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TO HOWARD, WHO TAUGHT ME EVERYTHING I KNOW.






INTRODUCTION


IS THIS NORMAL?

The most common question I get from my clients as a literary agent is: “Is this normal?” Is it normal to wait this long to hear back from editors? Is this advance amount normal? Is it normal to not like my book cover? Is it normal to get so many starred reviews? Is it normal to not sell the movie rights? Writers want to know how their experience measures up to others’ because, well, that’s what humans do. But every author’s experience will vary. Most things are normal because writing and publishing a book can go so many different ways. The scope of normal is vast. But I want all authors to know that it’s normal to feel lost while trying to write a query letter. That it’s normal to hate your book about a quarter of the way through, and then again probably toward the end. That writers are not alone in the complicated, uncomfortable, and scary—but also exciting, euphoric, and proud!—feelings that come with writing and publishing books. Writing is a very solitary experience, but writers are never alone in how that writing feels. With this book, you’re not alone, either. So, is it normal? Yes. Whatever it is, someone’s probably experienced it too.





HOW DO I KNOW?

How do I know all this? Because I have been everywhere you have been and a lot of places you want to be. I am a writer and a literary agent. I’ve sold hundreds of books, and written six and a half, including this one. And just like you, most likely, I dragged my feet for years.

It wasn’t until my early thirties, after about ten years of working several side hustles because my job as a literary agent at the Howard Morhaim Literary Agency is commission-only (i.e., not salaried), that I really got my shit together and started to write. I would get so upset at myself for not writing more sooner. I could have had a book published already! I would say to myself. I wanted so badly to be published, but I wasn’t doing the writing. It took a long time for me to realize the only solution to this problem was to write.

Between deciding that I wanted to be a writer (about age eight) and today, writing this book, I have done a lot of avoiding writing. I took all the writing classes I could in high school and college, and I wrote everything the night before it was due. (Didn’t we all?) Then in undergrad, instead of writing, I started working at the University Press of Florida, at the suggestion of my very smart sister, and I learned about how books were actually made. My fantastic boss there suggested I read this new email newsletter called Publishers Lunch, and that’s where I learned what a literary agent was. Even at nineteen years old, I knew this was the job for me. It was as close as I could get to writing books without having to do it myself! Maybe I didn’t see it that way at the time, but it sure is funny how life works out.

After working at the University Press of Florida for a year after graduation, I went to the University of Southern Mississippi for my master’s degree in fiction writing. This is where I’m going to sit down and really write, I thought. No more distractions. Just work. I got a carrel in the library, a beautiful little closet with shelves and a desk and a window, even though I had a super cheap, one-bedroom apartment to myself to write in. It was lonely in that carrel, it turns out. It was lonely in a new place, making new friends, leaving one life behind and starting another. But after a few semesters, I decided I wanted to be an adult with a job, not a student (maybe because all that writing was hard?), so I graduated early and drove to New York City.

Eventually, I got a job as the assistant to seven literary agents.I Guess what you don’t have time to do when you’re living in New York City making roughly $30,000 a year in the early aughts? Write. Everything was working out perfectly. I had infinite excuses about why I wasn’t writing. Anything sound familiar?

I know you’re already thinking that there’s no way we’re the same because I’m on the inside of publishing, the place you probably want to be so badly. I’ve been working in and around publishing for more than two decades, so obviously I know all the secrets, and my path to this here book was paved in gold. Just wait, dear reader. It will surprise you how being on the inside of publishing has helped me and how it has not. The primary thing it has given me, besides a thick skin, is the knowledge that it’s different for everyone. What happens to my book will not be what happens to your book. What a friend gets in a marketing plan won’t compare to what you’ll get. (And notice if you assumed that your friend would get more than you. I didn’t say that.) You’re going to know something your friend doesn’t know, and vice versa. You’re going to find something in these pages that you cannot believe you didn’t realize before. This is OK. This is expected. This is normal. This book will serve as a kind of baseline, a way to fill in the gaps of what you know and don’t know. It is not a blueprint for How All Books Are Written and Published™. No one can give you that. You’re going to do things differently than I will and differently than your friend will, and that’s OK. My goal here is to make sure you understand why things vary, so you can understand if that variation is a red flag or a green light, a cop-out or an innovation.




I’M GLAD YOU’RE HERE

I can’t tell you how to write a book, the definitive way to get it published, or if it will be successful. No one can. It might sound like a cop-out, but no one knows the future. Your book is your own, and the next one you write will be its own thing too. Your book might be a success because it got written. Your book might be a success because it sells a lot of copies. Maybe both.

Why this book, then? Because the only way out is through. You have to write the thing to see if it’s going to work and even then, it feels like you can see only as far as your own headlights. But with knowledgeable advice gleaned from years of experience, you can go into the endeavor of writing and publishing a book with your brights on. You’ll gain more knowledge and familiarity, so that when things happen to you that haven’t happened to your friends or colleagues, you’ll say Oh, I heard about this or I know where to look to figure it out.

In this book, you’ll find all the nuts-and-bolts things I tell writers about traditional publishing. We’ll go over how to format your manuscript, how to write a book proposal and when you don’t need to, how to submit your work to agents, and how to know it’s time to quit. We’ll talk about the ins and outs of building a writing community.

We’ll talk about what happens when an agent offers you representation and how to know if it’s a good fit, how your agent submits a book to editors, and how editors buy books. We’ll discuss book deals and what the money part means, as well as the editing and production process of the actual book. We’ll talk about the tougher stuff, too, including making peace with self-promotion, how to weather your book not selling, and how to get back on the horse for your next one.

And we’ll talk about the emotions that go with these things. How to deal with waiting, waiting, and more waiting. How not to read into an agent’s form rejection. How to distract yourself through the many times you’ll wait even longer for news about your book. We’ll talk about silencing your inner critic and dealing with the complex feelings of cheering on your fellow writers without being overcome with jealousy or resentment. If you’re wallowing in your feelings or if you feel like you’re the only one, it will hold you back from doing your best work and could derail your entire career. The goal isn’t zero feelings. It’s realizing the feelings are pretty typical and are just feelings, not truths.

