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Introduction

Note: This is part four of a series on Extreme Planning for Authors. Part One is for Planning, Part Two is for Writing, Part Three is for Editing, and Part Four is for Publishing. The book is also available as a whole. ​See the series page for more information.

Staring at a blank page. Every author’s nightmare.

It doesn’t need to be more frightening than a Stephen King book. No, really! I’m serious. Stop laughing. 

While most authors of novels are intimidated by the enormous task before them, that intimidation can be chopped up into quivering bits with some planning and task management.

I must confess a secret. I didn’t plan my first book. I didn’t plan my second book. Not even my third. Now, now, stop clutching at your pearls. The truth is, I cheated on all three of those. 

My first two books weren’t novels. They were travel guides. The reason I cheated was because I had already written much of the books before I ever considered publishing them. I’d been to Ireland and Scotland several times each and had taken copious real-time notes in the form of trip reports. This was both for my own flawed memory and to share the trip with others on a vicarious basis. 

Several people had asked for advice on trip planning themselves, so I’d written up several cheat sheets for how to find a good B&B, or car rental, or researching airfare. I therefore compiled this data, as well as my notes from sites I’d visited, and added some I researched. Voila! A travel guide.

Which brings me to my first novel. I didn’t know anything about planning a novel. I didn’t know anything about writing a novel. I just knew I needed to write that novel, the story of my parents’ thirty-year search for true love, which culminated in a wedding on the Starship Enterprise in Las Vegas. 

So, I dove right in. I wrote a few scenes in order, hated them, tried again. Then I tossed those and tried it from another angle. And again. Then I got tired of that crap and just kept writing. 

However, this was all a cheat. No, really, it was. This was a novel based on a true story, so I knew the salient details, I knew the characters, I knew how it ended... none of that was anything I had to create. It was handed to me on a silver platter, not a real test of my plotting ability.

After the first draft, I decided I wanted to add a second point of view, that of my own as the researcher who found her father after thirty years, when he didn’t even know he had a child. So, I went back to add all that in.

In the end, I had a relatively cohesive tale, but the editing was atrocious. However, I didn’t realize it, and published it with a friend’s micro-publishing company. Many years later, I’ve gotten the rights to the novel back, and rewrote it, knowing what I’ve learned about writing in the meantime, and republished. I was in a state of permanent face-palm reading the first version. Not planning, and not properly editing, had led to so many continuity errors, outright contradictions, and plot holes, I’m amazed anyone liked it. 

Now, not everyone is a planner. Some people prefer “pantsing,” or writing by the seat of their pants. Another term I like for this technique is “discovery writing.” If you prefer that way, you may be thinking, “Planning: blah, blah, blah, outline, blah, blah, blah.”

Most authors are on a spectrum somewhere between Extreme Pantser and Extreme Planner. But I think most authors could find some useful tools in this book, tools which might allow them to sculpt that horrifying prospect into digestible chunks.

Sorry for the graphic imagery. I guess Stephen King is still on my mind.

Please keep in mind that this book just demonstrates some ways in which authors can plan, write, and publish their books. It’s novel-centric, planner-centric, historical fiction-centric, and me-centric. I am in no way putting forth that this is the only way to write, or even to plan, a novel. As the saying goes, your mileage may vary. 

The process of writing a novel is a scary mystery to most people. Sometimes including those who actually write novels! My own process is just one of thousands of processes, but here is a peek into my mad method.

All that aside, this is part four of a four-part book. All four parts are combined in Extreme Planning for Authors. Or you can just purchase the parts that are germane to your own area of focus:

Part One – Extreme Planning for Authors

Part Two – Extreme Writing for Authors

Part Three – Extreme Editing for Authors

Part Four – Extreme Publishing for Authors



Chapter Nineteen: The Querying Process

I shall begin this section by reminding you that there is no one way to write a book. Likewise, there is no one way to send a query. As the saying goes, there is more than one way to skin the cat, but none are pleasant for the cat. This is merely how I’ve learned to do things, and hopefully this will work for you as well. It is outside the scope of this book to explore all the techniques and formats used.

