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WRITERS ON WRITING VOL.1


THE INFRASTRUCTURE OF THE GODS:

11 Signposts for Going all the Way

Brian Hodge

“If you’re going to try, go all the way. Otherwise don’t even start.”—Charles Bukowski

It’s never been easier to call yourself a published writer. All it takes is one working finger. Lose the other nine and you’re still good, as long as you have that last digit to click the publish button. And there you go. Victory dance. Technically, you’re published. If that’s all you wanted, mission accomplished.

Oh. So you want more.

Readers, then—do you have those? How about raving fans waiting for your next release? Do you have editors and publishers asking to work with you?

If that’s your vision, then you’re in this for the long haul. You want to go all the way. It doesn’t matter if you’re inclined toward self-releasing, traditional publication, or a hybrid of the two. It doesn’t matter whether you have your eye on the small press or the major houses or both. Getting anywhere is an epic journey, slow and uphill and demanding so much work and commitment it makes an ironman triathlon seem like a warm-up. It never ends. You never stop learning. Some days you’ll want to quit.

You don’t blunder your way through the long haul. Navigating it requires relying on what I think of as your personal infrastructure: a framework of good habits, work ethics, mindsets, and codes of conduct, that helps you leverage small steps into big leaps without letting yourself derail too badly in the process. And when you do derail, your infrastructure makes it that much easier to reorient and resume.

You see it all the time: people claiming they want to accomplish something, then going about it as if their top priority is to sabotage themselves at every turn. They seem to have never examined what they insist they want to do, and figured out the best way to make it happen. What to do, what to avoid, how to keep from quitting when it gets hard? Not a clue.

If you’re serious about this writing path, here are some of the most vital things to focus on. Some I’ve learned on my own. Some came from observing the successful and catastrophic examples of others.

It’s not the alpha and omega of advice. Nothing ever can be.

But it’s a start.

(1) The Most Important Word You Can Tattoo On Your Brain

If a van were to screech up beside me and six commandos jumped out, yanked a black hood over my head, shove me inside, drive me to an undisclosed location, tie me to a chair, yank the hood off, put a gun to my skull, and order me to tell them the single most crucial word to live and work by, I’d have that word ready:

Consistency.

Consistency is, ultimately, what fills pages, then bookshelves. Consistency is what leads to better, and gets stuff done over time.

So consistently show up to do the work. Consistently put in the time and effort. Consistently endeavor to improve. Consistently strive to get beyond your influences and develop your own voice. Consistently make each day’s work its own reward.

Consistency is less about one day’s quantity than long-term frequency. Because it adds up and it’s sustainable.

“A small daily task, if it be really daily, will beat the labors of a spasmodic Hercules,” said Anthony Trollope.

And how did that work out for him? He produced 47 novels and 16 other books, many of which he wrote while working as a high level official in the postal systems in England and Ireland.

(2) The Way of the Cave Bear

There’s a hardline out there that goes something like this: If you’re a real writer, you should be able to do it anytime, anywhere.

If you can, more power to you. And move along to Section 3, please—there’s nothing for you here.

But if things aren’t that automatic, don’t think something is wrong with you. Don’t try to crowbar yourself into fitting somebody else’s image of how you should work. Their judgment is meaningless.

Studies on creativity generally conclude that it thrives best when space is made for it, on a regular schedule. That’s what showing up is all about.

Creators tend to be creatures of habit. Your extracurricular assignment is to get your paws on Mason Curry’s compulsively readable book, Daily Rituals: How Artists Work. Here you’ll find the structured routines that enabled dozens of writers, visual artists, composers, even a few scientists and philosophers, to build their bodies of work.

Whether you know it or not, there are probably optimal conditions that help you get the most done with the least amount of resistance. This computer or legal pad. That desk or coffee shop. A particular time of day. Loud music or pin-drop silence.

Pay attention to what works. Do more of that. Isolate. Shut the door. Pop in those ear buds. Don’t take assumptions for granted, and realize rhythms can change. I used to be an afternoon/evening writer, after easing into the day. Later I morphed into a morning writer, but only after a lot of stubborn arguments with myself about why afternoons no longer seemed as conducive, and trying to force them into submission.