A few caveats and best practices as we move forward. This book is aimed at those primarily interested in traditional publishing in the United States, as opposed to indie or self-publishing. Hybrid authors, who do a mix of traditional and self-publishing, will benefit from reading about the traditional side of things. Traditional publishing means the big (as of this writing) five publishers like Penguin Random House, Hachette, HarperCollins, Simon & Schuster, and Macmillan, as well as the other many (what I call) mid-major publishers, often—but not exclusively—located in New York. These publishers offer advances against your future royalty earnings and distribute books in bookstores of all sizes, digitally and in print. Indie and self-publishing is a rich and wonderful world, but that’s a whole ʼnother book. Publishing industries vary in other countries, and I do not know the ins and outs of every one of them around the world. Feelings, though, are universal.

We’ll also be talking mostly about novels and nonfiction books of all stripes for adults and kids for a trade audience. The academic publishing world is its own beast, and for that check out Laura Portwood-Stacer’s excellent The Book Proposal Book: A Guide for Scholarly Authors (Princeton University Press, 2021). I’m sorry, but I know very little about screenplays and poetry. This might not be the best book for you if those are your main areas of interest.




A BRIEF EXPLANATION ABOUT WHY THIS BOOK DOES NOT DISCUSS SELF-PUBLISHING

I have kept up on the industry news regarding self-publishing, and I’ve poked around the sites and such. I’ve had detailed conversations with my clients who have done their own self-publishing and seen how successful, and not, they have been, but I’m not an expert in self-publishing.

I also know enough about the general process of writing, editing, publishing, distributing, and marketing a book, regardless of whether that’s through a traditional publisher or not, and whew! It’s a lot! Some books and authors are well suited to self-publishing and some are not, and if you are wondering if that’s you, there are other books you can turn to aside from this one. Jane Friedman’s The Business of Being a Writer (University of Chicago Press, 2018) has a great series of questions to ask if self-publishing is right for you.

The absence of self-publishing information here is not a judgment of its use or viability. If you want to self-publish, you should do it. It should be a fair, uncomplicated (notice I didn’t say easy), transparent, accessible process. It should always be an option, especially as traditional publishing is not a fair, uncomplicated, transparent, or accessible process. Neither one of these things has to win, or be better than the other, or be the last publishing process standing. We can have both. I hope self-publishing never goes away.





WHERE I’M COMING FROM

My grandfather, we called him Grumpy, wrote a book about his time in the Marines as a brigadier general and weapons battalion commander at Parris Island. It came out from The Dial Press in 1958, and his military portrait is the full back cover of the book. After he passed away, I inherited a box of his notebooks and writing books. One was a meticulous ledger (c.f., Marines) about the writing and editing of his book. In a self-made table with ruler-straight lines, he wrote down each of the tasks he needed to do for each chapter, the words written or edited, and the completion date. I wasn’t particularly close to my grandfather in life, but I have always felt close to him as a writer. He left me a road map of sorts. When I first held a copy of his book, I knew that writing was for me. I was going to do that too. Now I keep my own ledgers.

I spent a lot of time talking about writing but not actually writing. When I finally completed my first novel, I did it word by painstaking word. Even with my publishing experience and the example of so many writers, there wasn’t a thing that made the task easy or painless or effortless. It was the opposite of those things.

I finally wrote a novel, by getting to my desk and putting the damn words on the page. I was in my early thirties. I wrote a YA novel about teens who built an app poised to change the world, until their social-climbing friend compromises all their user data and it all comes crashing down. This was 2013, and the post-Twilight surge of YA novels was still going strong. Twitter was about six or seven years old by then. Snapchat was two. But when I was finally done with that novel, I knew the story would be outdated before the pages hit the tray of my inkjet printer. I let a few people read it, and they gave me some notes, but I never revised it. I’ve never even reread it. My publishing knowledge combined with what I was learning about my own writing led me to one conclusion: this book would flop. I put it aside.

And this was fine! The project was a success because I had proven to myself I could do it. I could sit down and rack up the words. Face the blank page. I could start and finish a project and be overall happy with it, even if it would never see the light of day. I wrote a book and survived. And I survived not publishing it too.

Then I had a kid, and my whole life changed. My whole personhood changed. I didn’t have time to hem and haw in front of my laptop, clicking over to social media or taking BuzzFeed quizzes. If I really wanted to be a writer, to sell a book, to at least write a book I had any hope of selling, I had to get over myself right quick. I went to a coffee shop at 7:00 a.m. twice a week and eventually I wrote another novel.

I wrote a middle-grade novel and two picture books. With one of those, I got an agent. Yes, I had to send out query letters too! After we tried to sell those projects with no luck, I had to face the fact that I was writing them in an attempt to get any book published. I was desperate, impatient for it. I’d wanted it for so long. Eventually, I realized I had to write for myself and not the market. That the point was to write and see what happened, not write any old thing just because I thought it had a better chance of being published.

So I wrote another novel. It was inspired by a short story my great-grandmother Maud had written over a hundred years ago. I worked and worked on it for about two years, and in the end, my agent liked it (so did I) and sent it out in May 2020. It was a kinda rough time then, and it didn’t sell. Why? I have some ideas.II I can’t blame the pandemic alone because goodness knows it’s not a perfect book. But I can’t really know exactly why, and it’s never just one reason anyway. It didn’t sell, and that was that.





NEWSLETTERS AND FEELINGS

While that was happening, I was in the second year writing my Agents & Books newsletter. My goal was to give writers easier access to writing tips and publishing knowledge, and to keep myself distracted while my solo writing career failed to launch. I covered query letters, word counts, publishing contracts, and all that jazz. I didn’t write about my own writing that much, except to say that I’d done it and to talk about my process in general, but I didn’t post a play-by-play of the submission process for my novel or all my rejections. As I was actually going through it, I started thinking more and more about the feelings side of the writing and publishing process. The part that was nowhere in Grumpy’s books and ledgers and notes. I absolutely had a lot of feelings about not selling that novel. All that work, all those mornings away from my baby, all that effort, and nothing. I was crushed. I cried about it. I began to realize that I might never publish a book. Me! A literary agent with an MFA! With my own fancy agent! Who’s edited dozens and dozens of books and sold many times more, for other people! With all my privilege and knowledge, not to mention ego, I always figured I’d get a book deal one day. (I know, I know. I am aware of how this sounds.) I was over forty by this time, and I had to look this fact dead in the eye: I might never publish a book. I had no control over this process, regardless of how much I knew about query letters and “the market.” I had to make peace with it, somehow, if I was ever going to have the heart or stamina to try again.

