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DEAR ALLY,

How do you write a book?

Congratulations! You’ve asked the question that all writers ask themselves at some point. But do you want to know a secret? It’s a question most of us never really stop asking.

Every time I sit down to write a new book, I convince myself there must be a way to do it faster, more efficiently, better! Surely, after ten years in this business and with a total of fifteen books under my belt, I should know what I’m doing by now.

But I don’t, I’m afraid. So I can’t really tell you how to write a book. There is no single way to do it, you see.

Every author is different. Heck, every book is different. How I wrote my first book is different from the process I’ll use to write my next book. Why? Because they’re different books. Because I’m at a different place in my life and in my career. Lots of reasons.

Luckily, there are some things that always stay the same, and I’m going to try to cover as many of the basics as I can in this book – things like creating characters, making sure your story has enough conflict, and building a world that feels real to you and your readers.

But just know that what works for me might not work for you.

Really, there’s only one thing I can say with absolute certainty: This process will take time.

A few years ago, I did the math and figured out that I spend at least nine hundred hours plotting, researching, writing, and editing every book I write.

 

STORYBOARDING/BREAKING THE STORY: 4 HRS/DAY FOR 20 DAYS: 80 HOURS

RESEARCHING/THINKING/BRAINSTORMING: 50 HOURS

FIRST DRAFT: 5 HRS/DAY FOR 30 DAYS: 150 HOURS

SECOND DRAFT: 5 HRS/DAY FOR 80 DAYS: 400 HOURS

LINE EDIT: 5 HRS/DAY FOR 25 DAYS: 125 HOURS

COPY EDIT: 6 HRS/DAY FOR 5 DAYS: 30 HOURS

FINAL “PAGE PROOF” EDIT: 8 HRS/DAY FOR 4 DAYS: 32 HOURS

CRYING: 30 HOURS

 

Nine hundred hours. And that’s for just one book. That doesn’t include all the hours I spent learning the basics.

A lot of new writers – especially writers in their teens – start out full of ideas and energy, but when they don’t immediately write something perfect, they give up. They tell themselves they just can’t do it. That’s certainly what I did.

I remember when I was in middle school and I got the writing bug. I sat down at our kitchen table one night to write my first novel. My mother (an English teacher) was so proud. I could see her watching me as she cooked dinner. I wrote really hard for a really long time – like ten whole minutes! And then I read what I had written and burst into tears.

“What’s wrong?” Mom asked as she stopped cooking.

I could barely catch my breath, I was crying so hard. “It’s just …” I started. “It’s not … It isn’t as good as the opening paragraph of To Kill a Mockingbird!” I exclaimed, and then cried some more.

That’s when my mom gave me the best writing advice that anyone has ever given me. She said, “First, that’s the greatest novel ever written, so maybe we lower our standards? Second, you should never compare your first draft to someone else’s finished draft.”

That advice is probably the only reason I was able to write a second paragraph. And a third. And a … millionth.

You see, in a lot of ways, writing is like turning on a garden hose that hasn’t been used in a really long time. The first water out of the hose is always rusty and dirty and full of gravel and all kinds of gross stuff. But it doesn’t stay that way.

Nope. The longer the water runs, the clearer it will be. Writing is the same way.

That first paragraph that I wrote at our kitchen table was dirty water. The story that went with it was dirty water, too. So were the four screenplays I wrote in college and the six short stories I wrote after grad school and the first book I wrote, which to this day has never been published.

Even now, the first draft of every book I do is my “dirty water draft”, and that’s okay. No one gets to the good stuff right away.

No. To get to the good stuff, you have to let the water run.

Writing takes time. It takes work. It takes putting in the hours – sometimes more than a thousand of them – to get the story and the characters and the words just right.

You have to put in the time, is what I’m trying to say.

And that time is up to you. To find it. To use it. To make the most of it because this thing – this writing thing – it’s optional.

It’s something you do because you want to do it. It’s something you do because you like to do it. It has to be something that you do for you.

Because ultimately, the answer to your question – “How do you write a book?” – is this:

You write a book by putting yourself in a chair and not getting up.

For approximately nine hundred hours.

 

How did you come up with the idea for this book?

Writing isn’t just what I do for a living. It’s what I … do. Most writers are the same. We’ve always dabbled or scribbled or played around with stories and words.

When I was in middle school, I started wanting to be a writer, but there weren’t a ton of resources available in the small library in my small town. As I got older, I came across some really amazing books about the craft and business of writing – books like On Writing by Stephen King, Bird by Bird by Anne Lamott, and Screenplay by Syd Field (all of which I highly recommend).

I also had the opportunity to join some great organizations and online communities and attend some fantastic conferences.