Whatever it may be, identify your groove, your routine, and stick to it as best you can. It helps when the muse knows when and where to meet you halfway.

And once you’re there, starve your distractions of oxygen until they convulse and turn blue. You know what they are. Going online is the worst, a black hole free fall. Turn off your Wi-Fi card, if you have to, or unplug from your modem. Delete that game that yammers to be played. Whatever. The sybaritic ancient Roman in you who lives for instant gratification will always grab for the toys. You have to drown that fucker in his bath on a daily basis.

(3) There Are No Shortcuts

It could only happen now, in this monstrous age of narcissism and raging self-esteem entitlement. There are specimens out there calling themselves writers who feel they’re owed eyes on their work simply because it’s there. Never mind the typos and grammatical wreckage and continuity errors and the grasp of storytelling so tenuous it would shame a seventh-grader. I wrote it. So you should read it. Because I wrote it.

There may be a statistically significant correlation here with devotees of the first-draft-only-draft ethos. Because that first draft is more pure or spontaneous or something.

It gets better. There are specimens out there calling themselves writers who don’t even write. To them, just thinking about the hypothetical work is enough. It’s in my head. How dare anyone question the way I choose to self-identify.

Thinking about writing isn’t writing. Planning to write isn’t writing. Neither is talking about it, posting about it, or complaining how hard it is.

These may be part of the process. But only writing is writing.

And quality takes time. Sometimes quality takes slow, painstaking effort.

The surprising thing about Daily Rituals is how little it took for many of the writers therein to consider it a productive day. A few hundred words. A thousand words. A page or three or five.

In contrast, you can see people online pushing formulas to kick your daily word count into the stratosphere. 5000 words a day. 10,000 words a day. Do your novel in a weekend. The trap here is being so desperately concerned about spraying words like a garden hose that you completely lose sight of whether they’re remotely the right words.

Yes, there’s a case to be made for getting a first draft banged out as quickly as possible. And explosive creative marathons happen. They just tend to be an exhilarating exception rather than a daily rule.

Most professionals recognize that creative energy is not an inexhaustible resource, and once you hit a point of rapidly diminishing returns, you’re not doing the work any favors. It’s better to disengage and recharge.

(4) Embrace the Grind

This is a phrase that comes from the worlds of collegiate wrestling and combat sports. It refers to all those endless, grueling, repetitive acts of daily training discipline that help grapplers and fighters hone their abilities and improve, little by little.

With writing, the grind is the rewriting process. Polishing. Cutting fat. Tearing things apart and putting them back together again, only better. For me, this is where the magic happens.

If you can fall in love with it, so much the better.

Way way back in the long ago, when all I had to my byline was a few short story credits, with a pair of novels underway, I lucked into spending a couple days around an idol of mine, Robert R. McCammon. I was surprised when he said he disliked the revision process. He would do it, of course. He’s a pro, then and now. He just didn’t like it, because, he explained, once the story or novel was out of him, further work on it felt like beating a dead horse.

I told him that’s not how I was finding it. That I enjoyed rewriting, even loved it, because, once that first draft was down, I was finally able to hold the whole squirming thing in both hands and grasp what it really was. I could see its shortcomings and potential, and start working it into the best shape I was capable of.

“That’ll serve you well,” McCammon told me.

And I believe it has.

(5) Murder Jealousy In Its Crib

Like every other category of human, writers are an envious lot. There’s always somebody out there enjoying the success we want. Flaunting it by their mere existence, the swine: sales figures, audience size, skill level, story acceptances, film rights, book contracts, glowing reviews. Name it, and somebody out there has more of it than we have and oh my god they don’t deserve it, not like I do, I hate them, we hates them all, we swears it on the Precious.

People achieve what they achieve. They reap what they reap. Merit may not always have much to do with it, and nobody’s going to check in for your approval. You can either live with that, or let it eat you alive.

A beautiful example of the right attitude? Once upon a time, Kathe Koja and I were two of the authors being published in a well-received line of books from Bantam Doubleday Dell, called Dell Abyss. At one of numerous convention panels we were on, someone asked if we didn’t absolutely hate Danielle Steel, because our mutual publisher probably spent more promoting a single one of her books than they did our entire line.