So I started writing about that on my newsletter, instead of the specific rejections to my novel. And the response from readers was great. I got countless emails telling me I feel this way too! And I really needed to hear this today! And Get out of my head! Writers related to the doubt and fear and anger and confusion. I needed that boost. But also, it was comforting. As a literary agent, I know all the nuts and bolts of how books are bought and sold, but as a writer, I also felt the strain of getting all these words—any words!—on the page.




AND NOW HERE’S THIS BOOK

I got a book deal after all! And it didn’t happen because of some magic confluence of clout and opportunity (but not zero of that either, because all cards on the table here). It happened because I tried and failed and had the ability and privilege to try again. Because I eventually got my act together to sit down and write. Because I have been in the publishing industry for many years, and I know how it works.

I can’t give you privilege, opportunity, or experience. I can’t give you status or power. But I can give you knowledge and encouragement. This is my ledger for you. Because if you’re reading this, you probably want to be published as badly as I did, and I want to help you get there. Anyone can tell you how to pull the cord on your parachute if you’re skydiving. But you also need someone to tell you how to have the courage to jump.

I want readers of this book—you—to come away with the knowledge that you are not alone in these feelings. Everyone feels this way. Some people even feel worse than you do! And some people have figured out how to manage it (enough) to get on with their writing. I did. When my novel didn’t sell, I went through the five stages of grief. Of course my novel is going to sell. How could they not buy my novel? Maybe this one person will actually buy it. Fuck, it’s over. It’s not selling. And finally, Yeah, it’s not selling, and that’s OK. When I got through that, I ended up asking myself why I wanted to write in the first place. Because I love it, even when I don’t wanna do it. I love putting words on the page in ways that make me happy. That last part eventually sunk in. I could just write things that make me happy. Maybe they won’t get published, maybe they will. Maybe that’s not the only thing that matters.

I want to give you permission to feel all your feelings about writing and publishing your book. Feelings are annoying, and I would prefer not to have them! And I definitely avoided them for most of my writing life. But tuning in to your feelings about writing and publishing will help you figure out if something is a big deal for you or just a bump in the road. You can’t rely on what everyone else does/feels/thinks to guide your path. Tuning in to your feelings is how you develop intuition so that when issues come up, and they always do, you’ll have a better understanding of what they mean for your career and book. I’m going to say many times over the course of this book that it depends and every book is different. There is no one way to write and publish a book. How you feel about what’s happening can tell you so much about those variations. Feelings don’t predict the future, but they can help you know when to pump the brakes.

When I started to feel my feelings and tune in to what I liked and wanted to accomplish with my writing, I actually started to enjoy it. I was excited to sit down and work on another novel, not to mention this book! Will I ever sell a novel or another book?III Who knows? Confronting this, though, has made it easier to rack up the pages and to feel less precious about editing and less stressed about where it’s going and what’s going to happen. I’ve felt great writing this book, and I’ve had all the boring, negative feelings too. If any other writer told me that’s where they were in their writing process, I would tell them they’d figured out the secret to the whole thing. If I have the secret now, I want to share it with you.


	
I. Pro tip: Never do that.

	
II. Quiet, literary novels about motherhood in Brooklyn aren’t exactly burning up the charts.

	
III. Well, actually, while I was writing this book, a picture book I’d been working on for SEVEN YEARS sold, kinda out of the blue! I’ll tell you more in chapter 5.










Chapter One ARE YOU READY TO GO?


So you want to publish a book. You want to say When my first book came out… at cocktail parties and maybe even have someone recognize you on the street (or at least on the internet) as that author who wrote that great book. Maybe you don’t want all that attention, but you still want to feel the weight of those pages in your hands, to go to a bookstore, see your name on a spine, and know you did a huge thing.

Are you ready to get started? Great! Here’s the process:


	Write book.

	Find agent.

	Get book deal.

	Cash checks.



Lol, no. It isn’t that easy, but it’s not not that easy either. It’s just hard to know how to do any of those things, except cash the checks. You’ve written a book, but are you done editing it? You know you need an agent, but which one? And what’s a good book deal? We’re going to talk in detail about agents, query letters, book deals, and checks in later chapters, but here the goal will be to figure out if you have what you need to take the next steps, and how to steel yourself mentally for the road to come.


HAVE YOU WRITTEN YOUR BOOK?

You have to finish your book or your book proposal before you take the next steps. That doesn’t mean you have to stop reading this book right now (don’t stop reading this book right now), but it does mean that first you focus on the writing, and then you focus on the publishing. It’s most helpful to do things in that order, though I’m sure you’ll be daydreaming about how you will decide between the many agents beating down your door and how big an advance your masterpiece will get. Go ahead and daydream. But do the work too.

I’m assuming you’re not starting from scratch. I can’t give you a book idea to write. I can’t tell you what markets are hot (and they’d be cold as soon as this book hit the shelves) or whether you should write for kids or adults, fiction or nonfiction. That’s your decision. But if you have those things, I can tell you what to do next.




WHAT DO YOU MEAN I HAVE TO WRITE THE WHOLE BOOK FIRST?

If I had a nickel for every time I’ve heard that, I could buy the whole hardcover bestseller list. But in most cases, you have to write the whole book before you can submit it to agents, and ultimately to publishers. I know! That takes a lot of time! And you are not paid for that time, either, at least not in an hourly wage/regular paycheck sense. It is very hard to write a whole book in a vacuum, without help, when you don’t even know if an agent will like it, a publisher will buy it, or anyone will read it. I don’t have a fix for that, unfortunately. It is just how the industry works.