Most of all, I’ve been lucky enough to get to know some of the best writers in the world, and whenever two or more of us get together, inevitably we all get to talking about characters and plots and all our favorite tricks. (Not to mention the mistakes we hope we never make again.)

Which is why, whenever I’m at a book festival or tour stop or school visit and someone says, “I’m writing my first book. Do you have any advice?” I want to scream, “Yes! I do! I have so much advice!” but it’s hard to answer in a few sentences what, in a way, I’ve been learning to do my whole life – what I’m still learning to do.

When I started looking around for books to recommend to these young aspiring writers, I realized that while there are a lot of great books by adult authors, written for adult writers, there aren’t a lot of things written by YA authors for teen audiences.

So that’s why I’m doing this: to change that.

 

Do you have to get good grades in English class to be a great author?

This is an interesting question. And the short answer, I suppose, is: not exactly.

Were most authors pretty good at English in school? My guess is yes. But no publisher is going to ask to see your report card before they offer you a contract. Nope. What they’re going to ask to see is your book.

Is your book good? Does it have compelling and interesting characters and a well-paced plot and a vivid world? Those are the questions that are going to matter most.

But there will be other questions, too. Like, does this person make silly grammatical mistakes? Is she so obsessed with sounding smart that she uses words she obviously doesn’t understand? Is he the kind of person who is going to send out a really important letter without proofreading it first?

Ultimately, publishing is a professional business. You will be expected to write and speak professionally.

And let’s not forget, English classes aren’t just about writing. A lot of times, they’re also about reading, and the ability to read carefully and thoughtfully is absolutely essential for anyone who wants a career in this business.

So even though no publisher is going to ask to see your report card, now is the time to develop the skills you’re going to need down the line. Just like someone who wants to be a doctor needs to pay attention in science class and someone who wants to be an engineer needs to take good notes in physics, writers pay attention in English class – almost as if our job depends on it (because it kind of does).

 

I always seem to run out of story before my work approaches book length. How do I craft a story that can go the distance?

First, it’s great that you’ve already started writing! That’s the first step.

Second, you should know that not everything has to be a novel. You might not be doing anything wrong at all. Maybe you’re simply writing a short story or a novella. There are lots of really great stories that are only a few pages long. And I think, in the beginning, the most important thing is that you actually finish what you start. So if your story is finished after a few pages, that’s fine.

But if you think you’re ready to try to do something longer, this section might be able to help with that.

First, I’m going to assume that you’ve read a lot of books. If you haven’t, then take my word for it: Your first job is to read a lot of books!

Do you have any idea how many people tell me, “So, you’re an author? I’m going to write a book someday.” And then when I ask them what books they like to read, they almost always reply that they don’t have time to read a book. Then how are you going to have time to write a book? I want to scream.

So if you take the time to read, you’re already way ahead of the game.

Read funny books and serious books. Read long books and short books. Read bestsellers and award winners and dusty books in your school library that only your librarian has ever read. Read everything.

If you’re already doing this, awesome.

But your new assignment is to stop reading like a reader and start reading like a writer.

How do writers read? We pay attention to details, to what is – and isn’t – on the page. What happens? When does it happen? Why does it happen?

So how do you do this? It’s actually pretty easy (and fun).

 

STEP 1. Pick up one of your favorite books.

STEP 2. Get ready to take some notes.

STEP 3. Start reading.

STEP 4. As you read, make a list of every big thing that happens. Your job here is to identify all the scenes. For example, if you are reading Harry Potter and the Philosopher's Stone, your list might start like this:

– Dumbledore shows up on Privet Drive.

– Hagrid brings baby Harry to the Dursleys.

– Harry wakes up in the cupboard under the stairs on Dudley’s birthday.

– Harry talks to a snake at the zoo.

etc., etc.

STEP 5. After you’ve finished writing down all the scenes from your favorite book, dig out a fresh piece of paper and do the same thing for the story you’re writing.

STEP 6. Put your two lists side by side and compare them.

 

My guess is that the list for your favorite book is going to be a lot longer than the list for your book … but you already knew that, didn’t you? The point of this exercise is to illustrate that your problem isn’t that your book doesn’t have as many pages.

Your problem is that your book doesn’t have as many scenes.

Again, it’s possible that your story is just smaller. Instead of taking us all the way to magic school and thwarting a terrible villain while saving unicorns and flying around on brooms, maybe you told the story of a kid who blew up his science lab one day.

If that’s the case, you’ve written a short story. Which is great. Go, you! The only way to turn that into a novel is to have that be the opening scene of a much bigger story. Maybe by blowing up the science lab he turns the class hamster into a dragon that gets loose in the city and he and his friends have to save it? Maybe he opens up a hole in the floor that leads to a secret world beneath the school? Maybe he switches bodies with his twin sister?

