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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 whom 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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      We writers of the world have an advantage: longevity. Writing is a craft you can undertake at any age. Authors we’ve featured or recommended on the podcast range from Sydney Horne, who shared her work with us at age 15, to Barbara Kremen, who published her short story collection The Figure in the Glass at age 99. It's never too early or too late to write—and never too early or late to learn about writing.

      So how, exactly, does one learn how to write? That’s a question that’s almost as difficult to answer as how we write at all. It’s not a skill where you can take some lessons, then pass an exam to confirm that yes, you do indeed know how to write. There’s a degree of natural talent involved, of course, and there’s your voice: your individual way of viewing the world and expressing that. But writers are made, not born.

      Almost any author who has had success will tell you they put in many hours, over years, to get there. Formal schooling is often a factor. Many authors’ origin stories begin with a teacher, either one who praised their writing and encouraged them, or who doubted their abilities and motivated them to prove themselves. But you certainly don’t need a degree to be a writer. The authors in these pages talk about learning their craft from skills gained on the job, from conferences, community writing programs, books about writing, conversations with other writers, spending time in nature or meditating, and processing reviews and feedback.

      I believe there are two mandatory components to learning to write: You read. You write.

      That’s it. You learn to write by doing it—and by studying the work of others who do it well. Which, let’s face it, is a pretty fun assignment.

      You never stop learning, either. Every time you sit down to read or write, you’re making yourself a better writer.

      No matter where you are in your writing journey, I hope you take some insight and inspiration from these quotes, and that you embrace your unique, lifelong path. As Lisa Jewell says, “Just do it now. You don’t have to wait.”
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        The best thing that an author can have is a writing friend who’s immensely more successful than they are.

        Renea Winchester

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        We're not making McDonald's hamburgers. There’s just no clear-cut way to do it.

        Ron Rash

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Anybody, any age, anytime. That's the great thing about writing. It is an acquired skill, and anyone can acquire it.

        Steve Berry

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Either the British biologist Thomas Henry Huxley, known as Darwin's Bulldog, or someone else, theorized that if you were to put an infinite number of monkeys in front of an infinite number of typewriters, for an infinite period of time, eventually they would write a Shakespearean sonnet.

        Bud Schill

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A writer develops a voice over time. And with practice, that voice becomes clearer, stronger.

        Therese Anne Fowler

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        It wasn't so much unlearning what I learned as a lawyer as it was transferring a lot of what I had learned as a lawyer, particularly the discipline when working on a project for years at a time, and understand that it's small steps. You can't do it all at once.

        David Baldacci

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I'm married to a woman who's smarter than I am and she likes literary fiction. She likes deeper backstories and meaningful character interactions, the kinds of things that stick on the bone long after you've read the book, and she cares about the inclusion of some meaningful thematic elements, all the things that make us human. I decided to try to write a book that I would enjoy, and she would respect.

        John Hart

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The suggestions I most have to pay attention to are the ones that I want to reject immediately.

        Nora Gaskin

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        To be a writer it takes a rock-ribbed belief that you have something to say. 90% of writing is the desire to write. The other 10% is, how do I do it? How do I achieve that? What is the craft? And what is the work that it takes?

        Chris Fabry

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I learned more in four hours of sitting and talking with Tony Hillerman than I may have gotten in an entire year master's degree in writing.

        Craig Johnson

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I could never complete a creative writing class in college. I didn’t like them. It seemed like they were trying to teach fledging writers how to write a short story for The New Yorker and that was not anything I was interested in. What I learned about writing I learned from journalism, from being a reporter, from meeting a deadline, from writing for little weekly newspapers.

        C.J. Box

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I fell under the sway of some poets and rock musicians like Jim Morrison and I thought, girls like Jim Morrison and I want girls to like me, so I will try poetry. When I got to UNC Asheville, I realized almost immediately I was a terrible poet, and Jim Morrison was a terrible poet. But I liked telling stories, so I thought, I will just turn my eyes on fiction writing.

        Wiley Cash

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Just do it now. You don't have to wait.

        Lisa Jewell

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        When I was a very young writer, I thought I had to know the whole story before I wrote it. Robert Frost said, no surprise in the writer, no surprise in the reader. It's those unexpected moments, where the characters in the story surprise us, that it's also going to surprise the reader and maybe take us into a place we hadn't anticipated, and very often, maybe a deeper place than we would have gotten to if we had gone on a strict way from beginning to end.

        Ron Rash

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        First of all, writing is so much harder than you think it is. I thought I could bang out a bestseller for a million bucks and never have to go to law school and I thought that getting published was it, but that's not it. Getting published is hard enough, but making a living at it is even harder.

        John Hart

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Three components have helped me the most in trying to become a mature writer. One is community writing programs. Another is continuing education affiliated with a university. And the other thing is conferences, where, if you admire a particular writer, chances are good that you can find them at a conference and take a masterclass with them.

        Heather Newton

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I'm constantly doing online classes. If there are authors who I respect and I'm interested in learning a little bit of their point of view and perspective and how they approach the written word, I'll take classes.

        Robert Gwaltney

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        You can't just train once for the Olympics and then cruise for the rest of your career. No, it's a never-ending process of trying to maintain your level of performance as a writer.

        Brian Andrews

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        If you’re interested in turning your novel into a script, take a stab at writing the script yourself. You had to learn how to write a novel and there's a lot of transferable skills. Give that a go.

        Robert Whitlow

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        You're always learning in writing.

        Tammy Euliano

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Listen to advice, but don't be afraid to follow your inner voice. Ultimately, you are the expert on the story you're telling. So, take advice, but not all the time or too literally.