But that’s mostly true for novels and other fiction formats. You don’t have to write the whole book if you’re writing nonfiction, and in fact, editors don’t want you to! Instead, you’ll write a book proposal, as well as a sample chapter or two, which we’ll talk about in chapter 4. If you’re doing an illustrated book like a graphic novel, art book, or craft book about sewing or knitting, etc., you’ll need to include the relevant illustrations in there too. If you are writing a picture book and you do not plan to illustrate it yourself, you do not have to provide illustrations. Yes, this is all confusing. That’s why you’re reading this book!

Memoirs, though, are kind of in between. Some writers choose to write the whole thing first. Some find this necessary so they can map out the story or find out what they want to say and how to say it. But other writers find it sufficient to write a book proposal, and that works for many agents and editors too. I’ve sold memoirs from both proposals and full manuscripts, so this is really a case-by-case basis. If you don’t know which applies to you, keep reading, especially the book proposal chapter (chapter 4), and see what feels right for your book, subject matter, writing style, and goals.

For novels and children’s picture books, though, you have to write the whole thing. Best not to assume you are the exception to any rule.




OK, BUT WHY THE WHOLE THING OF ONE AND NOT THE OTHER?

You have to write the whole novel because agents and editors need to know if you can stick the landing. I’m sure you’re thinking But I can just tell an agent how my book will end and they can trust me that it will be good. Sure, that could happen. Sometimes literary agents take on clients based on a partial novel manuscript and cross their fingers (me included). But most agents most of the time want to see the whole novel before they offer representation, so you better get cracking. You might find an agent who will be willing to send out a partial manuscript for your debut novel, but they’re few and far between. When an editor buys a book, they share it with many of their colleagues—from marketing, publicity, sales, and more—hoping to convince them it’s worth buying. Editors saying And when the author eventually writes the ending, I’m sure it will be good! doesn’t make for a very strong argument. So, you have to write the whole novel. Sorry.

You don’t have to write the whole book when you’re writing nonfiction because… we’ve always done it that way? Prior to globalization, cheap and widespread mass communications, and the internet, if you wanted to know what was going on somewhere else, you had to send someone there to check it out. And that cost money. Nonfiction is often a less risky investment because it is easier to link sales to subject matter. I mean, I like historical novels about Paris, but I’m not interested in all historical novels about Paris. When I was a kid, though, I read every biography of the Beatles I could get my hands on. Whether this plays out in empirical data or not, it’s easy to make a case for it, and well, I guess it stuck.

You can make a very strong argument that it’s more critical for fiction to stick the landing than it is for nonfiction. How many novels have you read that were great until the very end? And did you say to your friends Gee, that was great until the most unbelievable thing happened in the end? Weak endings don’t lead to robust sales from word-of-mouth marketing. I suppose it doesn’t take too many flops in any genre for a publisher to figure out which works best for them.





HOW TO WRITE A BOOK

I can’t tell you what to write about, but I can tell you how to get more words on the page. Of course, writing a book isn’t just putting a lot of words on the page. There isn’t any one-size-fits-all advice about plot, character, theme, subject matter, structure, thesis, etc. This book will not tell you if your novel should be in past or present tense. Instead, I have insight to share with you about what can make writing easier or more manageable and how to deal with all the messy feelings that come along with it.

To start, you need something to write with. Fountain pens and vintage typewriters might be kitschy and inspiring, but traditional publishers will require you to send your manuscript as a digital file. You can write it longhand and type it later if you want, and some find this is a good way to edit.

You don’t, however, need the fanciest laptop in the world to write a novel. Heck, you could type it out on your phone, if you have the thumb strength. You can use the computers at your school or library. Most of publishing uses Microsoft Word in editing manuscripts, so eventually, you’re going to have to use that. You can draft your book in Google Docs or Pages or Scrivener, but somewhere down the line, you’ll need Word, and a passing familiarity with Track Changes. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

There are many laptop-adjacent devices that promise to boost your productivity. You can whip out a tablet with a keyboard and write anywhere. There are e-ink devices you can write on with a stylus and that will convert your handwriting into typewritten text (the Kindle Scribe is one). You can get distraction-free devices like the Freewrite Traveler or Alpha that are basically digital typewriters—a keyboard and small screen but no internet browser. They even back up to the cloud. You can dictate your work into your phone or computer. There’s a device to suit any ability or productivity profile. You might even be able to borrow some of these devices from your library or buy them used. But you don’t have to have the biggest, latest, fanciest thing. It’s not the device that makes the writer. It’s the writing. You might think you’ll be more productive if you have X, Y, or Z. But really, you’ll be more productive if you just write more. (And turn off the internet. That helps all the time.)

I know lots of people who swear by Scrivener, a program with a lot of different functions to help write, organize, and edit any kind of writing. There’s a learning curve to it, so be prepared. Also be prepared that if you ask your writing friends about it, the true evangelists won’t stop talking about it. They’re like vegans (love you, vegans). They want everyone to know they use Scrivener (love you, scriveners). Personally, it has a few too many bells and whistles for my tastes, but I did seriously consider using it for this project.

A certain kind of pen bring you joy to use? Get it. You don’t need any more reason than you want to. Easily distracted? Try earplugs or noise-canceling headphones. I’m an old lady with a repetitive stress injury from looking down at laptops, books, and phones, so I’m going to tell you to be mindful of your ergonomic setup while you’re working, but I also know you’ll just contort yourself on your bed or couch anyway, so don’t forget to get up and move around once in a while.

Get all this stuff and the writing will be easy! No, of course it won’t. You don’t need imported, Italian leather–bound notebooks or gold-plated, noise-canceling headphones or a candle burning and one specific ASMR video on YouTube to write a book. Some of these things might make the experience more pleasant or convenient for you, but they won’t make you a better writer. For that, you just need to write. You don’t want that candle to become a crutch.





DO I HAVE TO WRITE EVERY DAY?

You do not have to write every day. I do not write every day. I can’t. I have a full-time job and a kid and a compulsive need to watch mediocre Instagram Reels and this pesky desire to leave the house sometimes and also get at least seven hours of sleep a night. If you do not or cannot write every day, you are not any less of a writer.

