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J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

Introduction  

In 2004, my first novel, a thriller called WHISKEY SOUR, was published. Since then, I've had eight book contracts, sold close to 

a hundred short stories, and my work appears in over twenty different countries. As of this writing, I've self-published several 

ebooks on Kindle, and sold more than 25,000 copies in less than ten months. I've won some awards, taught writing and marketing 

courses, signed at more than 1200 bookstores, mailed out promotional letters to 7000 libraries, experimented with blog tours and 

social networks, and have basically done all that I can to succeed in the publishing world. 

I also wrote down everything I've learned, in the hopes that my successes and failures will help shed some light on this very 

mysterious industry. These essays have appeared on my blog for five years, and there have been over five hundred of them.  

I'm often told I should write a book about the publishing business. My reply is always the same. "I already have. Just visit my 

website and blog. There are about one hundred pages of tips about writing, marketing, and promotion." 

I was way off. Including the comments on my blog (which are often more enlightening than the actual posts) I've amassed more 

than one thousand pages of tips. Over 360,000 words worth.  

That's a lot of pages (over 1000) to surf if you're looking for a specific bit of information.  

So I decided to actually put all of this info into e-book form, organized by subject. This was a Herculean task to do, and I have my 

friend Rob Siders (www.52novels.com) to thank for it. If you're working to format an ebook, he's the man to talk to. 

You can print up the monster if you have 2 reams of paper (the pdf is available on my website, www.JAKonrath.com.) But the 

advantage to this e-book is that the links are interactive. Not only are the sections bookmarked so you can skip to where you want 

to go with a click, but you can also visit the actual posts on A Newbie's Guide To Publishing and read the comments. You can add 

your own comments too.  

I haven't included every blog entryðsome were redundant, and time has rendered a few of them irrelevant. But I have included 

all of the tips from my website, along with several articles I've written. There are some repetitions. There are also some 

contradictions. I've left these as-is because advice is often repetitive and I've given myself permission to change my mind as I 

learn more. I've found that most people would rather defend their beliefs to the death than entertain a new idea, and I try very hard 

to function on proof rather than belief, even if it means I sometimes have to admit being wrong. 

Also, my good friend, NYT bestselling author Barry Eisler, was kind enough to write the foreword, and also cool enough to 

contribute four terrific essays to this collection. Barry has even more must-read stuff for writers on his homepage, 

www.BarryEisler.com. Not surprisingly, he also writes some of the best thrillers in the business. You'll learn a lot by checking out 

his website, and his novels.  

A word of warning before you dig in to the Newbie's Guide: Everyone's publishing journey is unique. Some of these tips will 

work for you. Some won't. You have to decide for yourself which advice to take and which to reject. Do this by setting goals, 

experimenting with ways to reach them, and learning from your successes and failures. Never take anyone's advice as truth 

without trying it for yourself. But you should try it before you judge it. 

This is a discouraging, difficult, and often illogical business. However, a dose of lateral thinking, a shot of common sense, and a 

little bit of inspiration can make it easier to palate. 

There's a word for a writer who never gives upé published. And there's a word for a published writer who never gives upé 

successful. That writer can be you.  

See you on the road. 

Joe Konrath 

Schaumburg, IL 3/31/2010  

http://www.52novels.com/
http://www.jakonrath.com/
http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/
http://www.barryeisler.com/
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Foreword by Barry Eisler  

Whenever I teach writing, I emphasize three points. Read like a writer. Focus not on getting published, but 

on the things that make getting published maximally likely. And read J.A. Konrath's blog, A Newbie's 

Guide to Publishing. 

There's no one in the industry more knowledgeable than Joe about both the craft and business of writing. A 

Newbie's Guide is the result of years worth of thought, research, discussion, and, most of all, experience. 

Want to know how to develop compelling characters? Write crackling dialogue? Run the kind of guerilla 

marketing campaign publishers only dream of? Put together a cost-effective, kick-ass book tour? Want to 

maximize your chances of getting and staying published? Then you need to read Joe. This is a guy who 

never accepts the conventional wisdom, who never does anything just because that's the way it's always 

been done, who's totally unafraid to try new things, who's remarkably honest in reporting the results of his 

experiments, and who's obsessed with sharing for free his uniquely valuable insights. Yeah, you can get 

published without reading Joe. But you can drive a car with the parking brake on, too ð it's just not the 

fastest way to get there. 

Until now, if you hadn't been reading A Newbie's Guide every day, as I do, it was a daunting task to search 

it for what you were looking for. But now, Joe has compiled the whole thing ï all 360,000 words of it ð 

into a cross-referenced, searchable ebook. Read a little every day and catch up on Joe's insights and advice. 

Or search the specific topics that are most pressing for you. Or both. No matter how you use it, A Newbie's 

Guide will improve your game ð and your odds. 

And one more thing. For God's sake, buy this man a beer. The information in A Newbie's Guide is 

invaluable, and Joe profits from it only in karma. A beer could get you in on some of that karma, too. 

Oh, and when you see him, give him a big, sloppy kiss, too. He likes that sort of thing. You can tell him I 

said so. 

Okay, enough of the intro ð you should be reading Joe, instead. 

Barry Eisler is the internationally bestselling author of eight thrillers. The latest is INSIDE OUT. You can 

visit him at www.BarryEisler.com. 

 

http://www.barryeisler.com/
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Distractions   

Being a writer these days is the career equivalent of ADD. 

Years ago, in the days of typewriters (note to newbies: a typewriter was a device like a computer, but 

without a monitor, memory, or Minesweeper) writers could sit down at their desk and just write. Then, 

when they finished writing, they could write their next book. 

These days, not so much. Temptations and other work-related activities abound for the writer. There are 

dozens of opportunities to slack-off without even getting out of your chair. 

¶ Writing blogs 

¶ Checking for replies on blogs 

¶ Checking for replies to your replies on blogs 

¶ Computer games 

¶ Checking email 

¶ MySpace 

¶ Surfing the net 

¶ Message boards 

¶ Checking Amazon 

And then there are the other requirements of the job: 

¶ Booksignings 

¶ Touring 

¶ Interviews 

¶ Conventions, conferences, and festivals 

¶ Library and school talks 

¶ Stock signings 

¶ Newsletters 

¶ Mailings 

¶ Websites 

¶ Blurbing 

And, of course: 

¶ Other job 

¶ Family 

¶ Recreation 

After finishing my 500 bookstore tour on August 22, I've managed to write 25 blog entries, visit 104 

additional bookstores (I'm up to 608), do 19 events, and 7 interviews. 

Writing? Who has time for writing? 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/11/distractions.html
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Even when I do manage to sit down to write, the siren song of the internet calls, begging me to stop mid-

sentence and research something, or check the blogosphere for mentions of my name, or catch up on my 

email. 

So, in order to meet my 4000 word a day quota, I've had to get tough. 

First, I don't automatically say yes to every speaking invitation I receive. 

Second, I only turn on the internet when I take my breaks, every 1000 words. 

Third, I keep working until I get my quota, even if that means I don't sleep. 

When you're a writer, it's easy to forget the writing part. What are some of the things you do to stay on 

task? 

33 comments  

http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=116368973304930916
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Goals   

Most people have goals, and writers are no exception. 

Some writers aspire to find an agent, or land a book deal, or hit the NYT list, or win awards, or gain critical 

praise, or sell a gazillion copies, or several of the above. 

Here's a goal that most writers forget: 

Entertain your readers. 

Strangely, that's the most important goal of all. If your work can give people pleasure, many of the other things 

mentioned above will fall into place. 

I fi nd it interesting that many writers seem disdainful of those who achieve the above goals. It's easy to pick 

apart the flaws of The DaVinci Code, or to criticize the last several of Patricia Cornwell's books. (Boy, is it 

easy.) 

But the fact is, someone obviously enjoyed them, because they sold like crazy. Dan Brown and Patricia 

Cornwell are entertaining millions of readers. 

So why the sour grapes? 

I believe that every writer thinks that their way is the best way. I believe that every writer believes they have 

the answers, and the only reason they haven't reached their goals yet is because things have happened beyond 

their control. And I believe when writers see other writers becoming successful, winning awards, gaining fame, 

it pisses them off, because they feel they are better writers and more deserving. 

Of course, this doesn't apply only to writers. This is human nature. 

Instead of concentrating on all of that, writers need to focus on the one thing that they do have control over: 

Entertaining their readers. 

Looking objectively at the situation, I'd have to say that Dan Brown entertains a lot more people than whoever 

won the Nobel, Booker, and Pulitzer combined. Perhaps Brown, with his cardboard stereotypical characters, 

contrived escapes, cliched structure, and formulaic endings, is who writers need to hold up as the ideal. 

Because no matter what else you can say about Dan Brown's books, he's entertained a lot of people. 

My advice: Be entertaining. 

You might not win any awards. You might get crummy reviews. The literati will despise you, your peers will 

vilify you, and many folks will dedicate themselves to knocking you down. 

But trust me ð-an email from Jane Average in Oregon who named her cat after your main character means 

more than any of the above accolades I've mentioned. Because that is a goal you did reach. You entertained 

somebody. 

Write the best book you possibly can, then dedicate yourself to getting people to read it. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/01/goals.html
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And maybe, if you're lucky, you can be as despised as Dan Brown.  

33 comments   

http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=113859210002210512
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The Hard er They Come: Writing Woes   

Those who follow this blog know that I've been slacking on entries lately, because I wrote two books 

back-to-back January-April.  

The second book, (FUZZY NAVEL, Jack Daniels #5) kicked my ass. I've never agonized over a book like 

this before. I fretted about plot. I worried about construction. I second-guessed tone. And while I was 

never blocked, my daily output was much slower than average ðabout half of what I can usually do. 

Part of the problem had to do with writing one book right after another book, without any brain break in 

between. It was harder than I thought. My hat is off to writers who can write THE END and then 

immediately start on the next book. I'm not sure I'd attempt it again. 

Part of the problem also had to do with the structure of FUZZY ðit takes place in real-time, over an eight 

hour period. There are two POVs in first-person present tense, and six other POVs in third-person present. 

The book is pretty much all action; there's a psycho in Jack's house, waiting for her to come home, and 

Jack is followed home by three snipers ðso she can't stay in the house, and can't leave the house. 

Part of the problem was length. This book is my shortest yet, and I thought I'd be told to pad it out and 

bump up the word count. 

But the biggest part of the problem was believability. I kept questioning if it was realistic to have my 

characters under fire for so long but still able to make jokes. The book is action-packed, but it's also funny, 

and I was scared this would take the reader out of the story. 

So, for the very first time in my writing life (FUZZY NAVEL is my 15th novel, counting those that never 

sold) I doubted my voice. I doubted it to the point where I was convinced the book wasn't working. I'd 

made a big mistake. I was going to have to start over from scratch, and jump through hoops to satisfy my 

agent and editor. 

Which meant I spent more of my time second-guessing than writing. Which meant the book took twice as 

long to write, even though there was less actual writing and more staring at my last sentence and 

wondering if I should change it. 

The ending was tough. Keeping in sync with the experimental tone of the rest of the book, I also wanted to 

have an experimental ending. Even though I knew what I wanted, I kept worrying about it. 

I hemmed and hawed until I finally sequestered myself in a hotel for four days and finished the bastard. 

Then it went, fingers crossed, to my beta readers. 

To my pleasant surprise, they all really liked it. Since my beta readers are comprised of several published 

thriller authors, this made me feel pretty good. 

What made me feel even better was my agent and editor saying they loved the book. In fact, the editorial 

suggestions they each made took less than two hours total to do. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2007/04/harder-they-come-writing-woes.html
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So now I'm left to puzzle over my doubt. Did doubt make me concentrate harder and turn in a better book? 

Could doubt indeed be a good thing? 

My conclusion: Hell no. 

Doubt is never a good thing. If I hadn't doubted myself, I still would have written the same book, only 

faster. Doubt didn't force me to make changes, or take the story in new directions. All it did was postpone 

me from doing what I should have done in the first place; write the story I wanted to write. 

So are you paralyzed with fear that your latest opus sucks? Are you convinced you're a phony and a fraud 

and can't write for shit? 

Repeat after me: 

1. When in doubt, keep writing anyway. 

2. Tell your internal editor to shut up until you reach the end. 

3. You're often a poor judge of your own work. Let your readers tell you if you succeeded. 

Writing should be fun. That's why we became writers, right? It isn't for the money, fame, or glory. It's 

because we love telling stories. 