Kathe wasn’t having it. I’ve never forgotten her instantaneous response: “I love Danielle Steel. She pays my advances.”

Kathe understood the big picture. That the profits from a mega selling glitzy romance writer—whom our tribe was supposed to scorn—have to go somewhere, and we were beneficiaries of that.

Bottom line, publishing is not a zero-sum game. Somebody else’s success does not come at the expense of your own. If anything, it’s proof of what’s possible, because somebody just did it.

(6) OK, One Exception

The one arena where somebody else’s win might mean your loss? Magazines and anthologies. There’s only a certain amount of space; budgets allow for a set word count or number of slots.

Cue the conspiracy theorists. They love this one.

Spend enough time hanging around the right Internet forums and convention party suite corners, and eventually you’ll encounter one or more someones complaining that tables of contents always feature the same names. Game’s rigged can’t get a break mutter mutter asshole over there he only gets in because he’s blowing mumble mumble pass the Jägermeister. The chief bone of contention isn’t that they’re necessarily sick of reading these authors. Rather, it’s that some of those ToC slots rightfully belong to them.

Fact: Newcomers continue to break in, same as they ever have. It isn’t easy, same as it never was.

Fact: The complaint isn’t inaccurate. You do see a lot of familiar names cropping up a lot.

Confession: Some people probably see me as one of them. I’m closing on 120 pieces of short fiction. Most have been published more than once. As I write this, I’ve had three new ones come out in the past month alone. And I’ve never blown anybody. Nobody’s even asked.

Whatever faults the system may have, it isn’t a cabal. There’s no velvet rope, and nobody trying to keep newcomers on the wrong side of it. To insist otherwise is to ignore the fact that every repeat offender in those tables of contents started in the same place: with zero publishing credits, toiling in anonymity. They earned their frequent flyer miles by delivering. By being too good for somebody to ignore, then doing business like a professional, and not stopping.

If there’s one question veteran editor Stephen Jones hears a lot at conventions, it’s this: “How can I get into one of your anthologies?”

His usual answer: “Write better stories.”

That’s all he wants. That’s all any editor wants.

You have no control over what other writers do. Or what editors decide. Or the degree to which readers gravitate toward titles because of the names they know and trust.

You do, however, have complete jurisdiction over your own quality control. That’s your job here: to win over editors in order to get into a place where you can win over readers.

Complaining is easy. Hard work isn’t. Choose your focus wisely.

And that should be plenty to take on board for now. We’ll conclude with the final five signposts in Writers on Writing Vol. 2, later in this omnibus.


THE WRITER’S PURGATORY:

Between Finishing the First Draft and Submitting the Manuscript

Monique Snyman

“Editing might be a bloody trade, but knives aren’t the exclusive property of butchers. Surgeons use them too.”—Blake Morrison

There are numerous misconceptions about writing, but none are more common—or deceptive—than an author thinking their work is done after typing that final sentence. Regardless of your genre of choice, the fact remains that every author eventually finds themselves in writer’s purgatory. This in-between state of completing the first draft and submitting the text at hand is a grueling experience for most, but it doesn’t have to be.

As with all trades, honing your writing skills will take time, and being able to distinguish certain writing problems—in order to fix the text before submitting—may help you avoid the slush pile.

SELF-EDIT LIKE A PRO

Self-editing can be a daunting task, especially if you’re not naturally unbiased when it comes to your own writing. Editors don’t always have time to give feedback in their rejection letters, which leaves authors with very little information as to what they did wrong. As a result, authors may find themselves in a perpetual loop of write-submit-reject. It’s a terrible cycle, but it is avoidable. The author’s best chance in bettering themselves is thus to determine his/her own shortcomings.

Dialogue and Punctuation

There is a difference between a dialogue tag and an action tag, but many writers don’t implement the proper punctuation distinguishing the two from one another.

Dialogue Tag: “Harriet made the decision for us,” said Reese.