But. Unfortunately, there is a but. The times when I have written most days are the times I’ve been the most productive. Not only because there were more cumulative minutes at the keyboard but also because more frequent writing sessions meant less time reminding myself where I left off and what I needed to do next. I could just pick up from the day before and keep going. I also found the ideas were fresher in my mind, so I thought about them more, and tricky narrative knots worked themselves out more readily. I had more brainstorms on long walks or in the shower. (Why is it always in the shower?) I was thinking about it more, so, well, I thought about it more.

I don’t write for two hours every day or anything. Sometimes it’s 500 words or fifteen minutes. Sometimes I sat down with a swath of free time in front of me and pecked out twenty words before I realized I was just too tired to keep going, or the phone rang, or my kid needed something. I still touched my project that day. You have to work within the constraints of your daily life and also steal time whenever you can. But you are not a failure if you do not write every day. And the answer to your productivity problems is not big chunks of uninterrupted time (what even is that?). Can your brain handle writing for seven hours straight on a Saturday after a busy week? You can run one mile five days a week more easily than you can run five miles straight without any prep.

Routines are lovely to have, but not all routines are daily ones. If you find something that works for you, guard it with your life. But if you don’t or cannot commit to one, you’re still a writer. Try to touch your work most days. Aim for that and do your best.




HOW TO KNOW WHICH WORDS TO PUT ON WHICH PAGE

You probably know what you want your book to be about, whether that means something abstract, like an exploration of the intersection of motherhood and roller derby, or something more concrete, like what happens when four college roommates find a million dollars hidden in the wall of their dorm. Either way, stuff has to happen in your novel, large or small, or your nonfiction has to show your discovery or answer a question or provide the reader a solution, and you have to write down those things in some kind of logical order. How you do that puts you in either the plotters club or the pantsers club.


PLOTTERS

A plot is what happens in a story. But it also means the act of writing those things down. You might call it a synopsis or an outline, but either way, it’s a document that contains everything that happens in your book, in order. In nonfiction, your story or argument or investigation or plan has to proceed logically, or your reader will get lost and miss the point entirely. In fiction, your story should proceed according to the logic of your book and something, big or small, should happen. Otherwise, the reader will get bored or confused and stop reading.

I, for one, have always been a plotter. I often use spreadsheets, and here’s what mine looks like at the moment of this writing.

[image: A table outlining the chapters and topics of a book about the writing and publishing process.]
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This probably doesn’t mean much to you, but it’s enough of a guide to keep me on track. I find that I can write and write when I know where I’m going. I don’t fret over each sentence because I know I can go back and edit things later. It’s the worrying about what comes next, what characters are going to do or what topics I need to cover that slows me down, and with a solid outline, I worry about that way less. Using this chart, I wrote the first draft of this book in four and a half months.

There are a lot of differences between this chart and the final book. That’s how it’s supposed to be! Things changed as I wrote and definitely changed in editing. But this road map kept me moving forward with my draft. You can’t edit what you don’t write.

Your plot or outline can take many different forms. Some people use a spreadsheet like this or a bulleted list. You might adopt the format you learned for the five-paragraph essay, regardless of whether you’re writing fiction or nonfiction. (Obviously, your book will have more than five paragraphs.) You might even write something that’s more like a narrative synopsis, a very long description of what happens in your book, formatted into paragraphs. That’s what I’m working from for a novel I’ve been writing, and that document is fourteen pages long, single-spaced, and full of notes and cross-outs and marginalia about new ideas or changes that need to be made or questions I should answer before the end. You don’t have to do it this way, of course. I’m sure programs like Scrivener have similar outlining functions, or you can find templates online. You can pin note cards to your wall or write it out on a whiteboard. You get to use whatever works for you, for your specific book. Your next book might require a different format. You never know!

I find that plotting and outlining is a good way to stress test a book too. When you start writing it down, all the holes in your story and argument reveal themselves. You might discover that your idea isn’t long enough or even too long, or if you have enough evidence to support your argument. If you don’t know how your story will end, writing an outline is a good way to figure out how to get to that ending.

Not sure where to start? Pick a place to begin: the beginning, the middle, or the end. It’s likely you have an idea of at least one of those points in your story. Write it down, in whatever format you choose. It’s even better if you know two of those points so you can start to see how one leads to the other. You might write multiple outlines to see how it all works together. I’ve even written long lists of different endings or middles or twists or other plot elements, just to get them out of my head. I wanted to clear away the low-hanging fruit, to get the most obvious plot ideas out of the way so I could home in on the more interesting or unexpected ones. It looks something like this.

My main character could:


	go back to school

	drop out of school

	write a book

	have to plan her friend’s wedding

	have to plan her teacher’s wedding

	have to plan her enemy’s wedding



OK, that got dark kinda quick. But see how just riffing on an idea can reveal what’s boring and what’s interesting and unexpected?

As you work on your plot and outline, you can go back and change things, move things around, scrap ideas, and even start over. It’s going to feel like a lot of work that’s not writing. You’re going to put in a lot of time and not come out with a higher word count, which is the metric writers often use to gauge productivity. You’re also going to sit down to write and realize that some part of your outline doesn’t work, you can’t get some crucial research in time, you have a brainstorm that changes everything, or your characters themselves take you down a completely different road. That’s OK! That’s part of writing! Follow where your characters or research or arguments lead, and if you have to go back and rethink your outline, or scrap it altogether, then so be it. Everyone does that. Staying flexible will keep you moving forward.

You could spend weeks outlining, and when someone asks how far you are into your book, you’ll be tempted to say I haven’t started yet. But you have. All this work counts as writing, even if it’s not in your final word count. It’s real work. It’s not wasted time. It’s time you’re spending now so that the actual writing part later goes smoother and sometimes even faster. It’s the tortoise approach. You don’t need to be the hare.




PANTSERS

A pantser is someone who just wings it, as in from the seat of their pants. You just sit down and write and see what happens! Chaos!

Pantsers scoff at an outline. You cannot be hemmed in. Part of the joy of writing is sitting down and following where the story leads, being surprised by what your characters say, what argument you make, finding things out about your story—and yourself—you never imagined. There is freedom in the blank page (though probably not the absence of anxiety).

As a pantser, you probably have an idea of what you want to write about. It’s not like your keyboard is a Ouija board and you’re just waiting for the spirit to possess you. Though that could be interesting! You may start with a question, character, conversation, setting, or world, and see where that takes you.