Don't let worry get in the way of that love.  

27 comments   

http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=7696005513532838957
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More Intimidation   

Meanwhile on the World Wide Web... 

A site was hosting a discussion concerning my blog entry from a few days ago, about the writing contest 

I'm judging. The comments basically said I was being too harsh, dismissing stories for typos or incorrect 

formatting or too many exclamation points, because if I looked past those, the story might have actually 

been good. 

I agree. It might have been good. Even very good. 

But "very good" doesn't win contests, and doesn't get published. 

"Great" gets published. "Wonderful" gets published. "Mind Blowing" gets published. 

I wasn't being paid to judge each story on its own merits, or to offer detailed critiques on how to make it 

better. 

I was being paid to find winners. 

It comes down to the writing. All of the points I'd mentioned were indicators that warned me the writing 

wouldn't be wonderful. And the indicators were always right. 

Consider the agent, going through 300 manuscripts in the slush pile that have accumulated over the last 

month. 

She's not looking to help writers. She's panning for gold. And to do that, you have to sift through dirt. 

It might be some very good dirt she's dismissing. But it is still dirt. 

Be the gold. 

The best way to get published, or to win a contest, is to shine. Don't be mistaken for dirt. Don't do anything 

that lets them reject you ð-because they're looking to reject you unless you can show them you're 

brilliant. 

Here's an interesting fact. After slogging through the first thousand stories, I got irritated at several writers. 

Not at the inept ones ðas I said, I could quickly decide if something was no longer worth reading. But I 

became angry at the ones that held my interest and made me finish them, even though they weren't 

winners. 

Sometimes I knew the story wasn't good enough, but something about the piece made me read it to the end 

anyway. 

Consider that for a moment. I know I need to pick a handful of winners out of a few thousand. I get paid 

the same amount, no matter how long it takes me. Logic says as soon as I can safely say, "This won't win," 

I should put the story aside. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/01/more-intimidation.html
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But in a few dozen cases, I had to keep reading, just to see where the writer went with it. Even though I 

knew it wasn't going to win. 

I'm sure it is the same with agents and editors. I'm sure they get sumbissions all the time that they know 

aren't right for them, but they finish reading them anyway. 

That's tragedy. That's shooting the game-winning point at the buzzer and missing. 

You need to be better than that. 

I preach all the time about determination, and hard work, and luck. 

And I'm right about all of that. But you still have to write a kick-ass story. 

"Very good" stories are read by a few people. "Excellent" stories are published, and read by thousands.  
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Plot Vs. Character  

I'm an advocate of cutting everything non-essential to the story. It's the Kill Your Darlings School of 

Writing. If it ain't needed, trim it. 

But does that include characterization? Aren't those little extra descriptions, those bits of nuance and 

idiosyncrasy, needed to establish a character? 

To which I firmly answer: kind of. 

I believe that characters are there to serve the plot, rather than the plot being a device to showcase 

characters. They overlap, but I'd bet a writer who spends two pages describing a character could boil down 

that character's essence to a few short sentences and not lose anything. 

Characterization for the sheer sake of characterization is useless. 

My heroine in Whiskey Sour, Jacqueline Daniels, has insomnia. This is specifically tied into her career, 

her perceived failure as a wife, and her opinion of herself. Though insomnia is a character trait of Jack's, 

and I spend a few pages describing it, it's still essential to the plot at several key pointsïit even saves her 

life once. If Jack didn't have insomnia, the book would be entirely different. 

Let's say Jack also has migraines. This could also be a bit a characterization, and might also say something 

about her, the way she lives, and why she does the things she does. But unless I actually use those 

migraines to advance the plot (such as she suffers one in the middle of a shoot-out and can't function), 

having the audience know about them is unneeded. 

During the book we find out about Jack's past ðher childhood, her marriage, her career. I could have put 

in a flashback chapter about the night she found out her father died ðall that was going through her 

childhood mind, all the emotions she was feeling, a blow-by-blow account of his death. This could have 

invoked reader sympathy and identification for Jack's character.  

But I didn't do that. I described her Dad's death in one sentence. Why?  

Because even though it added to Jack's character, it wasn't essential to the story.  

So I killed Jack's dad, then let the reader figure out how it affected her.  

Give the reader just enough to picture the scene. Too much and you bore the reader. Too little and ðwell, 

I'll be honest here; I've never seen a case where the author gave the reader too little. Pre-published writers 

usually spend more time on characters than plots, and it hurts them. We're not writing résumés. We're 

writing stories.  
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I think cutting everything about a character that doesn't relate to the plot is a smart idea, because it forces 

you to consider the character within the plot and giver her traits that NEED to exist. The trick here (and it 

is a trick) is to make each chapter, each paragraph, each word ESSENTIAL. 

Every trait and description you give a character should be followed by asking yourself why that character 

needs that trait and description. Do you want to make the reader sympathize? Hate? Understand? Fear? 

Laugh? How can you do that succinctly? 

All of this should be thought-out, the same way a plot should be thought-out.  

Now there have been cases in my writing where I don't call my own pot black. Usually I transgress to put 

in a joke, or a funny situation. This could possibly fall under necessary characterization, because humor is 

essential to the success of the story. But it could just as easily be cut and not hurt the story at all.  

This kind of indulgence only works on a line-by-line-basis. A quick joke here, and a quick pun there. I'd 

never include a three-page humorous anecdote, no matter how amusing, if it didn't advance the story. If I 

find I really want to include something that I know is purely fluff, I try to make it part of the plot.  

Jack's partner, Herb Benedict, overeats. In Whiskey Sour, this is mostly comic relief. But in the sequel, 

Bloody Mary, Herb goes on a diet, which is a catalyst for several important changes that occur to his 

character. 

I spared this particular darling and used it to advance the plot. 

This doesn't mean you should strip your characters of all traits so they're wooden stereotypes. Well-drawn 

characters are important in fiction. If a reader doesn't care about the protagonist and antagonist, it doesn't 

matter how many rollercoaster twists the plot has. As writers, it's our duty to make our characters 

memorable.  

But always remember; interesting characters are not interesting because of who they are. They are 

interesting because of what they do. Who they are may effect what they do, but backstory and exposition 

are poor ways to describe characters. Action and dialog are much better. And these actions and dialogs 

should be revealed through the plot. 

You are writing a STORY, and not a CHARACTER. But I don't condone neglecting characterization in 

lieu of story. 

In fact, done properly, the two aren't separate at all. 
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Outlines, Writer 's Block, and Motivation   

There are a few universal truths for writers. 

1. There's always something else to do other than write. 

2. Forcing yourself to write is easier said than done. 

3. Writing is easier if you have a game plan. 

Writers are motivated by different things, but motivation often isn't enough to get the words down on 

paper. Every writer struggles with the blank page, at some point in their life. Doubt creeps in, the words 

just don't come, there are other things that need to get done, the deadline is looming, the story doesn't 

work, so why bother. 

If you never played the game of baseball before, and you were put onto the field without knowing what the 

heck you were doing, it doesn't matter how much determination or enthusiasm or talent you have; you 

won't do well. 

It's the same thing with writing. Knowing what you're doing is just as important as doing in. And the 

easiest way to know what you're doing is to come up with a plan. 

For novels, the plan I use is an outline. 

When you have a multi-book deal, you'll need to turn in outlines. It's specified in your contract. Money is 

portioned out to you in lump sums. You get paid upon signing the contract, upon turning in an outline, and 

upon turning in the next book. And your editor must approve the outline before you begin working on the 

book. 

This is only the case for Book #2 and beyond. Your first book doesn't require an outline. No one will ask 

for one ðnot editors, not agents.  

But an outline is still a useful tool to help you finish Book #1. First of all, it helps you know where the 

story is going, so you don't run into dead ends or run out of steam. It can help you find the slow spots in 

your narrative, it's much easier to add scenes and characters to an outline than a novel-in-progress, and it 

helps you focus on the craft of the story, as opposed to the art of writing. 

An outline is also extremely helpful when it comes to motivation. Once the story is down on paper (in 

outline form) all you need to do is add the bells and whistles; the action, dscription, and dialog. You don't 

need to worry about what happens next because you already know. That frees up your mind to create 

characters and settings and scenes without having to wonder if the book is working, or if there's enough 

conflict. 

I've never really understood writer's block, because I've never had it. I know it is part psychological and 

part motivational, sort of like being on that baseball field, knowing you have to perform, but not knowing 

how to get the job done. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/03/outlines-writers-block-and-motivation.html
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Here's the thing; if you already have a template, you don't need motivation, and you don't get blocked. It's 

like painting by numbers. 

What is an outline does is offer you a template. You simply need to fill in the color. 

My outlines are very detailed. They run between 30 and 40 pages. I go chapter by chapter, and list who is 

in each scene, what information needs to be revealed, and what the conflict is. 

I write outlines in present tense, and give each chapter a paragraph or two. If you're interested, here's the 

outline for BLOODY MARY  as a download. 

Q: How long does it take to write an outline? 

A: Outlines are hard. They require a lot of thought, because you're plotting the entire book ðevery scene, 

every twist, every dramatic moment. It usually takes me a solid week of 8 hour days to knock out a forty 

page outline. But once I do it, writing the book is easy, because I already got all of the hard stuff out of the 

way. 

Q: Do you use action or dialog in the outline? 

A: Sometimes. It's sort of like describing a movie to your friends. Sometimes you quote dialog. Sometimes 

you mime some action. But the thrust of it is "What Happens Next?" 

Q: Do you ever deviate from the outline? 

A: All the time. A book is organic, and can change dramatically. Don't be afraid of that. An outline is a 

basic frame, but it's pliable. It's much easier to take a book in a different direction if you know your 

ultimate destination, and an outline helps remind you of that. It also keeps you focused, and allows you to 

bang out a few pages of manuscript even when the muse isn't around. 

Q: Will your editor get angry if the book changes from outline to finished novel, especially since she had 

to approve of the outline? 

A: Not as long as you're keeping the essence of the material.  

Q: How detailed do you have to get? 

A: The more detailed the outline, the easier it is to write the book. Some authors turn in a ten page outline, 

which is fine. But they usually do more sweating when the deadline looms closer. 

Q: Isn't it harder to write a good outline than it is to write a good book? 

http://www.jakonrath.com/bloodyoutline.rtf
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A: No. The outline doesn't have to be perfect. When you turn it in, you aren't expected to make your editor 

laugh, or move her to tears. You're just showing her blueprints of your boat, and she's just checking to 

make sure it will float when built. 

Q: Are there any good books on outlining? 

A: Probably. I've never looked. I think most writers know about dramatic structure. In my books, I try to 

keep raising the stakes, constantly introduce conflict (both internal and external) , and make sure the 

chapters end on a high note so the reader wants to keep reading. Each scene has to have a point, a reason 

for existing. It has to fufill some kind of purpose ðreveal clues, enhance character, add suspense, raise 

tension, ratched up the conflict. If a scene does several of these things, it's a really good scene. This is 

much easier to spot in an outline than in a book. 

Q: Should I outline? 

A: If you ever sign a multi book deal, you'll be required to outline, so you might as well start now. But 

don't worry about turning in an outline for a first novel ð-the agent and editor wants to see a finished 

book, not an outline.  
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Avoiding Plodding Plotting   

I did a speaking thing the other day, and afterward a bright and talented young author expressed that 

plotting was difficult for him. 

I gave him my stock answer: torture your protagonist. 

The fact is, readers don't want your hero to be happy. At least, not until the end. They want angst, conflict, 

ruined dreams, dashed hopes, impossible situations, neuroses, struggle, heartache, near death experiences, 

ruined lives, and pain. 

All you need to know about plotting is twofold. 

1. Give your characters goals. 

2. Don't let them reach those goals. 

For example, let's say we're writing a YA coming of age novel about a 14 year old video game geek named 

Leroy. His goals: kiss a girl, mend his parents' unstable marriage, and get ahold of Grand Theft Doom 

Craft 3: Halo and Goodbye and the new GameBox X-Station System. Let's also make his family very 

poor. 

So how do we torture Leroy? 

¶ His parents won't let him have the game, because it is too violent, and they can't afford it 

¶ He asks the cutest girl in school to the dance, and she says yes, but he can't dance 

¶ He bribes the high school bully to buy him the game and system, cashing in his bonds (which are 

supposed to be for college) 

What happens next? 