While there’s a fairly standard format for query letters, understand that each literary agency (and sometimes each literary agent within an agency) will add their unique requirements in terms of the entire “query package.” 

Please, follow their instructions to the letter. An agent may view any deviation from instructions as a reason to put your work on the “slush pile” and move onto another author who followed directions. This is their first exposure to working with the author. If that author can’t follow basic instructions, they may prove difficult to work with. 

All that said, the query letter itself will follow a general format:

Your Name

Address

email

date 

Agent’s Address

Personalized greeting: Dear or Greetings (find the agent’s name and spell it correctly!) 


	
Hook paragraph: The initial sentence about your book to grab the agent’s attention.

	
Summary paragraph: A summary about your book, the plot, character, etc.

	
Bio paragraph: A bit about yourself and your experience as an author

	
Closing: A thank you and a request for them to review your manuscript.



––––––––
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THE HOOK PARAGRAPH

The hook is your first (and sometimes, only) chance to grab the agent’s attention. The first sentence should be strong. Make it punchy. Make it interesting. Make it unique. There are several formats commonly used. Sure, it’s a formula, but it’s a formula that works. 

When X wants Y, Z happens. X wins by doing W.

“When [such-and-such event] happens, [main character] must [further conflict] and triumph in their own special way.”

Example:

When the evil Empire destroys his family’s farm, Luke must learn an ancient art and overcome the lies of his past.

Some other options for setting up your hook are below:

Give an interesting era/location

Set in modern-day Jerusalem...

During the summer of 1889 in a rural Texas town...

Taking place in turn-of-the-century New York City...

Describe a unique main character 

The tale of Una Spencer, wife of Melville’s legendary fictional whale harpooner Captain Ahab...

A chatty cozy mystery starring 50-something college professor Bell Barrett...

Narrated by Cot Daley, an Irish peasant girl kidnapped from Galway and sent to Barbados...

Examples of hook paragraphs (via AgentyQuery.com):

Bridges of Madison County

When Robert Kincaid drives through the heat and dust of an Iowa summer and turns into Francesca Johnson’s farm lane looking for directions, the world-class photographer and the Iowa farm wife are joined in an experience that will haunt them forever. 

The Kite Runner

An epic tale of fathers and sons, of friendship and betrayal, that takes us from Afghanistan in the final days of the monarchy to the atrocities of the present. 

The Da Vinci Code

A murder in the silent after-hour halls of the Louvre Museum reveals a sinister plot to uncover a secret that has been protected by a clandestine society since the days of Christ. 

All of this takes a lot of work, trial and error, and feedback from others. Many authors spend hours crafting a great hook. Then hours more to revise it. And you can craft multiple hooks to use in different queries (they can be used in advertising, too). However, there’s a shortcut, thanks to being an Extreme Planner.
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HOOK EXERCISE: Remember that first sentence you wrote at the beginning of the book, the one with the main conflict and character? Go get that. Massage the words so they are emotionally charged, concise, and intriguing. Craft that into your hook paragraph.

The rest of the first paragraph should include, at the very least, the following things:


	
Title of your book: Always include it. Some put it in all capitals, italics, or bold to make certain it stands out.

	
Genre: So, you’ve written a historical romance time-travel women’s fiction with some adventure and paranormal elements. Don’t tell them all that. It’s a quick way to make them toss the query. If you can’t narrow down your genre to a few main ones, they can’t market it. Choose one genre, and maybe add “with a thread of” another. Choose two at most. This is not the time to be cute, and you don’t need to highlight every single aspect of your story. If you can’t distill the genre, read some samples of them and narrow it down.

	
Word count: Very important. Many agents won’t touch novels below or above certain word counts. Also, this is a strong indicator that you have completed your manuscript, which is also important. Agents won’t work with an unfinished story. This can be an estimate (90,000). Certain genres have certain standards. Romances and cozy mysteries tend to be lower, while epic fantasy tends to run higher, due to world-building.

	
Relationship? Have you met the agent at a conference? Did they like your tweet on a pitch day? Do they have listed in their MSWL (Manuscript Wish List) that they love paranormal romance? If you have a special connection, mention it briefly. However, if you found them in a database, you don’t need to mention that. 
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