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            Introduction - The Authors

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Foreword - Sarah Archer

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’ve been reading The Write Quotes series in order, you’ve already absorbed plenty of wisdom about how writers learn to write, and how they gather research and inspiration. In the final three books in the series, you’ll read about how authors build communities, edit their material, survive rejection, then publish their work and market it to an audience. But this is the book that dives headfirst into the technical elements of the writing itself. It’s where the rubber meets the writing road. This is what it’s—mostly—all about.

      These technical elements of writing—things like theme, plot, setting, and structure—are the building blocks of the first draft stage of the writing process. While many writers prefer revising, I admit I’m partial to the first draft. In some ways, it’s the hardest part of writing, where you start with a blank page. But that’s also where you get to experience the magic of creating something out of nothing. It’s where your characters are most apt to surprise you as they’re finding their way into life. It’s the most intense, pure act of imagination. Plus, it’s pretty satisfying to watch that word count grow. By the end of it, you’re rewarded with a book (or poem, short story, essay, play, or screenplay). Maybe it is an absolute mess of a first draft, with buttons undone and dirt on its face and straw in its hair, but it is an actual book.

      Some of these technical elements of writing can be complex and persnickety. When I wrote my first novel, I had never really thought about point of view. I defaulted to third person because I thought, naïvely, that was the simplest. It wasn’t until I got notes from my agent that I realized, wait, you’re not supposed to hop randomly out of your main POV into other characters’ heads? The quotes in this book are instructive for approaching those thorny craft issues. But we promise not to conjure up memories of any soporific high school English classes. While the advice in these pages is specific and practical, our authors also delve into lively topics like writing with humor, what makes a good love story, and how to grab your reader with an exciting hook.

      This book places special emphasis on characters because they’re so key to a compelling story. As these authors remind us, a well-drawn plot may excite your readers’ minds and pull them in, but your characters are what reach their hearts. Fascinating and emotionally nuanced characters entice readers to open your book again and again so they can spend more time in these people’s company. Like New York Times bestselling novelist Wiley Cash says, “Characters are always foremost to me… The books are about the relationships between the characters.”

      Whatever form or genre you’re writing in, these quotes have something to support your journey through the world of wordcraft. We hope they help you as you hit your writing road.
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        With so many options now for entertainment, we've got to be quick. We've got to hook readers and we've got to keep things moving.

        Matthew Duffus

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        My favorite example is Isak Dineson's Out of Africa. The first line is “I had a farm in Africa.” Those few words sum up the entire book. That's the promise of the entire book that you are going to learn about this farm that she both had and lost in Africa. The whole book is there. That's it. That's the promise.

        Carrie Knowles

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        In my books, there is usually something in the first chapter that is the inciting incident.

        Mark de Castrique

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        If you are identifying your book as a thriller, if it doesn't get off the ground very, very quickly, if it doesn't get moving fast, it's not going to work.

        A.J. Hartley

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        We don't write about all the planes that land safely.

        Jon Buchan

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        [Speaking about Hell of a Book, 2022 National Book Award Winner] The author in my novel never named his novel and it became known as a hell of a book. And at some point, my agent and I are trying to name my novel. I sent a list of 15 different titles and my agent says, you should just call it Hell of a Book, right? And I said, no, I don't want to call it that, that's such an arrogant, insane title for a book. And she goes, it fits perfectly.

        Jason Mott

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I spend a lot of time on the covers, a lot of back and forth with the publishers, because covers are important, they’re the first thing somebody sees. I want them to be as good as the story, because it represents a story on the very first page.

        David Baldacci

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        When we're trying to write a query letter, it’s: what's the hook?

        Kathleen Basi

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A good way to write in general, and certainly a good way to write thrillers, is to put your characters in a situation, and then say to yourself, what's the worst thing that could possibly happen? And then make that thing happen. And then let your characters deal with it.

        Charlie Lovett

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        They said the hook in my book was the treasure hunt, the thread that pulls the reader through, and as that thread pulls them through, they're going to be interested in the people of the story, and they'll go deeper.

        Chris Fabry

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        This is the least explicit of my books. Maybe that's not a defense, maybe it's an advertisement for the other two books.

        Abigail DeWitt

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        If I'm trying to get a reader interested in the story, it has to be within two or three sentences, because in the newspaper world, that may be all you get.

        Scott Fowler

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        You have to have a strong hook, a strong beginning. And you can do that by different techniques. You can start in the middle of the action. You can have dialogue that is pretty jarring. You can have a scary setting where something bad is gonna happen.

        Susan Mills Wilson

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Conflict and tension, whether it's poetry, short fiction, novels, even nonfiction, this is the thing that draws readers in and gets them invested.

        Amber Smith

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Looking at short stories and flash fiction is a huge help when it comes to crafting the beginning of a novel. You want that immediacy in a novel opening that you get in short fiction.

        Matthew Duffus

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The most difficult thing was finding that hook, finding that focus.

        Stacey Simms

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Genre fiction is about taking a story that automatically starts with something interesting and catchy.

        J.A. Walsh

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I think certain types of literary fiction pay a good deal of attention to how the words relate to one another, how they sound, the music they make, that kind of thing.

        Lee Matalone

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I usually try to dig as deep a hole as I can for my main character and then hope that the character will start talking to me and I'll figure a way out.

        Webb Hubbell

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Having a hook is helpful, being able to identify what the story is and boiling it down to what makes it exciting or interesting, so that it grabs someone's attention.