¶ His parents begin a trial separation 

¶ The bully takes all of his money but doesn't buy him the game 

¶ He needs dance lessons, but no longer has any money (the bully has it) 

And then? 

¶ His best friend gets the game, but won't let him play 

¶ The cute girl cancels the date 

¶ He tries to get him money back from the bully, and gets beaten up. 

Now what? 

¶ The cute girl is going with the bully to the dance 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2005/12/avoiding-plodding-plotting.html


Writing :: 16 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

¶ Leroy confides in his Dad, who boxed Golden Gloves in high school, and he gives him some lessons 

¶ Leroy confides in him Mom, who shows him how to dance 

How can things get worse? 

¶ Leroy sucks as a fighter 

¶ Leroy sucks as a dancer 

¶ Leroy sucks as a matchmaker 

¶ Leroy overhears that the bully is going to go 'all the way' with the cute girl after the dance, whether 

she wants to or not 

¶ GTDC3:H&G is having a high score contest, and the winner gets $10000 dollars 

How will this end? 

Come on. You know how it's going to end. 

His friend lets him finally play the new game, and Leroy gets a great score and sends it to the contest 

folks. Then Leroy goes to the dance stag, walks in on the bully making unwanted advances on the cute 

girl, cleans his clock, dances with her, gets a kiss, goes home to find out Dad has moved back in. 

And, of course, the prize people show up with a check for $10000. 

Or maybe the parents don't get together, and Leroy doesn't win the money, but he realizes that growing up 

means you don't always get what you want. 

The point is, if you keep thinking "How can I make this worse?" plotting takes care of itself. 

If you've ever read a book with a surprise twist, it was probably the result of the author thinking, "What 

would no one expect could happen next?"  

If we wanted to add a twist to the story, we could have the cute girl be a secret videogame addict, and she 

wins the contest and gives Leroy back the money he lost to the bully. Or the Dad, in a fit of 

overcompensation after leaving home, buys Leroy the game system. Or the bully turns out to be Leroy's 

brother, because Leroy's Dad is a cheater, which is why Mom kicked him out. 

And if you're truly stuck, use my tried and true Jump Start the Plot Trick: "And when I answered the 

door... there were zombies!" 

That always works. 
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First Lines   

First lines are the most important lines in the story. Here are some of mine from stories and books I've sold: 

There were four black and whites already at the 7-Eleven when I arrived. ð WHISKEY SOUR 

"It would be so easy to kill you while you sleep." ð BLOODY MARY 

The sound begins. Again. ð RUSTY NAIL 

No security cameras this time, but he still has to be careful. ðDIRTY MARTINI  

"She sure bled a lot." ð ON THE ROCKS 

"His skull is shattered and his spinal column looks like a dutch pretzel." ð WITH A TWIST 

Mitch couldn't answer me with the barrel of my gun in his mouth, so I pulled it out. ð STREET MUSIC 

"I want you to kill the man that my husband hired to kill the man that I hired to kill my husband." ð TAKEN 

TO THE CLEANERS 

The woman twisting the tube into my penis has cold hands. ð FORGIVENESS 

"That's gotta be where the money is." ð THE SHED 

Hudson closed his eyes and swallowed hard, trying to stop sweating. ð THE AGREEMENT 

There's an art to getting your ass kicked. ð EPITAPH 

"I want you to kill my wife." ð SUFFER 

"Let me get this straight ðyou want me to murder you tonight?" ð REDUX 

"Eat it." ð FINICKY EATER 

The mark knelt next to a garbage can, two hands unsuccessfully trying to plug nine holes in his face, neck, and 

upper body. ð LIGHT DRIZZLE 

"No thanks." ð THE BAG 

Rust from the crowbar flaked off, coating my palm with orange dust. ð BASKET CASE 

Voice Module 195567 Record Mode: Is this thing working? ð SYMBIOS 

Some are stronger than others. Why? What makes a first line good or bad? Feel free to post some of your 

favorites.  
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Tips For The First Chapter  

1. Make sure the first chapter starts with action.  

  

2. Show, don't tell. This means you don't need a one paragraph description of a bedroom, a character's 

thoughts on everything, and for god's sake don't put any backstory int he first chapter.  

  

3. Keep it short. It doesn't have to be James Patterson short, but a ten page first chapter is better than a 

thirty page first chapter when it comes to grabbing attention.  

  

4. Watch your POV... try to stick in one character's mind for the whole chapter.  

  

5. Cut everything that doesn't move the action forward. EVERYTHING. If it moves the story forward, or 

gives us a better feel for the characters, put it in a later chapter, but not the first. Leave the reader 

wanting more, not knowing everything.  

  

6. You probably don't need a prologue. Editors often cut them, and readers often skip them. Try to 

remove it and see if the story suffers. If you really believe you need one, don't make it longer than a 

few pages. 

  

7. And this is the most important ð-trust yourself. You've been writing since you were four. You know 

how to craft a sentence. Not eveything needs to be rewritten ð-sometimes it comes out right the first 

time. 
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Salable Characters  

Use these explanations and the following worksheet to create your story heroes, supporting charactyers, and 

villains. 

UNIQUE- What makes this person different from anyone else? Why is this hero the ONLY ONE who could be 

in your story? Include profession, race, gender, age, and brief description.    

GOALS- What are your protagonist's goals? Dreams? Fears? Things they desperately want? 

FLAWS- What personal, internal problem will get in the way of the hero reaching his/her goals? Addiction? 

Illness? Disability? Neuroses?    

QUIRKS- What are the strange, bizarre, personal, or human traits this hero possesses? Habits and rituals 

PERSPECTIVE- First person or third person, and why? 

SUPPORT- Who are the supporting, returning characters that assist your hero? Friends? Co-workers?  

ENEMY- Your villain should have all of these traits as well. Who will make a worthy opponent for your hero?

     

EXAMPLE - LT. JACQUELINE " JACK "  DANIE LS, CHICAGO VIOLENT CRIMES  

featured in the novels WHISKEY SOUR, BLOODY MARY & RUSTY NAIL, and the EQMM short stories ON 

THE ROCKS & WITH A TWIST by JA Konrath 

UNIQUE- Jack is 46, divorced, unlucky in love but a good copïshe had to be to become a Lieutenant in the 

male-dominated fraternity of the CPD. Jack has dedicated her life to the Job, but is now at an age where she's 

regretting never starting a family.   

GOALS- Jack needs to do well in her career; that's the only time she feels good about herself. But she also 

realizes, for the first time, that there's more to life than work, and she wants to broaden her personal life. 

FLAWS- Jack has insomnia, due to her fixation with her job. She constantly questions her own actions, 

wondering if she could have done better. She doesn't think she's worthy of love. 

QUIRKS- Her insomnia causes her to max out her credit cards watching the late night Home Shopping 

Network. She worries too much about fashion, and is envious of those who dress better than she does. 

PERSPECTIVE- First person for Jack, third person for the villain. 

SUPPORT- Overweight partner Det. Herb Benedict, accountant boyfriend Latham Conger, mother Mary 

Streng, ex-husband Alan Daniels, criminal friend Phineas Troutt, ex-partner PI Harry McGlade, hellspawn cat 

Mr. Friskers. 

ENEMY - In WHISKEY SOUR, a serial killer called The Gingerbread Man is making snuff movies in his 

basement and wants to make one with Jack. In BLOODY MARY, a maniac is dismembering people and leaving 

accessories of Jack's at the crime scenes. 
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Creating Salable Characters Worksheet  

Fill in the following information for the characters in your story 

 

UNIQUE- 

  

 

GOALS- 

 

 

FLAWS- 

 

  

QUIRKS- 

 

   

PERSPECTIVE- 

 

 

SUPPORT- 

 

 

ENEMY - 
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Villainy   

Let's talk about bad guys. 

Some of my favorite books have villains that are just as memorable as the hero. 

But what makes a good antagonist? Other than being in competition/conflict/opposition to the hero, what 

are the traits an adversary needs to have? 

Here are a few things your villain should be: 

¶ Charismatic. The reader should be attracted to the villain in some way, even if it is a car-wreck type 

of attraction.  

¶ Powerful. The villain should be more powerful than the protagonist. Underdog stories are as old as the 

bible, and show no signs of losing public favor. 

¶ Motivated. A villain should have goals, dreams, desires, and reasons for doing what they do. 

¶ Cruel. Bad guys do bad things. That's what makes them bad. 

¶ Active. Like heroes, villains shouldn't be passive. The need to be doing things, moving the plot along, 

rather than simply reacting to things. 

¶ Realistic. If the reader doesn't believe the villain, the tension is gone. 

Many crime novels don't have strong villains. Either the bad guy isn't revealed until the end, or the story 

dwells more on the protagonist's journey. 

This is a missed opportunity to engage and excite the reader. Good vs. Evil is conflict in its purest form, 

and any sports fan can tell you that competition is a lot of fun.  

Take a look at your WIP. Does it have a villain? Does the villain embody the traits listed above? How can 

your villain be improved? 

Who are your favorite villains, and why?  
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Conflict Is The Key  

He burned down my house. Killed my wife. Kidnapped my kids. Ate my dog. Left me with two teeth, one 

eye, and no legs.  

I dedicated my life to tracking him down. Chasing him through Europe. Following him back through time. 

Traveling into outer space. But I never did catch him, so I gave up.  

Bad? Stupid? A time waster?  

It could be worse. He didn't burn down my house. He just came over to watch the ball game. My wife and 

kids went to see a movie. We had a few beers, then I went to bed.  

Both of these concepts are missing something essential. We all know stories contain a beginning, a middle, 

and an end. We also know they contain plot, setting, and characters.  

But the thing that makes a compelling read, the thing that makes us keep turning the page, is something 

that a lot of us forget  

That thing is conflict.  

Conflict is the main ingredient for successful fiction. The question of "What happens next?" is what keeps 

your audience glued to the page. Not pretty description. Not clever phrasing. Not cute dialog. The motor 

that drives the story is conflict. The central plot of any story should be centered around a conflict. The sub 

plots should introduce more conflict. There should be conflict on every page, and even in every paragraph. 

Readers don't want characters to be happy. They want them to be tortured for 90,000 words, and then 

happy at the very end. Maybe. That's the essence of a page-turner. 

I like to break conflict down into three steps: 

Opposition - That is, something against something else. Man vs. man, animal, nature, death, even himself.  

Stakes - When the opposition is defined, what is at stake here? Who risks losing what? 

Resolution - How does the conflict end? Is the hero's goal reached? Here's the fun part. 

Apply this principle to any narrative you've encountered ðmovie, TV show, book, comic, short story, 

cartoon, etc. All of these contain a conflict, probably many conflicts at once.  

Now ðdoes your story? It doesn't matter how cool or beautiful your hero is, or how nasty the villain, 

unless there is turmoil and chaos. Many writers cringe at the prospect of plotting a novel. Eighty thousand 

words? How can I make one idea stretch that long? It's actually not too hard. Simply put your characters in 

a worst case scenario, then keep making it even worse. 

For example ðif I wrote a story about two hit men, this is how I'd add conflict. 
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¶ Have them hate each other.  

¶ Hit Man #1 wants out of the business ðthis is his last job.  

¶ Their target (a terrorist who's planning on blowing up a school) gets away.  

¶ Their bosses threaten to kill them if they don't finish the job.  

¶ Hit man #1 is sleeping with hit man #2's wife.  

¶ Their target begins stalking them, trying to kill them before they kill him.  

¶ Hit Man #2 finds out about the affair, swears to kill #1. 

And you can keep upping the ante. The boss eventually sends other hit men after them both. Hit Man #2's 

son is at the school the terrorist is going to blow up. The wife gets kidnapped. Etc.  

If you don't like plotting out a story before you write it, you can do it as you're writing it. Just keep raising 

the stakes for your characters. Set up goals in the beginning, throw some obstacles in the way, and see if 

your characters sink or swim. And if your characters do swim, send a few sharks after them! 
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Theme?   

What's this theme thing? 

I consider the term theme to be interchangeable with allegory: a symbolic representation of ideas through a 

narrative. 

Huh? 