Pantsing requires very focused editing after drafting. It’s unlikely your book will come out fully formed in terms of plot, argument, story, logical progression, research, character development, tension, pacing, or conclusion. Be ready to seriously scrutinize your first (and second and third) draft to produce a book that doesn’t feel like it was, well, written by the seat of your pants.

If you told me I had to write a book without an outline, I would say Never! I can’t do it! That was, until I tried.

I learned the five-paragraph-essay format in the third grade in the North Carolina public school system. When I moved to Long Island in high school, I was stunned that my friends were learning it for the first time in their sophomore year. Sophomore year! Of high school! I’d been using this method for seven years when my classmates in New York first encountered it. It definitely explains my dedication to outlining everything, on top of being a type-A, Taurus sun, Capricorn rising, classic overachiever. I’ve been known to outline particularly long emails!

And I’ve outlined all the books I’ve finished writing so far.I Over and over. For one novel, I even wrote an alternate outline to see if my idea worked as a thriller—a genre I don’t really read at all. Surprise! It didn’t work. But I gave it a shot. My enthusiasm for that idea petered out, and I was at a loss for what to write for a while.

Until one day, I just started writing. I had a scene in my head and I just decided to write it. Why not? I could just write for fun without it being for anything. I could follow wherever my heart and keyboard led me. It could just be for me. I knew what I wanted to write about, but I didn’t know what was going to happen to those characters, and I didn’t know what kind of ending, or middle for that matter, I was working toward.

I was always sure pantsing would end with me staring anxiously at a blinking cursor. But it was working this time! I got more than 25,000 words in without plotting anything! And it was fun! Was it good? I have no idea! But it was a joy to write, and it was interesting to watch my characters find their way on their own. Do I think I could write a whole novel this way? Probably not, but even just getting a third of the way into something without an outline was such a revelation that I no longer evangelize for Plotting Only, Pantsing Never. Now I think I’m more Plotting Mostly, Pantsing Sometimes. But that’s just me. You, writer, are allowed to do it any way you want. You may find that your mind actively rejects anything as rigid as an outline or that kind of executive functioning is just not your forte. Knowing this about yourself is key, and I give you explicit permission to do it any way that works for you.

After you write your outline or decide to pants it, the next step is to write the book. Ready, set, go!

What comes next in this is not what story beats your plot must hit or whether you should use present or past tense. The writing part is on you. But I will help you handle all the feelings that go along with that writing, and what comes after, and I promise that will help.






HOW MANY WORDS IS DONE, THEN?

A question for you. Is your book done when you reach the end of your story or research, or when you hit a specific number of words? If you answered both, you are correct. Your book should be as long as it needs to be, and that tends to be within a general word count range depending on your genre and audience. This is a topic of much discussion.

I totally get it. I myself have typed THE END and then looked at the word count and thought Oh, that’s not long enough at all. What we all really want to know is Have I typed enough??? Or Have I typed too much??? ¯\_(ツ)_/¯

Notice I am not saying page count here. Agents and editors do not care how many pages your book is (except picture books) because I can make the text very big, and suddenly my book is twice as many pages. Every word-processing program will tell you how many words you’ve typed. Measure your work in words, not pages.

So how many words does your book need to be? Here’s a guide:


For Kids


	
Picture Books: They’re typically thirty-two or so published pages, including the copyright page and stuff, and you can put few or many words on a page. They are often 500 to 1,000-ish words total, but it’s more important to think about what words go on what page, and how turning pages affects the story, as well as what it sounds like when you read it out loud.

	
Chapter Books: 5,000 to 12,000-ish words. These are very short, often lightly illustrated books for kids, almost always written to be a series. (These are super hard to publish, so don’t think you have it made in the shade writing one of these a week for the rest of your life.)

	
Middle Grade Fiction and Nonfiction: 30,000 to 50,000-ish. These are stories aimed at kids aged roughly eight to twelve and usually feature main characters in those same age ranges. Science fiction and fantasy for this audience can be longer, but even those are rarely more than 90,000 words.

	
YA Fiction and Nonfiction: 50,000 to 100,000-ish, again on the longer end for science fiction and fantasy. These are books aimed at readers thirteen to roughly eighteen.II








For Adults


	
Adult Fiction of Basically All Stripes: 50,000 to 125,000, again on the longer end for science fiction and fantasy. You’ll find some shorter novels for adults as well as much, much longer ones, but on average, most fall in this range.

	
Adult Novellas: 30,000 to 50,000. At the time of this writing, this format is most robust in science fiction, fantasy, and horror, but you’ll occasionally find them in other genres as well.

	
Prescriptive Nonfiction (How-To, Self-Help, etc.): 25,000 to 75,000. Word count varies widely here, depending on the format and content of the book. Nonfiction with a lot of instructions, pictures, tables, or fill-in-the-blank-type pages will have a lower word count, but I have found most still cross the 25,000-word mark.

	
General Nonfiction: 50,000 to 100,000. Depending on topic, format, and what the general audience wants, there’s a lot of variation here too. A too-short book may signal to me that the topic cannot sustain a book-length treatment and is more likely a magazine article. A too-long book may signal that the author’s subject is too broad or the book needs a hefty edit.

	
Memoir: These function much the same as adult novels in terms of word count.




For Graphic Novels

These are measured by final, finished, fully illustrated page count, not by word count. If you’re not sure, go to the bookstore or library and look at the page counts of books similar to yours. Books have certain common page counts because of specifications of printing, so if you think your book will be eighty-nine pages but most of the ones you see are ninety-six pages, this is OK. You’ll notice a lot of graphic novels include pages of character designs, sketches, alternate covers, and the like. This is probably because they had extra pages to fill! Or the content was particularly good, so they made room for it. It’s OK if your estimate is 10 percent off in either direction. It is important for agents to know, though, if you are envisioning a 400-page graphic novel or a 100-page one, and what audience you are targeting.

In very, very general terms, these are the following common page counts for graphic novels per audience/genre:


	
Younger Readers: Think Meggie Ramm’s Batcat, or Ben Clanton’s Narwhal and Jelly, 80 to 128 pages.