Action Tag: “Harriet made the decision for us.” Reese waved a hand through the air, dismissing the matter at once.

Notice that the dialogue tag ends with a comma, while the action tag ends with a period. Of course, there are advanced techniques in regards to this point, but this is the simplest way to understand—and correct—your text. If you are unsure as to how to punctuate your dialogue, search the almighty Google for further instructions.

Other Concerns

Ellipses—Many editors prefer their ellipses a certain way, but it is universally acceptable (unless the publisher’s in-house rules say otherwise) to use the ellipse as follows:

“Annie did it . . . I think.”

As you can see the ellipse is preceded and succeeded by a space. If the sentence ends on an ellipse, though, do not follow it with another period or a space. It should look like this:

“I think Annie did it . . . ”

The Oxford Comma/Harvard Comma/Serial Comma—If you don’t know how to use this comma, leave it out. Your editor will put it in if they feel it necessary. It is commonly used before the word ‘and’ at the end of a list: “I’ve taken Harriet, Reese, and Annie to the theatre.” However, many new authors tend to go overboard by placing a comma in front of every ‘and’. Therefore, if you are unsure as to its proper usage, rather leave it out.

Coordinating Conjunctions—There’s been a lot of debate on whether it is proper to start a sentence with a coordinating conjunction (‘but’, ‘and’, ‘or’, ‘for’, ‘so’, and ‘yet’). Some editors approve of its use, others do not. As an author, however, you won’t know an editor’s view of these things. Therefore, it might be best to avoid using them as much as possible.

Present Participles—NEVER begin a sentence with a present participle. Present participles are ‘-ing’ words, and are considered a trap for new authors who have not learned the ins-and-outs of writing yet. Sometimes they cannot be avoided, true, but ALWAYS try to at least halve the number of present participles in your manuscript with each rewrite.

Adverbs—Adverbs are ‘-ly’ words, often found at the end of a dialogue tag:

“Joe stumbled and fell,” Reese mocked gleefully.

Again, they cannot always be avoided, but as Stephen King says: “I believe the road to hell is paved with adverbs, and I will shout it from the rooftops.”

Spaces—NEVER USE A DOUBLE SPACE BETWEEN SENTENCES. It’s a single space, always.

Passive Tense to Active Tense—This might be the most important, albeit most difficult, part of self-editing . . . Change your tenses from passive tense to active tense before you even contemplate submitting your manuscript. Active tense can be achieved by rewriting any—preferably all—sentences with a ‘was’ in it. ‘Was’es’ and ‘were’s’ are bad for crisp, clean sentence constructions.

Passive Tense: “Lily was crying when the children were laughing at her art project.”

Active Tense: “Lily cried when the children laughed at her art project.”

See the difference? It’s snappier and to the point when active tense is implemented. Of course, sometimes it’s not as easy as removing a ‘was’ or a ‘were’, but this makes for a fine starting point in your self-editing journey.

Point-of-View Shifts

Shifting point-of-views occurs mainly in texts written in third-person. Often, authors shift perspectives between characters to create an omnipresent situation for the reader. More often than not, though, the reader is left in a state of confusion. A general rule to follow, if the author wishes to write multiple points-of-view, is to stick to one viewpoint per scene and to clearly define the shifts with scene breaks. However, it should be noted that even by implementing these practices, shifting too often can hinder the reader’s experience.

Filler Words

Sometimes a filler word is necessary to get a point across, but don’t fall into the trap of using a filler word because you’re too lazy to pick up a dictionary or to construct a proper sentence. Filler words includes, but is not limited to: ‘thought’, ‘felt’, ‘saw’, ‘very’, ‘tiny’, ‘little’, ‘that’, ‘really’, ‘there was’, ‘there were’, ‘like’, ‘just’. Rework sentences with filler words in them and your manuscript will already look cleaner to an editor.

Pet Phrases

Pet Phrases are like filler words, except you don’t often realise you’re using them. It’s one of those personal writing problems that often give the reader a sense of déjà vu. Pet phrases lead to redundancy, leading to frustrated editors, which often means your manuscript will be dumped into a slush pile. To avoid the slush pile, you will have to search for your personal pet phrases, which may (or may not) look like the following examples:

“Rolled her eyes.”