Actually, it isn't that complicated. Look at fairy tales. Little Red Riding Hood is all about not talking to 

strangers. Beauty and the Beast is about how looks don't matter when it comes to love. Cinderella is about 

avoiding a life of hard work by marrying the right guy. And so on. 

Sometimes themes in narratives are intentional. Sometimes they're subconscious. Sometimes they are in 

the eye of the beholder, and have nothing to do with the original intent of the artist. 

Having a strong theme in your work is one more thing for the reader to latch on to, identify with, ponder, 

and enjoy. Human beings strive for meaning, and search for answers. When meaning and answers are also 

entertaining, they are a lot more palatable, and substantial. Like food that tastes good and is also good for 

you. 

The majority of my writing touches on a recurring theme. It's hidden under jokes and action, but it's there. 

In the novels, Jack is never the one who ultimately finishes off the villain. She plays a part in chasing the 

bad guy, but she isn't the one that kills him. 

There is a very specific reason for this. In my personal philosophy, life isn't about reaching goals; it's about 

chasing goals. You can't always win, because sometimes things are beyond your control. All you can do is 

try your best, and find ways to live with yourself if your best isn't good enough.  

In other words: You're more than your goals. 

Jack doesn't realize this yet. But she's slowly learning. 

To remind her of this, I surround Jack with characters who all live to serve their base needs ð-needs that 

Jack normally forsakes in search of a higher sense of self. 

The secondary characters in my books ðPhin, Harry, Mr. Friskers, Jack's Mom, and Herb ðall have their 

basis in the Freudian id.  

 ðPhin values his needs and comfort over all. 

 ðHarry chases fame and money and shirks responsibility. 

 ðMr. Friskers is angry and demanding. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/05/theme.html


Writing :: 25 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

 ðJack's Mom seeks sex and attention. 

 ðHerb eats too much. 

Jack, however, represents superego. Her quest to become better, and her ultimate acceptance of the fact 

that she might not, are the primary elements of her character. She doesn't get the bad guy, but she tries to 

live with herself anyway.  

Addressing this theme by spelling it out is obvious and preachy, and neither of those things are desirable in 

a narrative. So I use allegorical action to convey the theme. 

The insomnia Jack struggles with is representative of her lack of control over her life and goals. 

The good night of sleep she always has at the end of the book isn't because she's reached her goals ð-it is 

because she's accepted that the goals are out of her control. Punishing yourself isn't the answer. Which is 

why the last line of each novel relates to theme. 

At the beginning of each book, Jack is 100% committed to catching a killer. This is her primary need, and 

the motivator that drives the plot.  

During each book, Jack interacts with people who indulge themselves rather than deny themselves, as a 

subconscious reminder to Jack that perhaps her priorities are skewed. 

At the end of each book, Jack forgives her failures and embraces life. In other words, catharsis in the form 

of the final showdown leads to a temporary reprieve from the neurosis, and an acceptance that perhaps her 

peers have the right attitude. 

So the theme of the novels is: Try the best you can, because trying is all you can do. But if you try too 

hard, life isn't worth living at all. 

Why did I pick this theme? 

I didn't. It picked me. Anyone who regularly reads this blog can see how my quest to become published, 

and my attitude toward this career, are tied into this philosophy. It's what I struggle with, and what I aspire 

to. 

I'm passionate about this topic, and hopefully some of that passion comes through in the writing. 

Do you have any themes in your book? What messages are you imparting to your readers? What 

philosophies or issues are you planting in their minds? What are you trying to say? How do you convey 

these ideas without beating your audience over the head with the obvious? 

27 comments   
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Ask But D on 't Answer   

Writing is a lot like teasing your younger brother with a secret. 

The longer you hold it over his head, the more worked up he gets. 

All stories, no matter the genre, can benefit from suspense. The tension doesn't have to be in the form of 

the bad guy stalking the hero. It can be much simpler, much less dramatic, but still make the reader want to 

keep reading. For example: 

"You seem upset," Jack said. "What's up?" 

"I'll tell you later." Herb said. "In private." 

And we have suspense. 

Posing questions, then making the reader keep reading to get the answers, is the essence of the term "page 

turner." 

This why why soap operas are so popular ð-nothing is ever solved. This is why the 10 o'clock news gives 

you a quick teaser of their most interesting story, and doesn't show you the full clip until 10:29. 

Ask a question, but don't give the answer right away. 

I'm currently writing my fourth Jack Daniels book, DIRTY MARTINI, and my wife demands to read it as 

I finish each chapter. She was yelling at me yesterday, because I had a scene with the villain surrounded 

by all of this obscure equipment, but didn't explain what the equipment was. 

Wife: What's all that stuff he's using? 

Me: You'll find out later. 

Wife: Write faster. 

Writers need to be teases. It keeps the story moving. It makes the reader want to know what happens next. 

Don't give the reader everything at once. Hold stuff back. Feed it to them slowly. Even boring exposition 

and backstory can become unbearably dramatic if you withhold the information rather than spill it all at 

once: 

"What's wrong with Donna?" 

"Oh. She had some... problems, a few years ago." 

What works about this method of building suspense is that when you do share your secret with the reader, 

they feel like they're a part of it. They remember the earlier reference, and are happy to be let in on the 

game. 
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This works not only with omitted information, but with seemingly unneeded details. 

On page 17: "He got out of the car and pulled the tarp on top of the chemical box." 

Then, on page 178, you reveal what the chemicals are for. And the reader goes, "Aha! I wondered what 

those were for!" 

The more seeds you plant, the more fun the read. Just remember: restraint is the key.  

54 comments   
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Copycatting   

I have a dirty confession to make. 

When my agent was shopping my first Jack Daniels book around to publishers, she compared it to Janet 

Evanovich. When Hyperion bought the series, they compared it to Janet Evanovich. I also began 

comparing my books to Evanovich's, because hers had a female lead and were funny, as were mine, and 

many people told me they were similar. Reviewers mentioned it. Blurbers mentioned it. My publisher 

thought enough of the comparison to make my book covers brightly colored, easily mistaken at a distance 

for those of the Divine Miss E. 

I'd always intended to read Evanovich. Really. But as my career took off, I spent all my time reading for 

blurbs, or to help newbies, or the books of my friends, and I never got around to reading any Janet. Even 

though I continued to compare my books to hers. 

I recently had an offer from Benbella books to write an essay about Janet Evanovich for an upcoming 

book. I like Benbella (they are releasing a collection of James Bond essays this summer, which includes a 

funny one by me) so I said yes. 

In order to write this essay, I thought it prudent to read the Stephanie Plum series. Which I've been doing. 

And it has shocked me. Why? 

Because my writing is awfully similar to Janet Evanovich's. 

If someone reads Janet's books, and then my books, they could easily think I was imitating her. But I'm 

not. It would be a neat trick, copying someone I've never read. 

Still, some of the similarities are eerie. Stephanie's screwed-up life is similar to Jack's, her Grandma Mazur 

is similar to Jack's Mom, her partner Lula is similar to Jack's partner Herb, Ranger is similar to Phin, and 

the goofy characters and the dialog strike similar chords. I wondered how this could be. First I considered 

evolution, and common ancestors. 

When I was younger, I read Robert B. Parker, and Ed McBain, and John D. MacDonald, and Rob Kantner, 

and Dave Barry, and Lawrence Block. If I was imitating any writing styles when I first started out, it was 

their styles. Perhaps it was the same for Ms. Evanovich. If she's a Spenser fan, that could be the link; we 

both imitate Parker. What's strange is that when you read Parker's Sunny Randall books, they seem like 

much more of a rip-off of Evanovich than my books, but in reality they are just a female version of 

Spenser. 

Perhaps there are only so many ways to create likeable series characters. They should be flawed, 

somewhat neurotic, have goofy larger-than-life sidekicks, and the same goals and dreams that all people 

have. It is possible, even likely, that similar books can arise independent of one another. 

The Jack books have some Robert Parker type wisecracks in them. They also have some Thomas Harris 

scares and some Richard Stark noir. But ultimately, they are Konrath. At this point in my career, my style 
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is my own, and I like to think it's pretty distinguishable. And, hopefully, some new writer is reading my 

stuff and imitating the hell out of it. 

As for Janet ð-the first nine books in the series are a lot of fun. If you like Jack, check them out. 

12 comments  
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Bad Stories   

I'm a judge for a writing contest, being held by an organization that shall remain nameless. 

Being a judge involves reading over a thousand short stories written by newbies. 

It's a painful job. 

Ninety-nine percent of the entries share similar problems. These problems occur with such frequency that 

I've decided to write a story to illustrate them. 

In the following short, try to spot all of the things that would make it a losing entry: 

THE CHURCH ON BY JOE KONRATH 

It was a very sunny day in the spring of 2004 in fact it was so sunny, that even the sun had to wear 

sunglasses! It was on this very sunny day that I first met my wife. Her name was Rhoda, and she loved 

life. She lived in a house at 8786 Cranberry road, with her mother and three dogs named Sharpie, Bull, and 

Doxie, who are a Sharpei, a bulldog, and a doxhund. Boy were those dogs trouble! Yes they were! Trouble 

spelled T-R-O-U-B-L-E with a capitol T! But Rhonda loved those dogs, so much, that I never would have 

guessed, how it all ended up. And, boy, did it end up, bad! On a very cloudy day in the fall of 2006, 

Rhonda took the dogs out for a walk, but you can actually say that they walked her. Those were some 

frisky dogs! As they all walk to my house, Sharpie sniffe d out a skunk and got squirted, which smelled 

even worse. Sharpe thought it was a cat, but he sure was surprised! When Rhonda brought the dogs into 

my house, boy was I ever really very upset. 

"You need to get that foul smelling pooch into a bath of half tomato juice and half vinegar and half baking 

soda!" I loudly exclaimed with a huge frown creasing my unhappy face. 

"But Sharpie is allergic to tomato juice!" proclaimed RHonda as she stamps her foot and pouts with her 

hands on her hips cocked out like a diva. 

"" I not asking the pooch to drink any tomato juice, just take a bath in it!" I loudly laughed hard. 

The next week I proposed to Rohnda, and we were married at St. Vincent's Church on 472 Smith street on 

a very sunny spring day and Sharpie was supposed to be the ring barer with a little pillow tied to his back 

but guess what? He got into another skunk right before the ceremony! That screwy pooch just didn't learn 

better! So Sharpie comes runnin down the isle and everyone in the church is holding their noses. They 

were literaly in the pews saying PEE YOO. Now I wasn't going to say my vows wearing a light tan 

medium wooden closepin on my nose, so I told my best man Zeke to take Sharpie out of that church but 

make sure to bring back the rings so we coudl still salvage this disaster. Four minutes later, Zeke locked 

out Sharpie outside the church but guess what?!? Now he smelled like skunk! I should have known to 

bring some tomato juice to my wedding day! 

I told him ""Sorry Zeke my best man but you have to wait out outside the chucrh with Sharpie" I said 

funnily because I am holding my nose! Everyone laughed especially my bride as Zeke stomped dejectedly 

out of the church like an unclean leper. He felt so terrible he wanted to go jump in a lake, and he thought 

maybe he should because that will get some of the skunk stink off but he couldn't because the tuxedo was 

rented!. The next year Rhonda died of pnemonia and cancer, but I still have the dogs to remind me of her, 

and I love little Shapie but I always keep some tomato juice around just in case! 
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 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð- 

And yes, unfortunately, some of the stories are this bad. But mostly this is an amalgamation of the many 

things wrong with newbie short stories. 

Some of the errors are obvious. Some are a bit harder to spot. But there are close to a hundred faults, any 

one of which would make me stop reading and file the story in the trash. 

How many can you spot? I'm not looking for a blow-by-blow list, but rather general rules, such as spelling 

problems and changing tense.  

38 comments   
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Become A Successful Crime Writer In Just Six Easy Steps  

So you want to be a crime writer? Or maybe you don't, but you've read the rest of the magazine and you 

want to get your money's worth by reading everything. Whatever your reason for reading this, remember 

that the only thing keeping you from a career writing crime fiction is commitment, persistence, and a 

bunch of editors who wouldn't know talent if it bit them in the face. 

Step #1: Read. Forget the old saying write what you know. The main character of my series is a forty-

seven year old female cop, and last time I checked I wasn't any of those things. Instead of writing what you 

know, write what you like to read. Writing in a genre you aren't familiar with is like racing the Indy 500 

without taking a single driving lesson. Except for the fatalities. 