You get the idea. Something else has to happen. More things have to go wrong. Your characters need more hurdles to jump, more dead ends, more false starts.

You need more conflict.

And you need more scenes to resolve all that conflict.

Look at your lists again. This time, I want you to mark every time the character in your favorite book had something go wrong. Now do the same for your story.

That’s why your story’s so much shorter.

You need more times when things go wrong, and you need more times when things go right.

You need more conflict. You need more scenes.

 

How do you keep things unique? As soon as I think I come up with a good idea, I read a book that has the same general thing happening in it. It seems like every idea or concept I come up with has already been done.

Okay. True story. Several years ago, I was at my very first writing retreat. There were a lot of amazing authors there, and I was pretty much starstruck, so I tried to keep my mouth shut and stay in the kitchen, cooking and learning from everyone else while they talked shop at the kitchen table.

When Holly Black started talking about her next book, my ears perked up. Then I started freaking out.

You see, the day before I’d left for the retreat, I’d turned in a draft of my book Heist Society, about a girl named Kat who grew up in a family of criminals but then cons her way into an elite boarding school in order to try to steal a normal life.

I was really excited about it … right up until the point when Holly started talking about her new book, White Cat, about a boy who grew up in a family of criminals who cons his way into an elite boarding school in order to steal a normal life.

Holly Black and I had written the same book! Needless to say, I wanted to cry because there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that Holly had done it better.

It was all I could do not to burn the cookies. (Oh, who am I kidding? I totally burned the cookies.)

But the more Holly talked, the more differences I saw in what we had each created. White Cat has magic and curses and one of the best fantasy worlds that I have ever read. Heist Society has art thieves and a crew of geniuses and a teenage billionaire with a private jet.

They are two very different books that are, at first glance, exactly the same.

This is something that new writers often have a hard time grasping. After all, once you get an amazing idea, it’s human nature to think you’ve already done the hard part. We all want to believe that everything else will be easy.

But it’s not.

The truth is that, in the long run, ideas are a dime a dozen. It’s what you do with the idea that really matters.

A lot of times what people see as similarities are really just staples of the genre or tropes. No one author owns the idea of dystopian futures or vampire romances or boarding schools or kids who have to save the world. The key is to take those tropes and genre staples and turn them into something that is uniquely yours and amazing. You can do it!

 

How do you avoid taking too much inspiration from other stories you’ve read?

If writers are supposed to read a lot, then it only stands to reason that they will sometimes be inspired by what they read – they’re bound to be! I mean, isn’t that kind of the point?

But plagiarism is bad. Very bad. Like don’t-joke-around-about-it bad. So where does the line between inspiration and plagiarism lie?

Sometimes that line is fairly clear. While rare, there are instances of people copying whole paragraphs of another author’s work and claiming those words as their own. In research papers, you can use quotation marks, cite the original author, and make sure the reader knows they aren’t your words, and then that’s totally okay. If it’s fiction and you want to, for example, use a quote from something in the public domain (like Shakespeare or Austen) then you could cite that as well.

But in cases where someone pulls whole sentences or paragraphs from one novel and plops them down in another and acts as if they’re original? Well, those cases are about as close to cut-and-dried as a case of plagiarism can be.

So if a sentence in your book is exactly like a sentence in someone else’s book, you’ve plagiarized them, right? Well … maybe. Consider a sentence like If you don’t hurry, you’re gonna be late. That sentence is probably in a thousand novels – a million. Any writer could write that sentence at any time purely by coincidence. But could they write an incredibly similar sentence just before it and an almost verbatim paragraph just below? That’s far more questionable.

Words matter. And for writers, our words are our livelihoods, which is why we take charges of plagiarism very, very seriously. And you should, too.

So what about cases where we aren’t talking about words – we’re talking about ideas? That’s when things get even more complicated.

First, it’s important to understand the concept of tropes. Let’s say you love Harry Potter more than anything, and you want to write a book about a kid with magical powers who is the “chosen one” and destined to save the world.

Is that plagiarism? Should you be expecting a call from J. K. Rowling’s lawyer? Of course not. If that were the case, then a bunch of other authors would have gotten in trouble long before now. Including J. K. Rowling herself.

Why? Because no one author owns the concept of “the chosen one”. No one author could ever own the idea of magic. Those things existed long before J. K. Rowling, and they will exist long after.

But if you were to write about an orphan who finds out he’s a wizard and then is taken to wizard school on a big scarlet train and then he learns to play soccer on broomsticks and fights a troll and has a best friend with red hair, etc., etc., then you might be in a totally different situation.

