she pleases. But these writers teach us that you can prime yourself to be open to ideas by taking certain steps. By writing regularly, so that your projects stay active in your mind. By doing research on topics relevant to what you’re writing about, or just on things that interest you (our authors have some great suggestions for sources). By reading material that challenges and excites your writerly brain. And by giving your mind rest periods, too, when it can think without all the noise of active focus—going on a walk is excellent for that.

      Then, when inspiration does hit, these writers want to be ready to capture it. They suggest you keep your phone or a notepad on you when you’re out and about so that you can jot down ideas. Some even keep a notepad in the bathroom or by their bed to catch those shower thoughts or 3 AM brainstorms. Speaking from personal experience, these are smart suggestions, because no matter how strong an idea seems in the moment, you can’t necessarily trust yourself to remember it unaided later. Also, don’t make the mistake of thinking an idea isn’t worth recording if it’s fragmentary or half-formed. Revisiting those fragments later is a perfect way to wake the muse back up.

      After you’ve assembled your raw ingredients of inspiration, remember that you’re the chef here, and you get to put your own spin on the end result. Countless writers have researched and written about WWII, but if you decide to tell a story from that period in history, it will be uniquely yours, through the lens of your own perspective and voice. Once the ideas come to you—whether you’ve fought for them, or they feel like a gift—the real fun begins. And if you need a little extra spark to get you there, diving into these quotes is a wonderful place to start.
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        Writing nonfiction, fiction, whatever you're writing, the number one thing you have to be is a good storyteller. People want to be entertained. So be a good storyteller.

        M. William Phelps

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        And then there's the rules. Head hopping. Word count. World building. Passive voice. Dialogue tags. Pacing. Data dumping. Clichés.

        Steven Grossman

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Ironically, once I made it fiction, it became more real.

        Avery Caswell

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        There are no stories where characters are just sitting in the recliner.

        Aaron Gwyn

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        You can write the most beautiful descriptions, but if it takes away from what you're actually trying to say, then it's really not serving any purpose.

        Amber Smith

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        There is a responsibility when you're a writer to know your genre.

        Rick Pryll

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Some of the finest books I know have been written in present tense, but those are coming from very skilled and very experienced writers. I encourage people who are starting out to make life easier on themselves by not going into present tense.

        Nora Gaskin

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The thing about stories is that they are part of our DNA. They separate us from the rest of the species on this planet.

        Mark de Castrique

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The number one rule of Elmore Leonard is leave out the part that readers skip. I try to do that.

        C.J. Box

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A lot of times, the first 30 or 40 pages end up getting cut, because the story starts on page 42.

        Terry Roberts

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I never set out to write mysteries or thrillers or crime or anything like that. I just wanted to write a good story, bearing in mind that this was after my first two failed novels, which were plot-heavy and character-thin. I needed a story that would reveal character where the layers are peeled back. I like to describe it as turning up the heat and cooking off all the soft bits and seeing what these people are really made of.

        John Hart

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The fact that storylines blur sometimes just means they feel real.

        Wiley Cash

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        You want to make sure that you use language that everybody can understand. And quite frankly, I don’t like pretentious words. I don’t use them in everyday conversation. And I’m not going to put them in a book.

        George Arnold

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        It’s got to be your voice, your sentence structure, your vocabulary, your lexicon, whatever is going to be unmistakably you.

        Jane Rosenthal

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I’ve always loved the story that when Michelangelo saw the block of marble, he felt the statue was already in there. And I love the idea that if a story or a compulsion to write a story is strong enough, even when I’m getting frustrated, I make myself believe that it is there. And if I wait it out, it will reveal itself.

        Ron Rash

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I don’t think we need to talk down to our readers or explain to them. Our readers are capable of so much more than some folks think they are.

        Emme Lund

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        So, to me, novels are kind of expanded poems, and poems are kind of condensed novels, they kind of work the same way. When I'm trying to understand an emotion or a concept or a moment, I'm gonna go to poetry. And when I want to really dwell in characters and community, I go to novels.

        Mimi Herman

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I am going to have to evoke William Faulkner here, who said, get it down, take chances, it may be bad, but it's the only way you can do anything really good.

        Maureen Ryan Griffin

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I like what Faulkner said about the tools for writing. The tools are your own experience–everything you see or read, that is, your observation–and your imagination. You can pull from these treasure chests at any given time.

        Clyde Edgerton

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I would venture to say that when the creative and the technical can sort of fire synonymously, that's mastery.

        Katey Schultz

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I think that you get yourself into trouble if you're writing what you think will sell or what the current trends are.

        Robert Gwaltney

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        It's almost like I have to be able to pass this test of telling somebody in 25 words or less what I'm doing with this story if I'm gonna be able to write it, but I can't get there unless I've done a lot more of the work.

        Frye Gaillard

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        When something is seen as dramatic, that's the time to slow everything down. That's the time when you can really, as I say, take your time and increase the reader’s enjoyment.

        Craig Nova

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Nobody has ever picked up a book and told their friend, on page 271 is one of the greatest sentences I've ever read. They just say, hey, check this book out. It's one dang good story. So, I just concentrate on the story.

        Cliff Yeargin

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I want to make sure that the elements of my story come through, that people understand how the characters are feeling.

        Emme Lund

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        If you can establish a voice, you're most of the way to getting the reader to listen to you.

        Elan Barnehama

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Tell the truth and try to be as good as you can be.

        Barry Swanson

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Present tense is putting you in more immediacy, technically, but it is limiting to write in present tense because you are only where the person is. I use present-past tense. The story is being related as it happened but with an immediacy that you need to have putting people in the scene, smelling, tasting, hearing, seeing what’s happening even though it was technically past.