Read the classics and the bestsellers, but don't forget new authors ð-first books by contemporary authors 

are a good way to see what publishers are currently looking for. Fun Hint: Try that JA Konrath guy, I hear 

he's pretty good. 

Step #2: Outline. Would you build a house without blueprints? Then why would you write a book without 

an outline? Are you crazy? Have you seen a psychiatrist about that? 

Many new writers feel like they can wing it, and usually around page 50 the story comes to a grinding halt 

and gets parked in a drawer until they die. That's because writing a book without a plan is like riding a 

tiger ð-impossible to tame and hard to predict. It also chafes the thighs. 

An outline doesn't have to be dozens of pages long, incorporating every scene, twist, and point. It simply 

needs to be the framework on which you hang your story. First, give your hero a goal. In crime fiction, the 

goal is usually solving a crime or preventing a crime. Hence the term crime fiction. 

Once you have a crime (murder is good), make life tough for your hero and do everything you can to stop 

her from solving or preventing the crime. This is called plotting, though several times reviewers of my 

books have gotten confused and used the word plodding. Those zany reviewers. 

Step #3: Write. This is the hard part. Schedule time for writing, then actually force yourself to sit at your 

writing spot. Limit distractions like the Internet, phone calls, and communication with family members, 

even if they're on fire. If you want to be a writer, you have to make writing a priority. You can extinguish 

Little Timmy later. 

Step #4: Keep Writing. It's easy to get stuck. If this happens, here are a few tricks to help you. 

¶ Add some gratuitous sex and violence. Be sure to include revealing dialog in these scenes, so when 

your editor tries to cut them later, you can tell her the scenes are essential, because of that revealing 

dialog.  

¶ Kill someone. If the story starts getting boring, you can always add a few murders. If it's really 

boring, try killing your hero. This is much easier if you aren't using a first-person POV. 
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¶ Call me. I'm pretty good at this stuff. If you're stuck, gimme a hollar, and we'll work through your 

problems together. I love helping new writers. Because I'm a nice guy, And because I charge $1800 

and hour. 

 

Step #5: Edit. Rewriting and editing is where you take a good book and make it great by cutting out all of 

the fat, exposition, and unnecessary action and dialog. Be firm. With practice, you can easily par a 90,000 

word manuscript down to 17. Start by eliminating all the verbs. 

Step #6: Sell It For A Lot Of Money. Finally, the easy part. I'd go into more detail, but unfortunately I'm 

running out of space on this page. Of course, you're always welcome to call me for the simple solution. 

Just make sure you have a credit card handy. 
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The Elements of Dialog   

Dialog is one of the most important componants of story, for many reasons. 

¶ It relays important information and moves the story forward 

¶ It shows what a character is thinking, feeling, doing 

¶ It can be funny, scary, sad, dramatic 

¶ It breaks up the visual monotony of large, clunky paragraphs 

¶ It reads quickly 

¶ It can be the most memorable part of a narrative 

But what makes good dialog? What are the things to do and to avoid when writing dialog? 

Here are the rules that I personally use. 

1. Make it sound natural. People talk differently than they write. Writing is slower, more deliberate, and 

more thought goes into it. Speaking is looser, freer, less constricting, and less precise. Record some dialog 

in natural settings ðat the mall, on the phone, on the radio. Then transcribe what you heard. You'll notice 

a big difference between the spoken word and the written word. 

2. It shouldn't be too natural. In real life, people use speach hesitators (um, uh) and repeat themseves a 

lot. They also can talk for mintues at a time without a break. In your narrative, you need to cut to the 

chase, and trim all of this extraneous stuff. Briefer is better. 

3. It has to have a point. Stories are built around conflict. It should be in your dialog as well. Two people 

discussing the weather happens all the time in real life, but there's no place for it in a novel (unless the 

book is about an evil weatherman.) Dialog needs to propel the story forward. Keep it moving, and use it to 

reveal things about the plto and the characters. 

4. Speaker attribution only when needed. Dialog tags are distracting. They interrupt the flow and 

cadance of the words. Use 'he said', and only use it sparingly. Tags like yelled, shouted, screamed, sobbed, 

laughed, usually aren't needed. Neither are adverbs. Said loudly, softly, cruelly, jokingly, stupidly ð-that 

gets old really quick. Using action instead of tags to denote who is speaking is a better way to do the 

scene. 

5. Remember the scene. Where are these characters talking? The environment, the situation, the position 

of their bodies, the action; all of this is important, but not as important as you think. Less is more. Give the 

reader just enough information to imagine the scene, and then get on with the story. Over-describing every 

detail is annoying, and bad writing. 

6. Avoid dialect. Some authors are great at dialect. You aren't one of them. Avoid creative spelling, which 

makes words unrecognizable, just so the reader knows your character is Italian, or Southern, or from 

Bahston, because the reader has to look at a word three times to realize you mean Boston. 
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7. Avoid funky punctuation. A few exclamation points is fine. More than a few a chapter is overkill. 

Ditto italics, apostrophes, and double punctuation. Know wha' I'm sayin'??!!??!? 

8. Different characters speak in different ways. A cop wouldn't speak a line the same was a criminal 

would. While you should avoid dialect, it's okay to use improper grammar or vocabulary if it sounds 

authentic. Write like people speak, even if it ain't right. 

9. Read it aloud. When you've finished a scene, read it out loud to see if it works. If you're tripping over 

the words, the character would be too. If it doesn't sound natural, it won't read natural. After reading it 

aloud, you'll find that you can take words away pretty easily. 

Bringing it all together. Here's a brief snippet from Bloody Mary which hits all of the points mentioned 

above. Read it in your head once, then read it aloud. Look for what's on the page, as well as what is 

deliberately left off the page. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð 

The apartment was air-conditioned, neat, nicely furnished. An entertainment center, crammed full of state-

of-the-art equipment, sat next to a wide-screen TV. 

Colin stood about Benedict's height, but rail thin. He wore an oversized Steelers jersey and a thick gold 

chain around his neck that seemed to weigh him down.  

"Business must be good." I eyed his place, annoyed that the crooks always had better stuff than I did.  

Colin shrugged. 

"Colin?" A woman's voice came from one of the back rooms. "Who's there?"  

"No one, Mama. Stay in your room."  

"Mama know you deal?" I asked.  

"I don't deal. That's all a big misunderstanding." 

I fished through the pockets of my blazer and took out a folded head-shot of Davi McCormick.  

"Do you recognize this woman?"  

I watched Colin's face. He glanced at the photo without changing his expression.  

"Never saw her."  

"She called your cell phone a few days ago."  
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"Don't got no cell phone."  

I read the phone number to him.  

"Don't got that phone no more. Lost it."  

"When did you lose it?"  

"Couple weeks ago."  

Herb bent down, reaching for Colin's foot.  

"I think you dropped something, Colin. Wellï-lookee here."  

Herb held up the bag of powdered sugar.  

"Dog, that ain't mine!"  

Herb made an innocent face. "I saw it fall out of your pocket. Didn't you, Jack?"  

"I don't even deal that shit, man. I just distribute the herb."  

"Where's your phone, Colin?"  

"I told you, I lost the phone."  

Benedict dipped a finger into the baggie, then touched his tongue.  

"How much you think is here? Eight, ten grams? That's whatï-thirty years?"  

I moved closer to Colin. "We found the arms. We know she called you."  

"What arms? I don't carry, man. I'm low-key."  

"Where's the phone?"  

"I don't know."  

Colin looked frightened. Though I couldn't arrest him for possession of a known confectionary, I decided 

to push my luck.  

"You know the drill, Colin. On your knees, hands behind your head."  

"I don't have the phone! I swear! You need to ask your people!"  
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"What people?"  

"Cops. When I got arrested last month, they took my phone. I never got it back."  

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Herb was dipping back into the baggie for another taste. I stepped 

between him and Colin.  

"You're saying we have your phone?"  

"I had it with me when I got booked, and when I got sprung no one knew anything about my phone."  

I had a pretty good internal BS detector, and Colin was either a much better liar than I was used to, or he 

was telling the truth. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð 

Will I win a Pulitzer for that dialog? No ðthe comittee sadly passed. But it did do all of the things I 

mentioned dialog should do. 

I wrote this over two years ago, and looking at it now I'd tweak a bit here and there. But it still works as a 

scene. It sounds right. The reader can picture what's happening, and who is talking, even though it is 

under-described and there are four different characters. The story is being moved forward, and at a quick 

pace. Plus, I threw in a bit of humor to make it go down a little easier. 

Dialog can be the most fun, and the easiest, part of a story to write.  

19 comments   
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Humor Me   

I've been told that death is easy, but comedy... that's hard. 

Actually, it's not as hard as you might think. 

Laughter is simply our brain reacting to discord and fear. 

Discord is something unexpected, inappropriate, unusual, or exaggerated. 

A fat guy on a little bicycle is funny, because our minds see the absurd dichotomy of a large man and a 

small vehicle. 

Fear is the distance and disconnect associated with bad events that we don't want to happen to us. 

A fat guy on little bicycle, peddling very fast because he's on fire, is funny because we can picture 

ourselves being on fire and it's not a pleasant image. 

Conversely, the fat guy in the Burn Ward, getting his dead skin brushed off by a heartless nurse, is not a 

funny image. Unless the fat guy is also a clown. Clowns are funny. 

Just about every joke you've ever heard is based on these principles. Knock knock jokes go for the 

unexpected. Puns are all about substituting meanings. When Moe hits Curly with shovel, we're secretly 

glad we're not Curly. Or Moe. Or anyone in that gene pool. 

Whenever there is some kind of tragedy, jokes spring up as a way for people to deal with it. When horrible 

things happen, humor is used to lighten the situation and to increase the distance between the affected and 

the observer. 

The trick to writing humor is observation. What is a normal situation, and how could that become absurd? 

The trick to writing humor in fiction is to use these absurd observations to add to the suspense of the 

scene, and to forward the story. 

Here's a scene that I cut out of DIRTY MARTINI. I think it's amusing, but it took away from the action 

rather than added to the action. This was right after several police offers have been horribly killed. 

Jacqueline Daniels, the hero, is at the crime scene with Police Superintendent O'Loughlin (a woman), Rick 

(an FBI Agent) and Harry McGlade, who needs a favor from Jack. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð- 

I couldn't tell if she was kidding or not, but even though I didn't agree with our new Superintendent, I was 

starting to like her. 

But damn, she needed some fashion tips. Hadn't this woman ever heard of shoulder pads? Her blazer made 

her look like the humpback witch from Snow White. 
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"Hey, you. The chunky one in the suit. You look like you're in charge." 

The Super eyed McGlade as he strutted over. He waved a piece of paper at her. 

"This is how much the city of Chicago owes me for that space suit." 

"Six people have died," O'Loughlin said evenly. 

"You don't owe me for them. Just the suit." 

When she didn't take Harry's receipt, he stuffed it into her jacket pocket. 

"Now about this liquor license," he said to me. "The mayor of this toddling town has refused to let me 

open a bar because of some silly misunderstanding that happened between me and one of his ugly nieces. I 

hit it to get on the family's good side, but she was a real cave troll. I needed two Viagra and still had to 

prop a Hustler on her back." McGlade grimaced. "She had a beard, Jack. It was like kissing my 

grandfather, except with tongue. So I don't call her the next morning, mostly because my face is chapped 

raw, and she goes crying to Uncle Big Shot and now I'm persona non grata." 

Rick asked me, "Who is this guy?" 

"That's Harry. He's a kindergarten teacher, works with special needs kids." 

"He's annoying me," the Super said. "He needs to go away." 

McGlade grinned at O'Loughlin in a way I'm sure he thought was endearing. 

"You look like you haven't been laid in the last decade. Put in a good word for me with the mayor, and I'll 

step up to the plate." He squinted at her chin. "Got a razor at your place?" 

The Super called over two patrolmen, and had McGlade arrested. He offered up some prime examples of 

current urban colloquialisms as they carted him off. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð 

Now let's analyze the jokes in this scene. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð 

I couldn't tell if she was kidding or not, but even though I didn't agree with our new Superintendent, I was 

starting to like her. 

But damn, she needed some fashion tips. Hadn't this woman ever heard of shoulder pads? Her blazer made 

her look like the humpback witch from Snow White. Humorous image, comparing a bad blazer to a 

cartoon witch. 