You see, J. K. Rowling doesn’t own wizards, but she does own Harry Potter.

She doesn’t own boarding schools, but she does own Hogwarts.

If that’s confusing, you’re not alone. I remember several years ago I was working on my fifth Gallagher Girls book, Out of Sight, Out of Time, and I really wanted to give my main character amnesia because I love an amnesia story more than anything.

But one of my favorite TV shows of all time, Alias, had done a spy-with-amnesia story line not long before. So had The Bourne Identity. And a movie called The Long Kiss Goodnight. (And probably several others.)

I was talking with my friend Jennifer Lynn Barnes, telling her how I really wanted to give my heroine amnesia but I couldn’t because Alias had already done it.

“So?” Jen said.

“So I don’t want to plagiarize all those other stories,” I told her.

Then Jen said something that really made the pieces fall into place for me: “If you can name a half-dozen stories that have already done it, then you aren’t plagiarizing any of them. You’re just writing a trope of the genre.”

So, yes, read. Read a lot. Watch movies. Binge TV. Devour comic books. Get inspired. Get exposed to things you never knew existed or things you never knew you loved – that’s what reading is for! Then take your new love of boarding schools or magical swords or amnesia and write about them. Most important, make these tropes your own, and put your own spin on them. Because at the end of the day, it doesn’t matter where your inspiration comes from. It matters what you do with it.

 

In your professional opinion, what is the right age to begin a writing career?

Authors hear questions like this a lot. There are so many teens out there who love writing and want to make a career of it – they want to make a career of it RIGHT NOW! And I can’t blame them. It is a great career.

But so many teens want to jump right to the getting-published part (which is why I do tackle the “Will publishers take us seriously if we’re just teens?” question in the Publishing Your Book section a little later).

I like how this question is worded, though: What is the right age to begin a publishing career? The answer is: Whatever age you are right now is the right age to start your career. Why? Because your career starts with writing.

You can’t query an agent for a book you haven’t written. You can’t get a publisher for a book you haven’t written. You can’t promote or market or sell movie rights to a book you haven’t written. And writing a book that’s worth publishing takes time. Lots and lots of time. And practice. And heartbreak. And probably more than a few missteps and false starts.

You might not get published in your teens, but that’s a great time to begin your career. It’s a great time to start writing!


DEAR KODY KEPLINGER,

You were really young when you started writing – and publishing! What was that like, and do you have any advice for teens who are looking to do the same?

My first novel, The DUFF, sold to a publisher when I was seventeen, right before I left for college. It was, of course, an incredibly exciting time in my life. I’d always dreamed of being a writer, and I was doing it! I was getting started in my career! It wasn’t all easy, though. Once I started college, I had both schoolwork and writing work to do. I had deadlines to meet while also trying to keep high grades so I could hold on to my scholarships.

I didn’t sleep nearly enough, and I had almost no social life in college. Many times my friends would ask me to go out with them and I had to decline because I had work to get done. I missed out on a lot of college experiences because I already had a career that took up a lot of time and energy.

I don’t regret pursuing publication young, but I do wish I’d been more prepared for what that meant. So when teenagers hoping to publish young ask me for advice, I always tell them to really consider what they are pursuing. Getting published isn’t just about getting a book on the shelf at your favorite bookstore. It’s a job. It takes a lot of time and energy and patience. Once you write a book, the work has only just begun. It’s not something to enter into without a lot of thought.

My other piece of advice to teenagers who want to get published young is to just enjoy the work you’re doing. If you’re only writing to get published, you’ll kill your passion for it early. Once you sell a book, there’s a lot of pressure. There are edits and deadlines and all sorts of other work to be done. So before you get there, have fun. Enjoy drafting. Remind yourself every day why you love to write. Take risks and make mistakes and learn from them all. Don’t put pressure on yourself – the world will put enough on you as it is – and instead let writing be something that makes you happy. When you think you’re ready to pursue publication, go for it! But until then, let writing be the outlet that brings you joy, not an obligation.

Maybe you’ll be published as a teenager, and maybe you won’t. It’s okay either way. What’s most important is that the first book you publish be one you love and are proud to have written.
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Where do you get your inspiration?

This might be the question that writers get most, which is why it’s more than a little embarrassing that I don’t have a solid, concrete answer for it. But that’s probably because inspiration’s not a solid, concrete kind of thing.

Inspiration can come from anything – at any time.

The idea for I’d Tell You I Love You, But Then I’d Have to Kill You came to me when I was watching an episode of the TV show Alias and I thought I was seeing a boarding school for spies – but it wasn’t. It was just a regular orphanage, and I was so upset because, by then, I was super excited about spy schools! So I decided to write one.