        Sarah Archer

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        When I was a child, you had to watch Westerns for 20 minutes or a half hour before they had a gun fight. I started off my Western novel with a gun fight on purpose, so that my readers would not have to wait 40 or 50 pages before somebody drew a gun out of a holster.

        George Arnold

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I wanted to write that fast opening, where you have a lot of mayhem going on, a lot of energy.

        Dale Neal

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        You're trying to light these little fires and then let the reader's imagination go off in all sorts of different directions which you can't control.

        Alex George

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I spend a lot of time trying to name things because I feel like the name can kind of make it be what you want it to be. I wanted it to have a name that was catchy.

        Pam Turner

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        You want to watch the pacing in that first scene. If it goes on for too long, readers aren't going to be able to catch their breath. And if you have a scene with too many characters at the beginning, it's difficult to manage as a reader.

        Matthew Duffus

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I took a piece of napkin, I folded it twice, and I ripped off the top to turn it into a book. And I was freestyling a story, or rather multiple stories, and there was one kid who was like, that's not a book, that's not a book, but they were still engaged in my little napkin stories.

        Christopher Singleton

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The backstory does come, but you need to give them something to hold on to quickly.

        Nora Gaskin
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        All good fiction evokes emotion.

        Tara Lush

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The goal is to deliver some sort of emotional resonance to the reader that goes beyond what's actually happening on the page. Maybe that's the rhythm of the words or the way certain words conjure images or feelings when used together in a certain way, or in some startling, soothing, or unexpected way, that might cause the reader to feel more than they otherwise would. And that's the fun.

        John Hart

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I'm a big believer that what makes a character relatable is a universal emotion, or a yearning for something that we can all relate to. Whether it's love, whether it's desire, whether it's heartbreak, these are things we can all relate to, no matter where we come from. And so you just have to be able to get to that universal emotion, and put it out there clearly, for the reader to say, oh, yeah, I can relate to that.

        Lainey Cameron

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        If your characters don't come alive, then nobody's going to care about them. And the best way to make characters come alive is through developing genuine emotions.

        Susan Zurenda

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        What fiction is about is what is the emotional truth? The most important thing with that is to understand what happened before an event, which frames how that person reacts to the event.

        Carrie Knowles

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Hemingway said that your job as a writer is to write in such a way that it becomes a shared experience with the reader so that something happens to them as they read it. That's your job, nonfiction or fiction. That's your job.

        Chris Fabry

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A good personal story engages with real life. It has to be addressing some universal issue of the human condition, something that most readers can connect with.

        Randell Jones

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The character's emotions have to cycle logically. Their thinking about things has to cycle logically from what just happened into what's going to happen.

        Nancy Northcott

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Your hope is that what you write makes sense to somebody else. They may not have the same experience that you've had, but you hope that your emotions will tap into emotions they've had.

        Judy Goldman

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        If I'm starting to experience it as the writer, then you hope that that's going to transfer to the vicarious experience of the reader, that they'll be able to enter that world.

        Robert Whitlow

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The love story is central to the narrative. Second major tenet is that a romance ends with a happily ever after, so it has a happy ending.

        Jessica Peterson

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Time can pass, technology will change, but the need for human connection through emotions, that's timeless.

        Kathleen Burkinshaw

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        What makes people connect to a book, I think, is feeling like they have identified in that book some emotional truth that they recognize within themselves to be true. And that's what connects people to books and makes them go, oh, yes, I feel that, I get that.

        Mary Laura Philpott

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Fiction is a great tool to create empathy, to take people to a different part of the world to understand the other.

        Natasha Tynes

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        What I find when I read romance is that the way a woman describes a kiss can be completely different than the way a man might describe a kiss. There's room for both. Reading either one is interesting.

        Rick Pryll

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I think the richest kind of writing always comes from this mix of emotion.

        Rebecca McClanahan

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Most of us live fairly sedate, mundane kind of lives, where that sort of life and death, the enormity of those moments, most of the time, thank God, is not part of our daily existence. And so, the story then becomes, in some ways, a surrogate for that kind of intensity of experience.

        A.J. Hartley

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I like to say that the emotions that are depicted are real, but that the scenarios are fictional.

        Ellen Morris

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Adding emotion is not easy when you’re used to writing just the facts.

        Tara Lush

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I spent a couple of years sort of thinking about it and trying to figure out exactly how I wanted to approach the whole thing. And what I discovered was that pieces of the story had been written about very well, but there had only been a book or two that seemed to me to be both comprehensive and personal enough to say how it felt to tackle the whole decade.

        Frye Gaillard

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I like being able to pare things down, and distill it, so that you can name it, and at the risk of sounding too touchy feely, to sort of name that emotion.

        Jill McCorkle

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Fiction opens this door to a more deep truth.

        Gina Wilkinson

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        On the internet, I found a pitch-by-pitch description of Sandy Koufax’s first no-hitter. I thought it would be really neat to bring some of that historical element into the story, to have the baseball game kind of mirror the tension that Al's feeling internally after coming back from a bank robbery, where they didn't get as much money as they wanted and his whole plans are going sideways.

        Stephen Eoannou

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I wanted to write the book plainly, as if it was like spoken word, so that people can react to it in a way that was more natural. I wanted people to be angry. I wanted them to experience the same emotions that I was feeling.

        Benjamin Gilmer

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I really just drew on a lot of my own experiences, and really just tried to get inside of those memories that I had of what it was like to be that age.

        Amber Smith

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        What’s most interesting is the emotional truth. It's not the events. It’s those moments of truth. And they're harder to write about.

        Carrie Knowles
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