"Hey, you. The chunky one in the suit. You look like you're in charge." Absurdity  ðyou don't speak to 

authority figures like this. 

The Super eyed McGlade as he strutted over. He waved a piece of paper at her. 
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"This is how much the city of Chicago owes me for that space suit." 

"Six people have died," O'Loughlin said evenly. 

"You don't owe me for them. Just the suit." Fear ðmaking light of a tragic situation by downplaying 

it.  

When she didn't take Harry's receipt, he stuffed it into her jacket pocket. 

"Now about this liquor license," he said to me. "The mayor of this toddling town has refused to let me 

open a bar because of some silly misunderstanding that happened between me and one of his ugly nieces. I 

hit it to get on the family's good side, but she was a real cave troll. I needed two Viagra and still had to 

prop a Hustler on her back." Inappropriate, rude, absurd image. 

McGlade grimaced. "She had a beard, Jack. It was like kissing my grandfather, except with tongue. 

Absurd image. So I don't call her the next morning, mostly because my face is chapped raw, and she goes 

crying to Uncle Big Shot and now I'm persona non grata." Hyperbole ðexaggeration for comedic effect. 

Rick asked me, "Who is this guy?" 

"That's Harry. He's a kindergarten teacher, works with special needs kids." Discord ðHarry is obviously 

a selfish pig, not a Kindergarten teacher. 

"He's annoying me," the Super said. "He needs to go away." 

McGlade grinned at O'Loughlin in a way I'm sure he thought was endearing. 

"You look like you haven't been laid in the last decade. Put in a good word for me with the mayor, and I'll 

step up to the plate." He squinted at her chin. "Got a razor at your place?" Absurdity  ðhe won't get his 

way by acting like this, but is too dumb to realize it. 

The Super called over two patrolmen, and had McGlade arrested. He offered up some prime examples of 

current urban colloquialisms as they carted him off. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð 

I didn't mind cutting this scene, because it didn't add to the story much. The bit of story I had to convey 

was that McGlade needed Jack to help him with the mayor. Everything else was extraneous. So the scene 

was axed. 

It's okay to go off on small tangents, but in this case it was taking away from the scene rather than adding 

to it. 

Now here's a scene in WHISKEY SOUR that made the final cut. Jack is overburdened with work, trying to 

catch a serial killer, and she's forced to deal with the FBI. I wanted to parody the almost preternatural 

detecting power FBI agents often have in books, so I made my Special Agents, Dailey and Coursey, so by-

the-book they were absurd. 
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 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð- 

"For example," Coursey took over, "our suspect is a male Caucasian, between the ages of twenty-five and 

thirty-nine. He's right-handed, and owns a station wagon or truck. He's blue collar, probably a factory 

worker, possibly in the textiles industry. He is an alcoholic, and prone to violent rages. He frequents 

western bars and enjoys line dancing." 

"Line dancing," I said. 

"He also wears women's underwear," Dailey added. "Possibly his mother's." 

I felt a headache coming on. 

"As a juvenile he set fires and committed relations with animals." 

"With animals," I said. 

"There's a high probability he's been arrested before. Possibly for assault or rape, probably on elderly 

women." 

"But he's impotent now." 

"He may also be gay." 

I lifted my coffee cup to my lips and found it was empty. I lowered it again. 

"He hears voices." 

"Or maybe just one voice." 

"It could be the voice of his mother, telling him to kill." 

"Maybe she just wants her underwear back," I offered. 

"He may be disfigured or disabled. He might have severe acne scars, or scoliosis." 

"That's a curvature of the spine," Dailey added. 

"Is that a hunch?" I asked. 

"Just an educated guess." 

I thought about explaining the joke to them, but it would be wasted. 

"He may have been dropped on his head as a child," Coursey said. 

He probably wasn't the only one. 

"Gentlemen," I wasn't sure where to begin, but I gave it a try. "Call me a skeptic, but I don't see how any 

of this is going to help us catch him." 
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"First of all, you should start staking out western bars." 

"And local textile factories that have hired someone with a criminal record within the last six months." 

"I could stake out the zoo, too," I said. "He may be sneaking in at night and committing relations with 

animals." 

"I doubt it," Coursey furrowed his brow. "The profile says he's impotent now." 

I rubbed my eyes. When I finished, the two of them were still here. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð- 

This scene was kept in, even though it is a slight diversion from the plot, because it adds conflict to the 

story. Jack is forced to work with these guys, and they are hindering her from doing her job. Unlike the 

humor in the first scene, where I was being funny just to be funny, the humor in this scene has a point and 

adds to the suspense and tension of the story. 

Here's one more scene, from RUSTY NAIL. Harry McGlade has been kidnapped, along with Jack's friend 

Phineas Troutt. Phin wakes up tied to a chair, with Harry tied up behind him. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð- 

A sound, a low rumble, comes from behind him. Phin can't turn far enough to see. It comes again, louder. 

Snoring. 

"Hey! Wake up!" 

"I'm awake. I'm awake." 

More snoring. 

"Goddamnit, McGlade, wake up!" 

"Huh? What's happening?" 

"We were drugged at your wedding." 

"I got drunk at my wedding? There's a shocker." 

"Drugged, McGlade. We were drugged." 

"Is that you, Jim?" 

"It's Phin. Wake up and tell me what you see." 

A long pause. Phin wonders if the moron fell asleep again. 

"I'm in a chair, tied up. Looks like some kind of factory or warehouse. There's a cargo docking bay off to 

my right, but the door is closed." 
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"What else?" 

"We gotta get out of here, Phin. If I don't get this tuxedo returned by tonight, they're charging me for 

another full day." 

"Concentrate, Harry. What else is around you?" 

"There's some kind of office in the corner. Door closed, no lights. On my left... holy shit!" 

"What is it?" 

"This has got to be some kind of bad dream." 

McGlade yells in pain. 

"Harry? You okay?" 

"I bit my tongue to see if I'm dreaming. I don't think I am. Or maybe I bit my tongue in my sleep..." 

"You're not asleep, Harry. Tell me what you see." 

"I think my tongue's bleeding." 

"Harry!" 

"Okay. I see a long steel table. Got a bunch of equipment on it. And some stuff, new in boxes." 

Phin doesn't like the sound of that. 

"What kind of stuff?" 

"A blow torch. A power drill. A set of vice-grip pliers. And a chainsaw." 

This has gone from bad to worse. 

"Maybe they're building a birdhouse," McGlade says. 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð- 

Again, the humor adds to the suspense of the scene. McGlade's attitude isn't the attitude of someone who is 

about to be tortured to death, and that is funny. But their situation isn't funny, and that's why the humor 

works. Something horrible is going to happen. 

And later, something horrible does happen. And again I use humor, or rather my characters use humor, in 

order to deal with the horror. 

Is humor needed in books? Does it make them better? Should you include humor in your work? 

My answer is a resounding maybe. 
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Real life is humorous. People laugh all the time. Studies have shown that laughter, and smiling, are 

ridiculously healthy activities. Comedy has been around for thousands of years, and for good reason: 

People enjoy it. 

Laughter brings people together, and laughter can make your reader enjoy your writing more. People like 

to be around those who make them laugh, and your characters are no exception. 

Humor can make your hero more relatable, empathetic, likeable, charismatic, sympathetic, important, and 

identifiable. 

Humor also can set a tone, capture a mood, make the reader more of a participant in the story, and become 

something you're known for, like Dave Barry, Janet Evanovich, and Carl Hiaasen. 

Whether humor is right for your story depends on the story you're telling. Steven Speilberg knew this, and 

wisley cut the pie-fight scene from Schindler's List. But I believe that most stories can be enhanced by 

humor, even if humor isn't the main goal. 

James Rollins is known for his over-the-top technothrillers. My favorite James Rollins book, ICE HUNT, 

features a brash loudmouth commando named Kowalski, who has some incredibly funny lines and scenes. 

His new one, BLACK ORDER, also has several laugh aloud moments, and this adds to the book rather 

than hurts the tension, because you become more attached to the characters and more fearful for their lives. 

Plus, it's fun to laugh. 

Barry Eisler's first novel, RAIN FALL, wasn't without it's wry moments. But in recent titles, most notably 

KILLING RAIN and THE LAST ASSASSIN, Rain's friend Dox supplies a great deal of humor, much of it 

riotous. Besides being funny, Dox helps the reader to better empathize with Rain by showing a softer side 

of him. 

Two of my favorite new writers, Jeff Shelby and Harry Hunsicker, walk the line invented by Robert B. 

Parker and use liberal amounts of humor mixed in with the tension and violence. Because of this, their 

characters are more instantly likeable than the darker, brooding heroes that populate noir and hardboiled 

ficiton. 

One of my favorite writers, David Ellis, has an incredibly dry sense of humor in person, but this has been 

mostly absent from his legal thrillers. His most recent, EYE OF THE BEHOLDER, features a first-person 

narrative and several very funny lines and observations. Because of this, I identified more closely with his 

hero, and became more afraid for him than I had in any of the previous novels. 

I believe that humor for humor's sake doesn't work. But if used to add to the story, to enhance a scene, and 

to develop characters, humor is something that is greatly appreciated by readers, and it can make a book 

even better. 

So how do you know if you're funny or not? 

Humor is subjective. Very subjective. Some people like the droll wit of Oscar Wilde. Some people wet 

their pants watching Rob Schneider get kicked in the groin (who are these people and how can we stop 
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them?) It's entirely possible that something you think is funny will fall flat. This will happen. Even the best 

comedians have jokes that bomb. 

There are three steps to figuring out if your joke is funny or not. 

1. Do you find it funny? Chances are, you won't laugh at your own jokes (I rarely if ever do.) But I use the 

above criteria to recognize where jokes fit into the narrative, and can make a guess if it works or not. 

2. After writing a joke, I test it by giving it to readers. My wife. Mom. Writing friends. Close friends. 

Agent. Editor. None are afraid to tell me, "That's not funny." They'll also tell me where they laughed. Or 

I'll watch them read and ask them. 

3. If the readers are laughing, or if they aren't, figure out why. It's very much a process of evolution. 

Sometimes the idea behind a joke works, but the timing is off. Or the wording is off. 

The more you learn, the better you get. My test is: If one person laughs, and one doesn't, it stays. If no one 

laughs, it goes.  

37 comments   

http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=114464973145933994
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Self -Critiquing  

Perhaps the hardest thing about writing is judging one's own work. Taste is subjective; anyone can read a 

novel and give their opinion, with points to back it up. But when the mind behind an opinion must critique 

its own creation, catharsis ensues. I know what I like, and I write what I know, but how can I judge what I 

have created when I use the same mind for both? The answer is, I can't. Just as potty training toddlers are 

so proud of their mastery they want to show everyone their doo-doo, we as writers cannot separate pride 

from opinion. Self-editing is a grueling task, and trying to incorporate critiques or advice into revisions is 

akin to pulling out one's own teeth. So here's some Novocain. I've learned three techniques that help make 

self-reflection more accurate. Instead of deluding ourselves that the very first draft, aside from a few typos, 

is ready for Pulitzer submission, these exercises will help us trade rose colored glasses for the magnifying 

kind. 

1. Read everything out loud 

This deceptively easy trick will not only help with errors, it will also give you a better feel for the piece 

and where it is going. Wordiness and redundancies are hard to spot on paper, but they're exposed when 

rolling off the tongue. Keep in mind that we all have a voice in our head when we read something, but we 

also use that same voice when we're writing something. It's easy to confuse the two. By reading your work 

out loud, you can make a distinct separation from what you thought, and what is actually on the page.  

This method of divorcing yourself from your ideas is the difference between the pros and the amateurs. 

Find an author you like, read their prose aloud, and try to compare it to yours. Unless you've been 

commercially published, theirs is better. Figure out why Stephen King is a better writer than you, and 

maybe one day he won't be.  

2. Never listen to praise 

Praise is like chocolate ðwe love to eat it up, but it isn't good for us. Being told something is good doesn't 

help you get better. We're writers. We write because we feel we have a pretty good mastery of the 

language and a lot of ideas to share. To seek praise for a well turned sentence, while ego inflating, is not 

going to bring us any closer to our goal. That goal, of course, is publication. 