“Grinned like a fool.”

“Heart raced.”

There are many phrases like these in your manuscript, you just have to weed them out as best you can or rework them to sound different.

Clichés

Clichés can sometimes make or break your whole story. A cliché becomes a cliché when a word, sentence, idea, or expression is overused to such an extent that it’s become trite and irritating. Yes, clichés are irritating. Ergo, they should be avoided. If, however, they cannot be escaped, try to make the cliché your own. For example: “Ah, to be young and foolish . . . ” can be changed to something like: “What I’d give to be sparkly-eyed and naïve again.”

Redundancy

I’m sure many authors hate their editors, especially when they receive their edited manuscript—crimson dripping from the pages like blood flowing from a wound. Therefore, let it be known that nothing pisses off an editor like continued redundancy. Every redundant sentence will get scratched out, and a snarky comment will possibly accompany the reason as to why it’s been omitted. Also, if you’re new to the game and you’ve decided not to self-edit (bad judgment on your part), be prepared for your 90,000 word novel to be cut down to ±50,000 words instead. It’s unfortunately what you get for trying to over-explain something that could’ve been said in one sentence.

Once you’ve self-edited to such an extent that you’re considering a short stay at a psychiatric facility, go through your manuscript one last time. Only then will you be ready to take the next step.

PROOF-READERS TO THE RESCUE

When searching for beta-readers, scratch family and close friends’ names off the list. Not only will they be too biased to give you necessary critical feedback, but you might not want your mother to read an especially spicy scene in your story. Besides, the best proof-readers are other writers. Join a writers’ group if you can, or enroll in a creative writing class. Here, you will learn about other problems in your manuscript that would’ve otherwise gone unnoticed. It is important, however, to return the favor. This common courtesy will help you connect with other professionals, which may be invaluable for your career as an author.

A good beta-reader will tear you a new one.

If you can survive a critical beta-reader, whilst keeping their suggestions of improvement in mind, you can survive a tame editor.

Remember, you don’t need to alter everything your beta-readers suggest changing. It is still your story at the end of the day. That said, make sure to listen to beta-readers when common themes pop up in regards to characterization, confusing scenes, restructuring of plot-lines, etcetera.

TO SELF-PUBLISH OR NOT TO SELF-PUBLISH, THAT IS THE QUESTION?

You’ve written your novel, self-edited it until you’ve reached borderline insanity, sent it out to proof-readers, and somehow survived their abuse. Now what? Well, after you’ve cleaned up your manuscript as best you can, it’s time to decide if you want to go old school with a traditional publisher or if you’re going to follow the trend by self-publishing your novel.

I’m not going to go into detail about self-publishing, mostly because there are a lot of sources available on the internet that will help you on your journey to becoming a successful self-published author. I will, however, say that many big-name authors—Beatrix Potter, Virginia Woolf, and James Joyce—were originally self-published. Impressive, huh?

That said, not everyone can win the lotto either.

Some authors are not skilled enough to take on a project as large as self-publication. After all, the amount of work that goes into getting a book on the shelves is ridiculously complex. You have to do, or outsource, the work of a whole publishing team. This includes: editing, text formatting, cover design, and marketing. Not to mention, you need to understand copywriting, know how to buy ISBNs, understand how your country is going to tax you, etcetera. The time spent on self-promotion, or on finding adequate people/companies to do these things on your behalf, is also wasted. Time you could have used to write your next book.

Self-publishing can be downright hellish, especially if your returns aren’t what you expected.

Traditional publishing isn’t much easier to deal with. Not only will you have to wait weeks, sometimes months, to get a reply from a submission editor, but the publishing process can take years to complete. The upside, however, is that you will at least have a team of professionals backing your book—if you’re successful in grabbing their attention in the first place. Unfortunately, the publisher usually has the last say in every single matter in the publishing process. Think you can design your own cover? Think again. Want to change the formatting of your book to something more whimsical? Fat chance! Granted, a traditional publisher knows what sells, and even if they don’t know, you’re out of luck in trying to change their minds.