Heist Society showed up when I was listening to an audiobook and there was a line about being “a cat burglar in my own house” – which made me want to write a book about a girl named Kat who was a burglar.

My Embassy Row series was born from a librarian telling me that she was worried her son might go into the diplomatic service and then “my grandchildren will have to grow up in embassies all around the world.” That, of course, made me wonder what it would be like to grow up on a street where every building is, essentially, a different country – and Grace, my main character, started to take shape.

Not If I Save You First, which is about the daughter of a Secret Service agent in a race to save her former best friend, the president’s son, came to me when I was on an Alaskan cruise and I looked out over about a million acres of wilderness without a single light and I thought, If you got lost here, there’s no way you could call 911.

Ideas can come from things you hear or see, say or do. But most of all, I think they come from asking, “What if … ?”

What if you went to a boarding school for spies?

What if your dad was the best art thief in the world and all you wanted to do was steal a normal life?

What if you grew up on a street where every house was, technically, a different country, and ticking off the neighbors could start World War III?

What if you lived in one of the remote parts of Alaska and your best friend was kidnapped during the storm of the year?

Think about the way things are, and ask, What if things were different? What if people were different? What if a rule or law or piece of science were different?

Then see where your imagination takes you.





	What’s the best writing advice you ever got?




	Shannon Hale

	Write for fun! Follow stories that thrill you or interest you or make you excited to sit down and work.







I love writing, but I have so many ideas. How do I know which ideas are the good ones?

You’re right. Most writers get ideas all the time – every day! And they aren’t all winners. From ideas for new books or series to options for how a plot could unfold, my brain is always swarming with options. And too many options can be paralyzing sometimes.

So this is a big issue – one I’ll probably worry about for the rest of my career. After all, writing and publishing a book takes about a year for me. I don’t want to pick the wrong idea and regret it in six months. Or a year. Or twenty years! Authors get to write only a small percentage of the ideas that we get. So how do we pick the right ones?

Here are a few of the things that I do to help me (hopefully!) pick well.

 

1. SET IT ASIDE FOR A WHILE. I know those really great ideas grab you and make you want to dig in right now, but that’s not always possible. As a rule, any book idea that I’m still thinking about months or years later is probably an idea I should try to do something with.

For example, I had the idea for All Fall Down, the first Embassy Row book, five years before I sold it. So for five years I thought, What if a girl grew up in an embassy? When the time came to write something new, I knew that one was probably the one to run with.

2. TRY WRITING TWO OR THREE CHAPTERS. If after writing chapter 3 you can’t rest until you’ve written chapter 4, then you’ve probably got a winner. If, however, you’ve run out of steam and don’t really know where to go, maybe you don’t.

3. TRY TO WRITE THE COVER COPY. You know, the stuff that’s on the back of a paperback or the inside flap of a hardback? That’s the part that’s supposed to tell the reader a little about the book they’ve picked up and get them excited about reading the whole thing.

Years ago, I had a terrible writing experience – a book I struggled with for over a year. Later, I realized it was because I tried to write the book before I knew what would go on the back of the book – what the central conflict would be and what the character would be striving to achieve. I swore right then I’d never again start a book without knowing what would go on the back of the book … and that’s made all the difference!





	What’s the best writing advice you ever got?




	Alan Gratz

	Keep an idea book! This isn’t where you write your stories – it’s a notebook where you write down all your crazy ideas for stories and all the writing advice you get from books and teachers.








DEAR CARRIE RYAN,

I know you, like most writers, get a ton of ideas. How do you decide which ones you actually want to write?

Sometimes I feel like the most indecisive author ever! I have an entire file on my computer that’s stuffed with ideas. Some of them are one line long, and some are 20,000 words long. In terms of figuring out which ideas I want to stick with, it almost always comes down to the fact that I can’t stop thinking about the world and the characters. I itch to get to the computer in the morning, and even if I’m frustrated with the plot, or don’t know what happens next, I’m still excited about the story. Unlike a lot of authors, I usually don’t know how a story will end when I start drafting it, so if I want to find out what happens, I have to finish writing the book – lol.

Very early in my career, I was trying to figure out what book to work on for NaNoWriMo, and my husband suggested I write what I love. At the time, I was fascinated by zombies but it was 2006 and no one was very interested in zombies. There wasn’t really a market for them, and I felt like it would be a waste of time to write a book that obviously wasn’t going to sell. Then, while walking home from work one night, the first line of a book popped into my head. When I got home I started writing. I stopped caring about the market, because suddenly I was writing the book I wanted to read. This was a book for me, and it was my own desire to see what happened that pushed me to finish it. I’m glad I did because that became The Forest of Hands and Teeth – my first published book.