There is ALWAYS something that can be fixed, edited, or told in a better way. To paraphrase 

Hemingway, writing is never completed, it is simply due. When asking for opinions, you want to know 

what didn't work, what needs to be fixed, how it can be made stronger. Ask questions and demand details. 

A simple critique of "It sucks" is no more help than, "It was great." Find out why the reader didn't like 

something. Then get an opinion from someone else, and question them on the point of contention. If most 

of the people who read a piece tell you to change it, change it. They're right.  

3. Put the writing away 

When you've finished something, move onto something else before you tackle a full scale edit. Two weeks 

is good. A month is better. If you can avoid editing for a year, then that's the best of all. The more you're 

able to forget what you've written, the more you'll be able to spot its flaws when you read it again.  
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As an experiment, dig up something you wrote a year ago, read it out loud, and write down ten things that 

should be changed to make it better. Force yourself to do more than just switch commas or replace 

synonyms. The point of creation, whether it is a poem or an epic novel, is an ego boost. Ego will not allow 

you to see the work as others do.  

Don't we all know someone who carries photos of their ugly baby and always looks for excuses to show 

them off, beaming with pride each time? The pictures are lying to her, just as the mirror lies to us. We 

must regain objectivity if the piece is to be successful. Distance=objectivity.  

4. Get the scissors 

A friend taught me this. You may have the right words, but the wrong order. Don't be afraid to print up a 

manuscript and then attack it with a razor and a roll of tape. Switching chapters, paragraphs and sentences 

can sometimes make a good piece into a great one. Seeing your words all hacked gives you a greater 

freedom to manipulate them. Why do so many people buy those refrigerator poetry magnets? It's fun, and 

sometimes very effective, to slice and dice.  

By working with these four suggestions, we can force the mirror to show us the real thing. What it shows 

may be ugly, but a pencil is the perfect plastic surgeon. 
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Down in the Infodumps   

You know what I'm talking about. Those big chunks of information that are essential to the story, but 

which most readers skip. 

I'm currently writing a passage about a toxic substance. The reader needs to know what this substance 

does, how it works, and why it is so dangerous, because that sets up the suspense in several key scenes 

further down the road. 

But laundry lists and textbook definitions aren't interesting. So these are the sneaky tricks I'm using to 

force the info down the reader's throat: 

1. I'm breaking the info into snippets of dialog. One character asks an important question, the answer 

imparts info. Dialog is active, not passive. 

 

2. I'm breaking up the info with conflict ðtwo of the characters in the scene are flirting, and one is acting 

like a jerk. 

 

3. I'm putting in just a little less information than needed, and allowing the reader to fill in the blanks and 

make the logic jumps. Less is more, even when infodumping. 

 

4. I'm purposely leaving some questions unanswered. This turns exposition into part of the tension, 

making readers wait a bit for more info to fully understand what is happening. 

 

5. I'm keeping it brief. Readers care about the story, not about information, no matter how interesting it 

may be. 

Also, when infodumping, use style. Bland, unexciting writing can make even the most revelatory 

disclosure boring. Some clever turns of phrase, or even a joke, can turn an infodump into a memorable 

scene. 

All medicine goes better with a spoon full of sugar. 

20 comments   

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/01/down-in-infodumps.html
http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=113760988470251951
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Size Does Matter   

How long should your story be? 

a) as long as it takes to tell 

b) a predetermined length that automatically fills a slot 

If you picked b) you have a much better chance of selling your work. 

Short stories usually have length limitations, due to space constraints. It's much easier to find a market for 

something 5k than 15k. 

And whenever you speak of length, speak in terms of word count, NOT page numbers. Someone using 

hevlecta 10pt single space can cram 700 words on a page, while an arial 14pt double-spacer with a lot of 

dialog might fit 150. (for the record, use courier 12pt double space, 1 inch margins, unless you know it's 

okay to do otherwise) 

You should find out the writer's guidelines for length for a particular market before you begin ðafter all, 

why write anything without knowing who might buy it? 

But if I am writing without a market in mind, I try to keep my shorts between 1500 and 7500 words. 

If I go over 7500, I cut. And if I've learned one thing, it's that EVERYTHING can be cut. 

Why keep it that length? I edited an anthology (coming out next year from Bleak House Books) and I 

learned that if given the choice between two 3000 words stories, and a 6000 words story, I go with the 

two. 

When you pick up an antho or a magazine, do you read it cover to cover? Or do you skip around, sampling 

this story and that story? And which stories do you read first? 

In my case, it's the shortest ones. 

Every word should count in a narrative, and if you can make it shorter, you should. Didn't Hemingway 

have some kind of comment about, "I apologize for the length, I didn't have time to make it shorter?" 

As for novels, there are no rules set in stone, but this is what I've noticed. 

First novels have a better chance of selling if they are under 90k. 

The reason is wholly monetary. Your publisher will probably lose money on your first book. But a 150k 

book will cost more to print, more to ship, and less will fit in a carton. Cost of production figures heavily 

into a publisher's decision whether to buy or not to buy. 

Some genres, such as fantasy and historical romance, tend to be lengthier. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2005/12/size-does-matter.html
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If your book is under 60k, it will have a harder time finding a buyer, both through a publisher and through 

a customer. 

Fiction has set prices. Around 6 bucks for a paperback, 13 bucks for trade paper, and 24 dollars for a 

hardcover. Some are slightly more or less. Bestsellers command higher prices (I've seen a lot of 29 dollar 

price tags) but then they're discounted 30%. 

So chances are your book will be about $24. A consumer will look at a thin 60K word book, and a thicker 

100K word book, see they're both the same price, and assume bigger is better. 

It's unlikely a publisher will price your book lower because it's shorter, for the same reason Shell sells gas 

comparable to Mobil ðthey want to stay competitive. 

Are there exceptions? Always. But if you're trying to break into this business, which is hard enough, why 

stack even more odds against yourself? 

Whiskey Sour was 68k. The hardcover was 270 pages, and it was 45 chapters. 

Bloody Mary was 71k, 307 pages, 53 chapters. 

Rusty Nail was 78k, 289 pages, 54 chapters. 

Same font size/style/typesetting for all of them, so why do the numbers seem strange? 

The page count/word count ratio changes, depending on how much dialog is in a book. Dialog takes up 

page space, but involves less words. 

Rusty Nail was more action in it than Whiskey Sour, which had more dialog. 

This brings up another point: White space. 

Be aware of white space. Readers like dialog. They like looking at a page and seeing a lot of white space. 

Long, clunky paragraphs are intimidating. 

Have you ever watched someone browse? They'll flip through a few pages, and you can see the gears in 

their heads turning as they think: Do I have time to read this? Will it be fun or a chore? Can I finish it in 

one or two sittings? Does it have long chapters, or short ones I can finish before I go to sleep or while I 

take a bath?  

Think about your own reading habits. What do you like to see on a page? What makes a book look 

inviting, before you've even read a single word? 

In my younger days, when I needed to buy some classic for some college class, I'd crack open different 

editions and find the one that was the most eye-friendly. Big font, not a lot of words crammed on each 

page. 

Dialog makes a book more eye-friendly. At least, to my inner reader. 
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If I have a paragraph that lasts for more than half the page, I try to break it up. If I have a chapter that lasts 

longer than 15 pages (3700 words) I try to break it up. 

Your words should be good, but also be aware of how they look on the page. Are they enticing your eyes 

to lock onto random bits of dialog or action? Or do they look boring? 

Readers skip long paragraphs. 

I randomly picked 5 pages from each of my three novels, to see how many paragraphs they averaged per 

page (by couting the indents.) 

Whiskey Sour averaged 16.8 paragraphs per page. Bloody Mary was 13.4. Rusty Nail was 14.4. 

Overall, if you open one of my books, you'll see 14.8 indents per full page. 

Let's look at some other authors (hardcover editions.) Here are some bestsellers: 

ONE SHOT by Lee Child - 16.6 paraphs per page 

CHILL OF FEAR by Kay Hooper - 11.4 per page 

TO THE NINES by Jaent Evanovich - 13.8 per page 

SCARECROW by Matt Reilly - 16.4 per page 

VANISH by Tess Gerritsen - 15.8 per page 

STONE COLD by Robert Parker - 17 per page 

Here are some debuts: 

HUNDREDTH MAN by Jack Kerley - 13.8 per page 

BAHAMARAMA by Bob Morris - 13 per page 

MISDEMEANOR MAN by Dylan Schaffer - 16.2 per page 

KILLER SWELL by Jeff Shelby - 14 per page 

STILL RIVER by Harry Hunsicker - 11.8 

What does any of this mean? 

Well, if you write mysteries or thrillers, it means to avoid long paragraphs, and have a lot of dialog. 

Besides looking good on a page, this also has the side-effect of making the books move faster. 

By comparision, I went through some POD books that I have from previous contests I've judged. 

I looked through three of them. They averaged 7.2 paragraphs a page. 

Draw your own conclusions.  

25 comments   

http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=11291165&postID=113405817824772455
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Pain -Free Rewriting  

I have killed. With my hands I have hacked and slashed and chopped. I have even, on occasion, pieced back 

together the mutilated remains, joining parts like a Frankenstein. And I am better for it. 

It isn't easy to begin cutting ðthe sharp instrument in hand, the fear and trepidation. How dare I kill my 

children? My little legacies, born of my blood and sweat...from fruit of the womb to grist for the mill. 

I started with adjectives. Adverbs soon followed. The 'said' clones were next ðreplied, queried, questioned, 

declared, yelled, lamented ðkilled and buried. 

But what of beautifully detailed descriptions? What of prose of a rose so sweet the reader can smell it in the 

page? Not essential to the plot. Kill it. 

Exposition didn't die easy. It fought like a wounded bear. I couldn't stamp the life completely out, so I 

cleverly hid plot devices in dialogue and brief sentences. 

Simile and metaphor were like two giant monsters, harder to kill than an army of rats, endless as boring 

lectures, repeated more often than Lewinsky jokes, like two great ðsee what I mean about hard to kill? 

Backstory posed a problem. The reason it posed a problem is because many years ago, when I was much 

younger, I knew a ðSNIP! 

A character's backstory should be a few sentences at most. If it drags into pages, it ain't backstory, dammit!  

Harder still, was cutting story. Being able to spot a stray adverb and assassinate was a painful but easy task. 

But to actually cut dialogue and action... 

Visualize a runner. The kind that wins marathons. No corpulence on this guy. No heart disease threatening 

to kill him before he finishes the race, no extra baggage weighing him down. Lean and fast. That's the story. 

A race from start to finish. Take only what is needed to win.  

Is the hilarious scene where the guy gets his butt stuck in an armchair needed? Not to finish. Is the clever 

banter between hero and sidekick required? It doesn't make the story go any faster. Fiction does not exist on 

paper. It exists within the mind of the reader. Use just enough words to get the mind working. Don't let ego 

tell you otherwise.  

The hardest past of parenting is discipline, and there's no harder discipline than murder. But I urge you to 

kill your children. Not all ðsome must die so the others can live. Those that do survive will be taking home 

trophies.  

Damn... I should probably cut out that simile.  
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Liability and Responsibility   

While I don't consider my books to be subversive, dangerous, or inciteful, I have noticed that I've written 

about some things that perhaps should have remained unwritten about. 

In WHISKEY SOUR, I explain how to put fish hooks and needles into Halloween candy. 

In BLOODY MARY, I explain how to beat a lie detector. 

In RUSTY NAIL, I explain how it's possible to break out of prison. 

And now, in DIRTY MARTINI, I go into detail about how to poison food products and make explosives. 

On one hand, I want the books to be realistic. I write about things that interest me, and I think that these 

bits of 'forbidden' information make the story more compelling. 

On the other hand, I'd be mortified if some psycho used my books as a blueprint for their own sick crimes. 

I justify my forays into criminal explanations by rationalizing that: 

1. The information is already available on the Internet, in books, in movies, etc. 

2. Sickos are going to commit crimes anyway, no matter what the inspiration. 

3. It's doubtful disturbed individuals are reading my books when there's a wealth of prurient material 

already out there to indulge in. 

Ridley Pearson's wonderful book HARDFALL was about some terrorists who fly a plane into the White 

House, years before 9/11. Clancy had a similar concept in one of his books. 

Did the terrorists use these books as blueprints? We may never know. But if they did, are the writers to 

blame? 

There was a big lawsuit involving the HOW TO BE A HITMAN book from Paladin Press, when this was 

found among the items of an actual assassin. Paladin lost, and had to pay big bucks. 