        John Hood

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        One of my early craft books was Story Genius by Lisa Cron. She has some good things to say about the emotional journey and getting down to what's really going on with the protagonist.

        Maggie Smith

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I enjoyed seeing what you get away with in a story if you told your friends. Maybe not an outright lie, but a story where you might fudge the facts a little bit, to see how far I could take this. That thrilled me.

        Wiley Cash

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        It bothers me when I'm reading, when it says, for example, I pushed my strawberry blonde hair behind my ear, because who really thinks about the fact that their hair is strawberry blonde?

        Tammy Euliano

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I bought all the writing books that people recommended. My very favorite and my dog-eared copy is Bird by Bird by Anne Lamott. Her words really live inside my head when I'm writing. And then of course, Save the Cat Writes a Novel is great. It taught me structure. And then for character development, I really like Story Genius by Lisa Cron, and The Anatomy of Story by John Truby.

        Meredith Ritchie

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I've been going more with virtual learning. I took a course with Donald Maass where you learn how to delve deep into character. He gave homework to the group, and then we critiqued each other, and he critiqued it. I found that to be a great way to learn.

        Sandra Young

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Write your way into your voice.

        Jane Rosenthal

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        If you're attentive to your life, there's plenty there to write about. And there's always room for improvement.

        Martin Settle

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I was self-taught. I deconstructed the books I really liked on my own to figure out how that author got me into it, what the pace was, what the arc was, the point of view.

        C.J. Box

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I wasn't really sure that I knew how to do it. You learn how to do it by doing it.

        Michael Almond

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        For an outline book, I use Save the Cat Writes a Novel by Jessica Brody, because I'm now an outliner, not the person who sits down and just goes by the seat of my pants and sees where I wind up. I did that before and I wasted three years.

        Maggie Smith

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I don't think there's any age limit on writing. Writing is something you can do as long as you have a mind. And you're attuned to life.

        Michael Polelle

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I read everything James Lee Burke writes. He's the most brilliant wordsmith. I knew I can't do that. So what could I learn to do? I decided that story engineering was a skill that I could acquire. I relied upon great blogs, podcasts and books for insight on how it's done.

        Paul Attaway

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I found that taking classes and being a part of fiction workshops was very helpful, because I noticed that writing a book was all about how to sustain the story and get the reader latched on.

        Khalisa Rae

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I kept thinking I could have written the book twice in the time I'm learning how to write a book proposal.

        Holly Hughes

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I was thinking that I have this amazing story I want to tell and I want to be ready as a writer to tell it. I wanted to be a better writer first.

        Sam McGee

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I think the most important thing is to not think when you're writing. I get completely taken over by the world that I'm in when I'm writing.

        Mike Bond

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Always overwrite the first draft.

        Brett Marie

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I used to keep a piece of paper with large type on it in front of me with a list of the senses--sight, hearing, smell, taste, feeling, touch--to remind myself when I was describing something, these are all the tools I have to use.

        Walter Bennett

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I encourage writers, especially if you're just starting out, to explore, and experiment widely and wildly in your writing and try all sorts of different things, because you can learn.

        Ed Southern

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        There's the known stuff, there's the stuff you know you don't know, and then there's the stuff that you don't even know you don't know.

        Steven Grossman

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        When you're telling the story in first person, I think the most important thing that you're going to need to work on is voice.

        Robert Wallace

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I wrote a lot as a kid. It was great discovery. And I loved a reading life that allowed me to swing from hilarity to despair. I learned that I could do that myself with make believe.

        Jill McCorkle

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Long flowery sentences, never-ending sentences, sentences with lots of adjectives, lots of passive voice, these are all things that you're taught to avoid as a reporter.

        Nancy Stancill

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A writing coach was really, really helpful for me.

        Jack Allison

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        One of my great heroes, Tillie Olsen, didn't even start writing her first book till she was 58 years old. She is one of the great writers in the American tradition.

        Kevin McIlvoy

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        You kind of have to know what you are capable of.

        Julia Jordan-Zachery

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        We have to have ways to make our writing fresh to us so that we can see our blind spots, so we can see what's hidden inside the sentence we are making.

        Katey Schultz

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I start with a character where this thing happens to them, and then this happens to them, and then this happens. That's naturally how I think about the world.

        Lainey Cameron

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        You are constantly putting words on the page, constantly reading to soak up influence, and constantly observing your own life with an eye to putting it into your fiction.  It will take time for you to develop as an author and as a person. It's something that you can't really control.

        Brett Marie

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        You deal with the entire human being when you're writing a novel.

        Michael Polelle

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I put my phone in the other room and all I do for two hours is write. Well, I say all I do is write. I sit and stare into space and scratch my head and drink coffee and occasionally tap the keyboard. But that's what I call writing.

        Alex George

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I remember the maddest I got with my editor. There was a scene where my protagonist beat this guy to death with an iron pipe, and she said, are you writing a romance novel? She figured out that if she got me mad, I wrote better.

        Brad Taylor

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        For whatever reason, lawyers write a lot of their stuff in passive language, and that's just not acceptable when you're writing a novel. Readers don't want to read passive language. You want to be more active in your language.

        Joel Burcat

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The bad news was, I didn't have a clue how to write fiction. The good news is I knew it.

        Rebecca Hodge

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        It's not about having the right amount of time. It’s about having the right amount of creative energy.

        Allie Coker

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Failing is part of the learning process. If you don't fail, then my feeling is you're not learning and you're not pushing the boundaries, because great artists are continually pushing boundaries and continually thinking outside the box. And to do that requires risk taking.
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