Do you write from personal experience, or do you make it up? Which is easiest?

Personally, I’m not a huge fan of the “write what you know” school of wisdom because I think this advice is easily misunderstood.

When I was a teen, I knew what it was like to go to school and church and family events. I knew what it was like to have friends and worry about my grades. My life was pretty boring and probably wouldn’t have been interesting to anyone who wasn’t me.

So, good stories can’t be about average, everyday things? NO! Not at all. People write amazing stories about super-common things all the time, but … (and this is the important part) … they always have an uncommon take on the common occurrence.

In other words, those stories all have higher-than-usual stakes. They have more than an average amount of conflict. They have big issues or questions or challenges that are, by definition, heightened. These stories are always a little bit “more” than what the average person sees in their average life. That’s why those stories are more interesting than just reading someone’s diary or journal.

In short, at some point every novelist has to make things up.

Where the “write what you know” advice is true, I think, is when we think about feelings and emotions and world. We should all strive to write books that feel real to the reader, and especially when you’re starting out, that might be most easily done by writing things that are actually real to you.

So, yes! Pull from your experiences of what it feels like to be betrayed or embarrassed or heartbroken. Take a reader into a house or street or school that maybe they’ve never seen before.

But don’t forget it doesn’t do you any good to brilliantly describe your school or a dance competition or summer camp if nothing happens while we’re there.

Most of all, make your readers feel. Give your characters conflict, and make sure they have something at stake. And don’t feel bad if your life story isn’t the stuff of great novels – most people’s aren’t. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t experiences and emotions and observations around you every day that would make your novel a whole lot better.





	What’s the best writing advice you ever got?




	Sarah Rees Brennan

	Nobody can write the books you’re meant to write but you.







Is your favorite genre to read the genre you should write in?

Well, think about it this way: You wouldn’t want to spend months or even years of your life writing in a genre you don’t enjoy, would you?

But it’s also okay to have stuff that you read just for fun. In fact, when I’m writing YA, I tend to read other things (historical romance being my favorite) because it helps me get out of my own head and not compare what I’m writing to what I’m reading.

In fact, I firmly believe that writers (especially young or beginning writers) should read as much as possible and as widely as possible.

Maybe you love reading YA fantasy novels. That’s great, but don’t stop there. Read sci-fi and contemporary, too. Read adult romance and nonfiction. Read plays and biographies, mysteries and thrillers. Watch a lot of TV and movies while you’re at it.

Then sit down to write the story that uses the stuff you picked up along the way. The more you read, the more tools you’re going to have in your tool belt. Don’t worry so much about setting out to write an [insert genre here] story. First and foremost, focus on writing a good story.





	What’s the best writing advice you ever got?




	Stephanie Perkins

	Learn how to read books like a writer – pull them apart, inspect their seams, see how they function.







How do you decide on an audience? Should I write a book for a specific target age, or is it better to write the book and adjust the content to suit the age targeted?

I didn’t set out to be a young-adult author. In fact, when I started writing, YA fiction certainly didn’t look like it does today. So, in the beginning, I just wanted to write. And I think most published authors are the same way.

Sometimes you might write a whole book thinking you’re writing for kids, just to have a publisher decide it would be better off as an adult book. Some books, like The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time or The Book Thief, might be published as an adult book in one country and a YA book in another. In many ways, deciding whether a book is adult or YA can be a marketing decision as much as – or even more than – a creative decision.

So I’m not sure it’s something you should really worry about yet. For now, just focus on writing the best book you possibly can. The other stuff will work itself out in the long run.





	What’s the best writing advice you ever got?




	Maggie Stiefvater

	Write the book you wish you could find on the shelf but can’t.







What is the average word count of your books?

First of all, you’re right to ask about word count rather than page count since the number of pages in a novel can vary widely, depending on font, margins, whether the author uses short or long paragraphs – a bunch of different factors. So when you talk about the length of your work, always talk about word count, and you’ll be one step ahead of the game.

Secondly, this is one of those questions where the answer is going to vary. Widely.

Personally, my books probably average about 65,000 words, but that is by no means the “right” length.

A lot of really amazing books come in shorter than that. A ton of really amazing books come in longer.

The only thing you need to remember is that your book should be the number of words it needs to be. No more. No less.

In some ways, the genre you’re writing in is going to impact that. It’s generally accepted that sci-fi and fantasy (or any book with a lot of detailed world building) will be on the longer end of the spectrum (though that isn’t necessarily always true).