	
Middle Grade: Think Dav Pilkey’s Captain Underpants and Dog Man, 208 to 224 pages.

	
YA: Think Heartstopper by Alice Oseman, and Mariko Tamaki and Rosemary Valero-O’Connell’s Laura Dean Keeps Breaking Up with Me, 200+ pages.

	
Adult: Varies! There can be short, slight, graphic novels for the adult audience or huge bricks. It’s my experience that very, very short ones and very, very long ones are hard to sell, so you might want to aim for the middle, 200+ pages.



There is also a lot of crossover reading in graphic novels, between adults and kids. I personally read all genres of graphic novels, from The Baby-Sitters Club graphic novelizations to graphic memoirs about Vietnamese diaspora like Thi Bui’s (spectacular!) The Best We Could Do. Kids read whatever they can get their hands on, and your book might be interesting to a wide swath of age groups. You might think that saying your book is crossover or will appeal to readers nine to ninety-nine makes it more enticing to agents and publishers. But that’s not quite true. Each book targets a primary market, and that’s where you should focus your efforts. You will probably know who you’re talking to—kids or adults—because you probably set out to do one or the other. The other age groups who come to your book are icing on the cake, but when you query, have your target audience in mind.

But, Kate, you’re thinking, if I’m writing nonfiction, and I am not going to write the whole book right now, how do I know if it’s going to be long enough? And how do I know what to put for my estimated word count, which I’ve seen people put in query letters?

If you haven’t started writing it yet, you aren’t going to know if your idea is long enough for a book. We’ll talk about that more in chapter 4 about book proposals. When you write your proposal, though, you’ll write both a chapter outline and up to two sample chapters. After that you do some simple math. Take the average word count of your two chapters and multiply that by the number of chapters you have. That will give you a very rough idea of your word count, and you can go from there. You will probably think My intro is short, so I’m going to pad this final number with about 3,000 words, and you probably won’t be wrong.








WHY SHORT BOOKS AREN’T ALWAYS EASIER TO PUBLISH

Why is it hard to publish a very short adult book, but not a very short children’s book? Capitalism, baby. Shorter books are not necessarily cheaper to produce, at least not enough to overcome the consumer’s perceptions about how much a shorter book should cost. Your 20,000-word adult novel would be slimmer than Vogue’s September issue, heck, probably slimmer than their January one. The publisher still needs to charge more than about fifteen dollars for it in hardcover (even less for paperback) to cover the costs of production. Would you be willing to spend $15.00 on something that is approximately the same length as a long story in The New Yorker, which currently has a newsstand price of $8.99? Even if you were, it probably wouldn’t be very often.

This holds true for long books, too, which can cost more in paper, printing, binding, and shipping when they’re significantly longer than average. According to the preface of the 1990 “Complete and Uncut” edition of Stephen King’s The Stand, it wasn’t his editor who asked him to cut 400 pages from the original manuscript—it was the accounting department! Otherwise, the retail cost necessary to recoup costs would have been more than they thought readers would have been willing to pay. Once he was a big star, they knew readers would be willing to pay the increased cost for the longer book!

You may have noticed that the price of your favorite doorstop-sized fantasy novel is more than $30.00 in hardcover. But how many readers are willing to spend $32.00 or $38.00 for a 700-page epic from a debut author? Few. President Barack Obama’s 2020 book A Promised Land was 768 pages and retailed for $45, but that book had the trifecta of being very long, by a very important and well-known person, and highly anticipated. And Barbra Streisand’s 2023 memoir came in at 992 pages and sold for $47! Babs’s book is a steal compared to Obama’s, price-per-page-wise.

But books aren’t priced by the page like bananas are by the pound. It’s possible that the average word count of any genre or for any audience is what works best for storytelling. Too long and you may bore the reader. Too short and it might feel underdeveloped. It’s also that consumers have a general idea of how much they’re willing to spend on a book and how much book they want to get for their money. If a publisher has to charge a lot more to cover the costs of a long book, they need to be sure there’s a public waiting to buy it. Prices don’t break down small enough to make it significantly cheaper to publish short books.

You’ll notice that I put “-ish” after the specific word counts here. That’s because if your book is a 50,001-word-long middle-grade novel, you won’t be automatically rejected. Even if it’s only 29,999 words. Literary agents and editors are not that strict. Only worry if your book is at least 30 percent longer or shorter than these guidelines. A 75,000-word (non-fantasy) middle-grade novel might signal to me that it needs a good edit. A 15,000-word middle-grade novel says to me that the plot or characters may not be developed enough. Word counts are not a litmus test. They’re a guide.

Of course, everyone can think of a superlong or supershort book that sold millions of copies. You might be thinking you can do that, too, and you might be right. But it’s unlikely those books worked because of their word counts. Were the authors already famous? Was their research groundbreaking? Was it truly one of a kind? When a book falls outside the norms, you’ve got to work even harder to make a case for it. Publishing is not an Olympic sport with strict regulations and guidelines. It is where business meets art.




COMIC SANS IS NOT YOUR FRIEND, AND OTHER FORMATTING NECESSITIES

One thing that will save you time in the writing and editing process is to use general manuscript formatting guidelines from the jump, so you don’t have to go back and fix it all later. When your book finds a publisher, they will give you a document that outlines their house style, but in the meantime, these generally accepted guidelines will put you on the right path.


	
Use a 12-point font throughout, even for headers and chapter titles.

	Use 1-inch margins all around.

	Pick a common font like Times New Roman or Arial. (Don’t get fancy. Courier is for screenplays and Comic Sans is for memes.)

	Include page numbers (bottom right is most common).

	Make sure your whole book is one file. (Do not send anyone each chapter in its own file unless requested to do so.)

	Save your file as a .docx, .rtf, or .pdf file. Do not send links to files saved in the cloud, even Google Docs (unless your file is extra-large, including many illustrations; we’ll talk about that below).

	Indent each paragraph using the global formatting templates in your word-processing program. Don’t hit the Tab key every time.

	Do not separate paragraphs with a line break. (This is often the default in Google Docs. It’s a HUGE PAIN to take this formatting out down the line, so save your future self some time and do it now.)

	Do not put two spaces after a period. Search your manuscript for this and change it.