Either way, there are advantages and disadvantages to both self-publishing and traditional publishing. It’s up to you to research your options and to decide what choice you’ll be willing to live with.

BEWARE VANITY PUBLISHERS

Now is a good time to touch on the subject of vanity publishers.

What is a vanity publisher?

Vanity publishers are publishing houses that publishes books in return for payment from the author. They are vampires, preying on desperate authors and sucking the joy out of writing. They seldom put any work into their editing services, outsource their cover art designs to inexperienced (and cheap) graphic designers, and hardly ever market the author’s works. Vanity publishers go out of their way to gush over your work until you’ve paid them exorbitant amounts of money to get it published, and then they couldn’t care less what happens next.

How do you tell a vanity publisher from a real publisher?

A real publisher is a picky bastard that won’t spare your feelings when it comes to what’s wrong with your book. A vanity publisher, on the other hand, will make it sound like you’re the next Stephen King—and all you have to do to get your book professionally published is to “contribute towards the cost of publication”.

How can I avoid vanity publishers?

Vanity publishers advertise their services everywhere on the internet, they’re sneaky that way. But in order to avoid them (and any other unethical publishers), make sure that you do your research beforehand by checking out some writer forums online. Also, read your contract carefully. You don’t want to sign away your life savings unnecessarily. Money should always move toward the author, otherwise it’s vanity publishing.

PLANNING YOUR SUBMISSION

If you’ve read this far, I take it you’ve decided to submit your manuscript to a traditional publisher and/or agent. Congratulations, you’ve reached the trickiest part of your journey through writer’s purgatory! If you think self-editing was a dreadful ordeal, you’re in for a big surprise. Nope, self-editing is a cakewalk in comparison to planning a successful submission. Sorry to burst your bubble, my dearest fellow writers.

This step comes with a nifty checklist, to keep you on track:

Search for an appropriate publisher for your manuscript. Keep the genre of your book in mind during your search, and make sure the publisher is interested in publishing that particular genre before you do anything else.

Study the publisher’s in-house writing rules. Most publishers have an online presence. If they are accepting submissions they’ll likely have their preferred writing style on their website. Adhere to these rules or you’ll automatically end up in the slush pile. If the preferred writing style is not displayed on the website, then your best bet is to follow a standard manuscript format. Google it if you’re unsure how a standard manuscript format looks.

Research how to write a book proposal. Writing a book proposal that comprises of no more than 1 page, is catchy enough to grab the submission editor’s attention, informative enough to give the publisher an idea as to whether it will sell or not, and shows off your skills as an author, is almost impossible to achieve. Almost, being the operative word. With practice, you too can bewitch a submission editor with your skills, but it’s not going to happen overnight. Prepare for that.

Write and rewrite your synopsis until it can be seen as literary genius by itself. A synopsis isn’t supposed to be tricky, especially seeing as you wrote the book, but many authors seem to struggle with this part, too. Reread your manuscript, until you’ve got a good idea what you want to say in the synopsis (I find making notes along the way helpful), then go crazy. If it helps, search for examples on the internet to help you along the way.

How to write an author biography. Keep it short and sweet. Write it in third-person. Don’t be arrogant. Don’t be timid. Just be who you are in everyday life. That should be enough.

Send the whole submission packet to your trusted writer friends. Your writer friends will come in handy now, especially when it comes to picking up those last few mistakes in your text. Those tiny errors may not look like much to you, but submission editors are unforgiving. One spelling mistake can earn you a rejection letter. Simple.

Only when you are sure do you send the submission. If you can make the manuscript better, do. If you’ve done all you can, send it.

IN CONCLUSION

Prepare yourself for a rejection letter. It happens even to the best writers, but it’s not the end of the world. Learn from your mistakes, correct them, and try again.

Remember not to get impatient. When you send email after email requesting a decision for your manuscript, many submission editors will feel inclined to send a rejection letter just to get you off their back.

Lastly, sit back and contemplate your next project while you wait for a decision. Not every idea is a winner, deal with it. Besides, if you are a true writer, you’ll never stop trying to tell that story brewing in your mind.