It’s also going to be a function of your voice. Years ago, I was talking with my friend Carrie Ryan. We were comparing physical copies of our books one day, and we realized that they had almost exactly the same number of pages, but her book was tens of thousands of words longer. How could that be? Well, I started looking at the pages themselves. My book had a lot of dialogue and very short paragraphs, which meant there was a lot more white space on each page.

Carrie’s voice, however, is much richer and more lyrical, and her book had much longer paragraphs and a lot less white space on the page.

So that’s how you get a much longer book that is the same number of pages.

How long your book is will also depend on how big your cast is and how much time your book spans.

Are you writing about a family of six witches, covering a hundred years? Or are you writing about a boy and a girl who get locked in after school one day and are stranded in the huge, abandoned building overnight?

The size of your book will also depend on the size of your characters’ goals. After all, in a lot of ways, a plot is like a character’s to-do list. The more your character has to do, the more words it will probably take to do it.

Word count will also vary a lot based on the age group you’re writing for. A picture book will be shorter than a middle-grade novel, which will often be shorter than YA or adult fiction. (Though not always.)

So it really, truly varies. I don’t want anyone to get hung up on a certain number, but there are some ranges that generally mean certain things to people in the publishing industry. Writer’s Digest, for example, gives the following breakdown:

 

Short story: 1,500–30,000 words

Novella: 30, 000–50,000 words

Novels: 50,000 words and up

 

National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo) gives participants the goal of writing 50,000 words in one month, and that’s usually my starting point. If you’re having trouble setting your own goal, then 50K might be a good place for you to start, too. Just aim for 50K and keep writing until you reach THE END.





	

	What’s the word count of your shortest book?

	What’s the word count of your longest book?




	Marie Lu

	77,000

	102,000




	Melissa de la Cruz

	I think about 48,000 for the Ashleys series, which was middle-grade.

	I don’t tend to write long books, but I think maybe about 100,000 for Something in Between and Someone to Love. Those books were hard to write.




	Daniel José Older

	45,000

	90,000




	Elizabeth Eulberg

	38,000

	81,000




	Julie Murphy

	It will likely be the one I’m working on now, which will be about 50,000 words. But of my currently published books: 80,078.

	104,078




	Stephanie Perkins

	74,000

	82,000




	Marissa Meyer

	65,000

	240,000




	Alex London

	740 (it’s a picture book!)

	120,000




	Sarah Rees Brennan

	90,000

	140,000 My longest unpublished? 300,000 words. I have a problem, okay?




	Jesse Andrews

	57,000

	88,000




	Alan Gratz

	54,000

	72,000




	Soman Chainani

	97,000

	152,000




	Holly Black

	8,000

	110,000




	Kiersten White

	32,000

	117,000




	Maggie Stiefvater

	77,000

	110,000




	Zoraida Córdova

	77,000

	92,000




	Gordon Korman

	25K for middle grade (10K for chapter book)

	65,000




	Rachel Caine

	80,000

	130,000




	Dhonielle Clayton

	75,000

	130,000




	Eliot Schrefer

	29,000

	85,000




	Z Brewer

	40,000

	122,000








DEAR JAY COLES,

What’s the best piece of writing advice you’ve gotten?

The best piece of writing advice I have is to give yourself permission to write badly. Once you get over the hurdle of staring at the blank page, I think one of the best things you can tell yourself is that all you have to do is get the words out and come back to edit later. A second piece would be read, read, read everything in your genre. It’s helpful with knowing trends, and in fiction, it helps you learn characterization and strengthens your voice.





GETTING READY!

 

• Think about some of your favorite book ideas. Now try writing the back cover copy for each one.

• Read five books in genres you don’t ordinarily read. In what ways are they like the books you usually read? In what ways are they different?

• Look at your five favorite books. How much white space is on the page? How many pages are the books themselves? Do you see any variation by genre?

• Try writing a short story about an average day in your life. Don’t change anything. Just write what happens. Then think about what parts were easy and what parts were hard. What conflict could you add to make your story more interesting?





	What’s the best writing advice you ever got?




	Kiersten White

	Start.
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Do you find it easier to plan out your entire book before you write it, or do you prefer to just have a basic idea and see where it takes you?

Every writer is different. In fact, every book is different! (Fair warning, I’m going to be saying that a lot because, to be honest, that’s kind of the answer to every question.)

Some writers wake up one day with a character in their head. Or a line of dialogue. Or a scene or a question or an opening sentence. And then they sit down and they start writing – right then – by the seat of their pants.

That’s why these writers are called pantsers.

Other writers might start out with a seed of an idea but they don’t start writing until they’ve figured out who the characters are and what their goals might be and every single step that the plot is going to take. They outline, take notes, and often know the ending before they begin writing.