	Double-space everything using the Double Space function, not the Enter key!

	Do not repeatedly hit Enter to put things on a new page. Learn how to use the Insert > Page Break function.

	
Remember, hyperlinks don’t work in a print book, so take those out of your manuscript.

	When using footnotes and citations, use The Chicago Manual of Style as your general formatting guide.

	If you’re going to use a ~~**~~ (called a dinkus or an ornament) to denote a space break, use the same one throughout. Keep it simple.

	Keep the styling to a minimum. Bold or italicize things if you really need to. (You do not need to indicate something should be italicized by underlining it.) It all gets redesigned by an actual book designer in the end, so save everyone the trouble and keep it simple and clear. It won’t go from your computer to the printer as is.

	Most of us have been reading text messages for at least a decade, so you don’t have to get fancy about how you transcribe those in your book. We get it.

	Make sure you don’t leave Track Changes on when you’re ready to send your book to agents or editors.

	If you want to make a text box or some other kind of fancy formatting, just put it in angle brackets: <text box here>. Don’t try to format it yourself. Editors and agents will understand.

	If you are a designer (or not!), I know you will want to lay everything out like a finished book. You can do this for fun, for yourself, but don’t do this for your submissions. The program you use to make your manuscript look like a book is not the same program a publisher uses to typeset a book. Your goal is not to make a printer-ready manuscript. It’s to make an easily readable manuscript. Plus, you don’t know your publisher’s interior design conventions. You’ll just have to take all your own formatting out later, and it’s a big pain. Keep. It. Simple.

	If you’re writing a graphic novel or other illustrated book, these formatting suggestions still apply to you. When you’re showing text, like chapter openers or recipes, use the text formatting guidelines above. If you’re writing a graphic novel, your script will look like a screenplay (about which I am not an expert, so feel free to google that). We’ll talk more about how to show your pictures, illustrations, or comic panels in chapter 4 about book proposals.

	Remember, you won’t get automatically rejected if you send an agent a book in 11-point type, but you could be making it harder to read your work. (Have mercy on the agent’s poor tired eyes.) Taking care of things like this means your readers can focus on your actual words and not your purple font and dancing GIFs.






THE LAST STEP IN WRITING A BOOK

There’s one last thing I want to talk about before we get into the nuts and bolts of editing your manuscript and finding an agent and seeing your book out in the world. You need to ask yourself how you feel about your writing, your art, your heart and soul, and how that intersects with commerce. If you’re reading this, publishing your book so that someone can buy it in a store is likely high on your priority list. Publishing is a retail industry where money changes hands. It’s not that different than selling shoes or widgets or knitting patterns on Ravelry. Everything that comes next in this book is affected by the place where art and commerce meet, and it’s best to understand how you feel about it, so you know how to account for that down the line. If you don’t, it can be a bumpy ride.

Some writers want to ignore it altogether, preferring to never think about money or the market. Some writers don’t have that luxury, and others think about it almost exclusively. Or it could change book to book. Regardless of where you fall on that spectrum, if you are aiming for publication by a traditional publisher, then you’re going to have to think about commerce at some point. If you want to be paid for your writing, you’ll need to think about who will read it, and whether they want to exchange money for the ability to read it. (Even if your readers go to the library, the library has to figure out how many of their patrons will want your book before they invest their scant resources in it.) I’m sorry if it makes you itchy to think about money and consumerism.

Agents who read your queries and editors who pass on your book are not a royal court capriciously proclaiming or denouncing your name as an artist. They are people who exchange their labor for money to pay their rent and buy food. Their jobs are to find books that other people will buy in stores. Is this a crude description of a many-layered and nuanced job? Yes. But agents and editors and everyone else on the traditional side of publishing do care about your work as an artist and your book as art. There are so many kinds of art! But everyone’s goal—including yours, likely—is to make money, so you have to think about money.

Not only is money hard to think about when it comes to art, it has this pesky tendency to correspond with value. The reader, a consumer, has to decide if a particular book is worth exchanging their hard-earned money (and/or time) for, in a never-ending sea of more books. Whenever you get flustered or panicked or heartsick about the money side of publishing, of art versus commerce, put yourself back in the reader’s shoes. Think about how you decide to spend money or time, or not, on different books. Personally, as a reader, I buy a lot of books, because I have the luxury of being able to do so, and I love them, and it makes me feel good. I also get books from the library, especially graphic novels and audiobooks. These are worth very much to me as art, as entertainment, but they are also expensive, considering how fast I go through them. I frequently request that my library buy new graphic novels and audiobooks, and guess what—they often do! This not only means the author gets a sale but also I get to read it and so do other people. Then the library might even buy more titles by the same author or in these genres. Everybody wins, even if I personally didn’t spend any money.

Yes, the reader will assess whether your book is worth buying. They will take note of which of their friends are reading it or if it’s on the front table at a store or if a celebrity recommended it. They might think That sounds good or That’s not for me. If they’re on the fence or strapped for cash, they might put it on hold at the library. People get books many different ways, for money or for free. Readers want to exchange time and/or money for books because they think they will get something out of it. They aren’t buying or reading a book because you worked really hard on it or because you deserve the royalties or because they should. They’re doing it because they want to. You read books because you want to. So, what’s in your book that readers will want? What’s in it for them? What do you want to share with the reader?

Readers might decline to buy your book because, wow, that first chapter had a lot of detail only you thought was interesting. They might have bought your book because the subject matter sounded great, but—oof—the first chapter was so harrowing they couldn’t get through the rest. That may also mean that they don’t tell their friends to buy and read your book, because they never finished it. These are all considerations to make when you’re thinking about what you want your book to do and how readers will respond to your book—with their dollars or attention or lack of both.

I find that following this path takes some of the squicky feelings out of the art-versus-commerce debate, at least for some writers. It doesn’t negate or erase or obscure the fact that readers exchange money for books under this capitalist system, and that it is subject to the problems that plague all systems under capitalism. You don’t have to write or publish under this system. If you want your book sold in stores, though, you do. Try to frame your thinking about what value your book can provide to the reader (Fun! Knowledge! Guidance! Sexytimes! Recipes!) instead of its worth. It’s already worth something, most importantly, to you.
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