        Mark de Castrique

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Don’t fall in love with your own voice too much or show off on the page with descriptions of the scenery or terrain that are mainly to set the scene in the author’s mind more than the reader’s.

        C.J. Box

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        It's all a giant word puzzle. So, skip the hard piece until you can build up the framework around it. And then that piece will fit right in. If you are having writer's block, you might want to write around it. And then that might help that hard plot piece fall into place.

        Meredith Ritchie

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Try to come up with fresh ways to say things. It's fun, but it is work too. It's really worth it to make your book shine.

        Sandra Young

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Every author has a voice. You can hear it come across in the writing. I can't define what voice is. Readers understand or acknowledge it as they’re reading.

        Maureen Miller

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The older you get, it seems to me the more experience you have, and if you use it well, it can be a wonderful source of more novels, because you have lived a life and you can look back. And you can make sense of all these things that life throws at you, or at least what makes sense for you. And that's one of the pleasures of the novel.

        Michael Polelle

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Being a corporate lawyer forces you to write in a very clear way which is actually helpful in fiction.

        Paul Kurzeja

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The four pillars I try to keep balanced when writing a story are plot, character, setting, and theme.

        Mark de Castrique

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        There's the writing, and then there's also the talking. That's really a lovely art, you know, the auditory part of this.

        Carolyn Baker

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        It's hard to write 100,000 words and have no romance.

        Sam McGee

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        If a writer tries to make what happened the story, it's possible that it gets a little plodding.

        Michael Cody

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A book is an alternative dimension that we can go into, and we see the world through other people's eyes, other people's fears, worries, joys, conflicts.

        Mike Bond

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        You've got to plot. I've read books that are famous that are printed over and over again, and they're not really well written. But hey, they had a fabulous plot.

        Rose Senehi

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Don't mute your voice, just allow it to blossom.

        Steven Grossman

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        It is not fair to make readers work to learn what the book is about.

        C.J. Box

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        One thinks that doing a certain point of view is perhaps easy, but not necessarily. You could find yourself drifting.

        Robert Wallace

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I'm a big believer in those earliest emotions that were so clear to us in childhood. It’s a whole wealth of material.

        Jill McCorkle

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        You gotta have some pacing. When you write, you don't want to get bogged down with the facts.

        Barry Swanson

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        You need to learn some lessons that you can impart to the reader that you hope when they put the book down, they say, I learned something that I can apply in my own life.

        Gene Hoots

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Validate your own experience, validate your own knowledge of what you've learned and observed, and figure out its worth. You will be surprised how many people haven't had the unique perspective that you gained. Put it out there in the world in whatever format you can.

        Robert Fitzpatrick

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I want a reader who is both resistant and receptive. That means anything they read, they're already resisting it. They're already in a fight with it. And inherently also, paradoxically, receptive.

        Kevin McIlvoy

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I took a course with Steve Berry and he made a really interesting point. He said, we are entertainers. We entertain people. That's why we're here. So, you've got to think about how you are going to present that story in such a way that it entertains people over the course of an entire book.

        Joel Burcat

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Stories should be like gardens. You don't want to just plant one type of thing in a garden. You've got to have a lush bounty of different fruits and vegetables and plants.

        Jason Mott

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I'd say commercial fiction generally has that teleological sense, we're going from one point to another point and there's a sense of a journey.

        Kathleen Basi

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        If you leave your reader in the dark, what happens is the reader draws their own conclusions.

        Lainey Cameron

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        What is your unique voice? What is your unique place? You don't need to imitate John Grisham. You don't need to imitate anybody. You be uniquely who you are and let that go into the world.

        Chris Fabry

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        What is it that you're really, really writing about? Sometimes you don't know until you write about it, and you look back and you read it.

        Peter Reinhart

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Aristotle listed plot as first in storytelling. In the modern novel, it grows out of character. Plot is in service to the character, revealing things about the character.

        Mark de Castrique

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The biggest confusion for a lot of people coming into screenwriting is the instinct to tell people where the camera is, right? Because, well, if we're making a movie, we want to see what it looks like. The director is the one who's going to choose those shots.

        Bonne Bartron

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        When you look for literature of the South, there's a spiritual aspect. It comes from listening to sermons and eulogies and listening to how parables are told in a modern context, to teach us things.

        Bob Deans

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A large chunk of our storytelling, whether it's TV or movies or books, has some romantic element in it. And if it doesn't, maybe it should, because romance always helps the storyline.

        Tara Lush

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        You need to have all the characters motivated by some real, underlying sets of values that make sense and that are consistent within their world, at least to their viewpoint. You might not like their choices, but you understand where their choices are coming from.

        Paolo Bacigalupi

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Flashbacks are another challenge because it is a different tense. The cheating thing I do is this: say the character had done X; I would gradually drop the had and slide into the straight past tense to help with the immediacy of the scene.

        Mark de Castrique

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The tone of my writing is very important to me. It's important to me that people feel like they know me through my words.

        Lori Epting

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I give most credit to the time I spent doing criminal defense work, because it taught me a lot about people that do bad things, and how far the effect of bad deeds can go to destroy other lives.

        John Hart

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        What I like to write about is the difference between the life we dream of and the life we want.

        Judy Goldman

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I was trained as a historian, so I have an interest in historical fiction. And I feel a responsibility to present our history, to present LGBT history, in a responsible way.

        Paula Martinac

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I try not to shy away from the dark elements in life. I think it's good to explore those sometimes and draw those out, but I do have a fair amount of humor in my work too.

        Gary Powell

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I'll write a story with a concept in mind that I want to bring out as opposed to starting with a character. I start with an idea, and then I develop characters and story around it.
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