WHY REJECTION IS STILL IMPORTANT

Kevin Lucia

My first rejection nearly ended my career.

Picture this: Young Writer, excited about submitting his first short story to a new publication offering sizable cash awards. Young Writer has labored over said story. He’s also spoken to the editor several times through the magic of MySpace and feels confident of his success.

To his dismay, Young Writer receives not the glowing acceptance he’s expecting, but a rejection, and an acute critique of his story. In several paragraphs, the editor has dismantled the story Young Writer spent hours crafting.

Understandably, Young Writer takes umbrage with this merciless rejection. How dare the editor reject what he’s worked so hard on? Those three pages of first-person italics the editor so harshly mocked? Anyone can see that’s supposed to be internal monologue! And the main character is NOT a lame version of Blade, obviously. He’s a white guy who drives a Mustang, not a Charger, and only has one samurai sword, not two. And the “cheesy” vampire dialogue? He’s evil and ancient! He’s supposed to sound that way!

Young Writer angrily clicks his mouse and hovers the cursor over his email’s delete icon. He’s had it with the editor. Obviously this guy doesn’t know good fiction when he sees it, and this publication obviously isn’t the place for Young Writer’s powerful and action-packed stories.

But, before he clicks delete, he notices the editor’s parting comment at the end of the rejection. It reads something like this: “There’s too much wrong with this story . . . but there’s also something here, something strong in your voice. TRY AGAIN.”

Young Writer debates. Obviously, the editor doesn’t “get” this story. What’s the likelihood he’ll “get” another? However, a thought pops up. Young Writer takes a moment and does a hard thing: he wonders if the editor is at least partly right in his scathing critique, realizing that, indeed, maybe three pages of first person italics is a bit much. And honestly, the vampires do sound kind of lame.

Then, Young Writer thinks of all the times he’s had to absorb harsh criticism to improve at something. He thinks of a college basketball career, and how he would’ve never improved if his coach hadn’t harped on him constantly about bad habits. He remembers how he kept getting C+ grades on his college essays freshman year until one of his instructors really tore his academic writing apart. He remembers how he lost his first teaching job because he was too stubborn to learn from his mistakes.

Then, Young Writer asks himself a question that will change everything thereafter: How badly do you want this? How badly do you want to be published?

Young Writer sucks it up. He scraps his beloved story and starts a new one from scratch, with no vampires or supernatural vampire hunters, no samurai swords or cool Mustangs and with as few italics as he can manage (although probably still too many, because Young Writer really likes italics, as he still does). He tries his best to address all of Editor’s critiques, and finds that most of them, indeed, make his writing easier to read. And, surprisingly, Young Writer discovers he likes his second story much more than the first.

Young Writer’s story is accepted. It receives Editor’s Choice honors and garners Young Writer a large cash reward, his first time out of the gate. And none of it would’ve happened had he not sucked it up and listened to the editor’s critiques.

The moral of the story?

Rejection and critique is one of the most necessary things for a young writer (or any writer, for that matter) to endure in order to improve and grow, even with the ease of self-publishing today. Whether a writer plans on submitting to traditional publishers or self-publishing, there must be a knowledgeable voice along the way which pulls no punches and spares no blows. Every writer needs this; young writers need it even more. To help them develop. Grow a thick skin. Remind them the publishing universe doesn’t revolve around them. Help them push their own boundaries.

I still have a long way to go in developing myself. But I feel very blessed that my first story (as I’m sure you guessed I was Young Writer) was so soundly rejected. It proved to be a pivotal moment. It’s shaped my career. It helped me understand how important it is to step outside of myself and accept critique which is, in the end, only intended to make my story better. It made me amendable to critique, which has aided my growth as a writer.

I recently completed my final edits for my next book, Through a Mirror, Darkly. As always, the interaction between my editor and I was complimentary, thoughtful, and edifying. I’ve enjoyed working with numerous editors, and have always found their insight and critique to be helpful. And I believe that’s possible only because I was so soundly rejected that first time, and I sucked it up and listened to Editor’s final bit of advice: TRY AGAIN. Which is, in the end, the best and only response to rejection.