These writers are called plotters.

I know writers who start with nothing. And I know writers who start with outlines so detailed they are literally almost as long as the book itself. Neither way is right or wrong, good or bad.

Every writer will have their own individual process. Hang out with writers, and you’ll hear that word over and over.

“What’s your process?”

“I hate my process.”

“I’d love to streamline my process.”

And inevitably, “I hate it, but it’s my process.”

Finding your process is a huge part of being a writer (which is probably why we have an entire section in this book called “Finding Your Process”!).

George R. R. Martin (of Game of Thrones fame) has a quote on this topic that I absolutely love. Instead of talking about plotters and pantsers, he theorizes that authors are either architects or gardeners. Either we build and plan and diagram our stories (like an architect), or we plant various seeds, then water and nurture them and see which ones grow (like gardeners). I really like that analogy because I tend to plant a lot of seeds as I write – things that I don’t really know what they mean or if they’ll grow into anything at all, but it’s important for me to have them in there just in case.

I find this especially important when writing series. It’s really hard for me to know what will happen two or three books from now, but in the case of my Gallagher Girls series, I knew we would eventually have to answer the question of what happened to the heroine’s (missing) father. When I was starting Embassy Row, I knew the royal family of this fictional European country would eventually come into play, so I added a mention of a teenage prince to book one, and sure enough, he was hugely important in book three.

In the end, it doesn’t matter if you’re a plotter or a pantser, an architect or a gardener. Everyone’s writing mind works in its own way, and you will find the process that fits you best. All that really matters is that you’re a writer.

So write!


DEAR MARISSA MEYER,

Are you a plotter or a pantser? What is your process like?

Definitely a plotter. I get anxious when I don’t have a pretty solid idea of where the story is heading at any given point, and I find that it’s hard for me to start writing before I have a really structured outline in place. I’ll even go so far as to map out the specific beats in each chapter. That said, I’ve done this enough times to know that things are always going to change from the initial outline, so I try to be flexible and let the characters take charge when they need to.




DEAR ALAN GRATZ,

Are you a pantser or a plotter? What is your process like?

I used to suffer from writer’s block all the time – I’d be sitting at my computer, ready to write, and have no idea what I was going to write. The clock would tick away, and with it would go the time I had to write that day. Then I’d come out of my office mad that I hadn’t gotten words on the page. Then I learned to outline, and that’s made all the difference. I now outline every novel I write, chapter by chapter, before I ever write the first word. If I hear a scene in my head, I scribble it down – when the muse speaks, you listen and take notes! – but I never try to push past the inspiration in the outline phase.

Once I know in detail what is going to happen, I sit down at the keyboard and try to figure out how to tell it. Those are two very different processes, but most writers try to tackle them both at the same time. Separating them was a real breakthrough for me. I still get writer’s block (of a kind) when I can’t figure out what’s supposed to happen next during the outline phase, but at least then I don’t come out of my office thinking that I’ve wasted time by not getting words and paragraphs and chapters written. Once I have the outline finished, I never get writer’s block – which is important when you’re in a mood to knock out first-draft pages. I look at my outline in the morning, read what’s going to happen, and then start writing it.




DEAR DAVID LEVITHAN,

Are you a pantser or a plotter? What is your process like?

I am such a pantser. I didn’t choose to be that way – it’s just the way I am. Which is key. There’s no universal right or wrong here – you just have to find out the way your writing mind is wired, and then work with that.

My writing mind is wired to figure out the story as I’m writing it. Part of the joy of the actual writing is, for me, finding out what happens. I always start with a premise – say, “a teen wakes up every day in a different body and a different life” – and then I explore the premise by seeing where it leads me. I will write and rewrite and rewrite my first three chapters to get to know the characters and the voice of the book. Then I’ll strike out without a map. Sometimes I’ll have some idea of where I want to go. But a lot of the time I won’t have any idea of how it’s going to end until I get closer to that end. For me, you write a novel in the same way you live a life – time is always moving you forward, and there are certainly things you aim to do … but then there will also be detours and unexpected parts that as soon as they happen become part of the story, too. And in order to get my characters’ genuine reactions to all the twists and turns, I find I have to be as unaware as they are in regard to what’s about to occur.

It’s also a great way to keep myself going. Because the only way I’m going to figure out what happens next is to sit down and write what happens next, pulling it from my writing mind and onto the page.



How do you know which point of view to use? If it’s first person, how do you pick which character tells the story?

This is one of the things authors worry most about when getting started. Because, trust me, it’s not an easy thing to fix if you get it wrong.
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