REAL WRITERS STEAL TIME

Mercedes M. Yardley

I always thought the ideal life of a writer closely mirrored that of Henry David Thoreau. One wakes with the sun to the sounds of nature. After a breakfast of strong coffee, pencil shavings, and whimsy, one wanders down to the river for an invigorating bath. Then the writer writes. For several hours, burning candles (even during the day!) this writer pens works of wonder and imagination. Then the writer breaks and ambles along a winding path in the woods, lost in reverie and, perhaps, lost in the woods themselves. Then it’s back to the cabin for a dinner of bear hide and wood bark. More words. Darkness falls and the candles are actually useful this time. Then into bed to dream the most wondrous and literary of dreams.

Writers apparently don’t pay bills in my mind. They exist on sunlight and ozone. Writers live alone, off the grid, and I have no idea why I think they only eat wood. Apparently writers are also beavers.

The key concept to this is that I believed writers were mystical creatures created out of hope and time. They had hours and hours of time dedicated simply to their art. As a fledgling writer, this distressed me. The one thing I didn’t have was time! I was a writer deep in my soul and always had been, but I was dissuaded by the terrible fact that I could never feasibly snack on twigs and write for days. I didn’t even have hours.

I’m ashamed to say this kept me from writing, and it murdered my soul. Because I didn’t have long blocks of time to dedicate to my craft, I figured I was just a wannabe and would never achieve my dreams. Real writers put their art above all else. Real writers know how to sacrifice. I was just human, and my chance of turning into a real writer seemed as far away as turning into a unicorn.

Then I met real writers, and my perspective changed. They had jobs. They had families. They worked as hotel clerks and telemarketers and checked for radiation in dangerous areas. They threw birthday parties for their children, went to PTA meetings, and wrote while the rest of the house slept.

Real writers have lives. Real writers write, but that isn’t all they do. And real writers seem to have a penchant for cake and tacos, not simply wood shavings. How could this be? If I was wrong about what a real writer was, could I be wrong about something else?

I’m going to share a secret with you. It’s something that took me nearly a decade of dedicated writing to figure out, and I wish I had learned it sooner because it has changed my life. This wonderful and amazing secret?

Novels are built word by word, sentence by sentence. You can put these pieces together in brief stolen moments of time.

That’s it. That’s the secret. It’s really all you need to know.

Life is full of little moments that can be harnessed to create your work. Think of cupping your hands together while somebody fills them with water. The water will leak out through your fingers, draining from your hands no matter how tightly you cup them. This is exactly how time works. Time dribbles from your day just as water dribbles from your fingers. The trick is to recognize some of these precious seconds of “wasted” time and to use them.

How do we find some of these unused gems of time? We search for them.

Always have your manuscript available.

Leave your laptop open and your computer turned on. Carry a notebook or voice recorder with you. You don’t ever want to be in a position where you can squeeze in five minutes of work and you’re lacking your materials. Prepare now, and eventually this will become second nature.

Utilize nonwriting time for your writing purposes.

You’ve probably heard that the best ideas occur in the shower. They also occur any time your body is moving and you have a second to think. Think about your work while vacuuming. Ponder it on your commute. If you’re in a carpool, brainstorm with the other passengers sharing the ride with you. Hairdressers love to throw out plot ideas. Work out a line or two of dialogue while doing the dishes, and as soon as you’re finished, zip on over to your manuscript (which is already open and up on your computer, as told in step one) and jot it down. Your wheels will be turning even when you can’t physically write it down at the moment.

Time yourself.

This is one of my most effective tips. In fact, I’m timing myself as we speak.

Setting a timer for five, ten, fifteen, or twenty minutes is a fantastic tool to help you take your work seriously. Since you know that you only have ten minutes to write, it forces you to stop playing around on the Internet. Ten minutes? Your loved ones can leave you alone for ten minutes. Your cat won’t starve in ten minutes. You can pay attention for that long, so do. Write as fast as you can until your timer goes off. This isn’t the time to search for the perfect word or do any editing whatsoever. This is your time to vomit your words on the page and get them down. You can always edit later. What starts as ten minutes might easily stretch to 30, and that’s even better!
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