With DIRTY MARTINI, I 'm considering putting a disclaimer at the back of the book, telling would-be 

sickos that if they tried some of the things mentioned, it wouldn't work out as I've described.  

What do you think? In an age where you can get any type of information on the Internet, are there still 

some things that shouldn't be written about? Should writers self-censor? 
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Deadlines   

My fourth Jack Daniels book is due March 1st. 

I've got about 15k left to write. 

It usually takes me about a month to write a book. I began a little earlier than usual for this novel, because 

February is short a few days, and I had a conference and a few events that took up some of my time. 

But I'm still behind schedule. This book required more research than previous books, and for the first time 

ever I actually got stuck (I needed to figure out how to commit an impossible crime, and then figure out 

how the police could thwart it.) 

I've always been a last minute kind of guy. I'd do my homework on the bus going to school, the day it was 

due. I was still making edits on my final film project in college ten minutes before the festival ran it. When 

I give a dinner speech at a conference, I'm usually jotting down what I'll speak about during dessert. 

My wife, a fountain of wisdom, patience, and beauty, casually suggested that perhaps I need to begin 

writing my books sooner than 40 days before they're due. I laughed at her. 

"I do my best work at the last minute," I replied. 

"You do all your work at the last minute," she countered. 

I would have pursued the arguement, but ð-hey ð-I need to finish the damn book. 

Which I will finish. It will be tight, but I'll burn the midnight oil and get it done. And according to 

aforementioned wife, who is reading the chapter a day I'm writing, it's my best book yet. 

Which brings me to the topic of this blog entry. 

How well do you work under pressure? 

In the music biz, the second album traditionally sucks. The first was compiled over years of honing, 

rewriting, and reworking. The second has to be written and recorded in eight months. 

Novels are the same. You have years to write your first book. Book #2 needs to be done within a year. And 

also within that year, you'll be doing a gazillion things for the first book, so you don't actually have an 

entire year. 

The fact is, no matter when you begin your next book, you'll never have enough time, and you'll always 

feel the heat of the time-crunch. If I'd started six months ago, I can promise I'd still be in the very same 

situation I am now. 

Can you flip your creativity on and off like a switch? Can you force the muse to appear when the pressure 

is on and the bills need to be paid and the deadline looms ever closer? And can you make sure the book is 

better than the previous one? 
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If so, you have a shot at succeeding in this biz. 

If not, you may still succeed. But make sure you never sign multi-book contracts, be upfront with your 

agent and editor about how long it takes you to complete a novel, and don't bite off more than you can 

chew. 

My goal today is 3500 words. That's about 15 pages. I know I can do it, and I will do it. 

Can you?  
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Write r 's Block   

I don't believe in muses. 

Do plumbers need to get inspired? Do bartenders ever become blocked and unable to mix drinks? Can 

mechanical engineers only design a linkage when in the proper mindset? 

I feel the same about writers. 

Many disagree with me, including several peers of mine who have been blocked. They use words like art 

and creativity and magic while they mope around in a funk ð-sometimes lasting for months ð-until the 

magic magically returns. 

I think they're crazy. Writing doesn't involve magic. It involves putting words down on paper, something 

most of us have been doing since we were five years old. 

But surely creating a story from scratch requires more creativity and inspiration than painting a fence or 

hosting a talkshow? 

Actually, writing a story requires exactly the same skills as hosting a talk show. And thinking that way is a 

helpful cure for writer's block. 

Let's say you're Jerry Springer. You've got a topic like "Which of my Cousins Fathered my Baby?" Plenty 

of conflict inherent in that premise. As guests, you've got Holly, a cute 17-year-old fifth grade drop out 

and the mamma to be. Her cousin Elmer, a bad boy who races lawnmowers. Her cousin Zeke, who has 

loved Holly since puberty, but also has loved Holly's sister, Georgia. Let's also include Georgia on the 

show, a beautiful southern belle with an eating disorder, and the girl's mother, who is only eleven years 

older than Holly, and who has also slept with Elmer. 

What is Jerry's job? He has to: 

1. Make sure the premise is intriguing. 

2. Make sure the guests have a chance to tell their sides of the story. 

3. Stir up conflict to keep things interesting. 

4. Try to come to some kind of resolution by the show's end. 

Coincidentally, that's what writers need to do. 

Jerry doesn't need to put words in the mouths of his guests, or put his hands on them to get them to attack 

each other.  

He simply has to sit back and direct the action. And it works. Conflict ensues. Sparks fly. Secrets are 

revealed. Chairs are thrown.  
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Instead of thinking of yourself as a magician, waiting for inspiration to allow you the power to write a 

story, you should think of yourself as a director, watching the action, steering it into the directions you 

want it to go. 

You aren't speaking for the characters. The characters are speaking for themselves. You aren't forcing the 

conflict. The conflict is happening all on its own. 

The writer is simply the conduit for the story. Let the characters write it for you. 

Jerry Springer isn't scripted. He has a few vague ideas of what he wants to see, and then runs with it. 

Writing should be the same way. Don't worry about making it perfect. Don't fret over every single word. 

Let the characters speak for themselves, and let the story go wherever it wants to go. 

Don't tie your own hands. Instead, ask your characters how they're feeling, what they want, and what they 

should do next. 

If you relax and let things happen, you won't be blocked. In fact, you'll be excited and curious about where 

your story is heading.  

And best of all, it's a helluva lot easier than plumbing. 
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Your Own Personal Censor   

How far is too far in writing? 

I've read some pretty disturbing books. Horror writers Ed Lee and Jack Ketchum are known for not pulling 

punches, and their prose is often gag-inducing. 

Bret Easton Ellis gained notoriety for American Psycho, and for good reason ðit was revolting. Samuel 

Delaney almost destroyed his award-winning sci-fi career writing about the reprehensible anti-hero Hogg. 

Books about racism (The Turner Diaries), illegal information (Anarchist's Cookbook, How to be a 

Hitman), and sadism (Justine, still as disturbing as it was a hundred years ago) push and then step over the 

boundaries of what is considered acceptable. 

Yet there is something attractive about being a literary bad boy. About being able to shock using words. 

Have you ever gone too far in your own writing? Is there a such thing as too far? What are things that 

shouldn't ever be written about? Are there any? 

I'm bringing it up because the new issue of the wonderful online magazine Hardluck Stories is now 

available. The editor of this issue approached me, asking for a horrific crime story. 

How horrific? I asked. 

As horrific as you can make it. 

So I gave him one. 

I'm not a fan of purple prose, especially when describing blood and guts. So I tried to write a disturbing 

story without any description at all. 

THE CONFESSION has no exposition, no speaker attribution, no description. It's all dialog. 

But don't let that fool you. This isn't for the faint of heart. You've been warned. 

Check it out for free at www.hardluckstories.com. 

And then ask yourself ð-how far would you take your own writing? 

Added Disclaimer: I'm serious about the warning! This isn't like my other stuff. It's really ugly. If words 

have the power to offend you, don't read it!  
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Wine Me, Dine Me, 69 Me   

Jerry Peterson, over at Tuesdays with Story, challenged me to write a complete story in 69 words. They 

have a bunch of them posted on their site, including mine: 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð 

How long? Three days? Four? 

No light. No water or food. The closet door is thick. Solid. He's banged on it until he bleeds. 

This isn't punishment. It's murder. 

He cries. No tears come out. Dehydration. 

"Please open up." Voice hoarse, raw. "I promise I won't do it again. I'm sorry." 

The small, precious reply: 

"You haven't learned your lesson yet. Be brave. That's what you tell me, Daddy." 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð 

That took me about five minutes ð-three to write, and two to edit down to 69. 

Think it's easy? It's not. But it's a great excersise that makes you appreciate the value of every word ð-

something you should be doing with ALL of your longer work. 

Post your 69 word epic here, and let me know how long it took. The best story gets a signed Advance 

Reading Copy of RUSTY NAI L . 

Contest ends at 11:59pm on March 11, Central time. 

Good luck!  
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NaNoWriMo   

Since you're a writer, you probably know that November is National Novel Writing Month, where 

thousands of authors, both newbie and pro, sign up at www.nanowrimo.org to try and write 50k words in 

30 days. 

Those familiar with me, or with this blog, know that I write pretty fast. In fact, I've written two books this 

year. The first, AFRAID, is a horror novel that will be coming out in January 2009 (more on that soon.) 

The second, FUZZY NAVEL, is book #5 in the Jack Daniels series, coming out in June 2008. 

November is pretty busy for me. I've got to go to Delaware for a book festival, Wisconsin for Murder in 

Muskego, and Indiana for an ILF meeting. I also have two novellas due for anthologies that invited me, 

and one of them is 10k words. 

So, naturally, I signed up for NaNoWriMo. 

I have a specific reason for doing this. My contract with my publisher is complete when I turn in Jack #6 

in March 2008. I'd like to also have Jack #7 done by that time. That way, if I don't get the offer I'm looking 

for, I'll have a complete manuscript to shop around. I believe a finished book is a better bargaining chip 

than a proposal or an outline. 

Being between contracts is a scary time for a writer, and it can often last weeks or even months. So I'm 

going to write Jack #7, set it aside, and then in February write Jack #6, which my publisher is expecting. 

I figure I have 24 free days to get 50,000 words done. I don't have an outline for this book, but I do have a 

pretty solid idea that should be fun to write. 

And just to make it interesting, if I don't make my quota, I'll shave my head and post a video of it on 

YouTube. 

Who says writing isn't exciting? 

Watch this blog for bi-weekly progress reports.  
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NaNoWriMo Day 6 - On Plotting   

Okay, I'm a wee bit behind. 

Because I was at the Delaware Book Festival from the 1st to the 4th, I didn't get started on the new Jack book until 

yesterday morning. 

So far, I've got about 3200 words done ð-about 13 pages. Not bad, but I'll need to step it up if I want to reach my 

50k quota. Especially since I promised two author friends I'd read their current manuscripts, and next week I'll be in 

Wisconsin and Tennessee for four days, and I still have a 10k novella due, along with a short story collaboration that 

I'm working on with F. Paul Wilson, which has always been a dream of mine since I've been reading him since 1982 

and I think he's a God so I don't want to screw it up. 

It 's going to be a busy month. 

That said, in my free time I've been thinking a lot about the new novel, and even though I don't have an outline for it 

I've already got a pretty good idea of what I want it to be about. Which begs the question: What is plotting and how 

is it done? 

I've talked with many authors, both newbie and pro, who have difficulties with plotting. Personally, I think it's the 

easiest part of writing. I believe the main goal of plotting is to make the reader want to know what happens next. To 

do that, there are some pretty simple tricks that anyone can master. 

1. Give your character a goal. All narratives require a quest of some sort. It could be a quest to catch a killer, or get 

a boyfriend, or find self awareness, but in every case the story begins with the hero deciding upon the goal and 

beginning the quest. 

2. Don't let your character reach her goal. The plot then comes down to making it difficult for the character, 

throwing obstacles in her way. Other characters with opposing goals, the environment, and turns of events can all 

conspire to make reaching the goal more difficult. 

3. Use what you've got. If you're stuck, reread what you've already written. Chances are, your subconscious has 

already planted something in the manuscript that you can build upon. The car trouble alluded to in chapter 3 can 

become a huge problem in chapter 8. The sneeze in chapter 1 can become the flu in chapter 11. The argument in 

chapter 4 can become divorce papers in chapter 9. 

4. Think about the worst thing that can happen. After you've written a character for a few dozen or hundred 

pages, and have gotten to know her like a family member, you're going to better understand her goals, fears, and 

motivations. Think about the most horrible thing that can happen to her, then make it happen. 

5. Overcome the obstacles and reach the goal. That's it. You've written a narrative. Congrats. 

If you're struggling to write what happens next, or you're stuck in the boring middle section of the book, go back and 

seed it with more goals and obstacles and foreshadowing. And try to avoid being obvious or overt. While all stories 

follow the narrative structure, good writers make the structure invisible. 

Happy writing!  
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NaNoWriMo Day 13 - On Speed   

As expected, I've gotten very little writing done because I've been travelling. My three day trip last week 

went into five days because of car trouble. So here I am, at Day 13, with 3400 words. 

I've got some catching up to do. 

The most I've ever written in a day is 9,000 words, and I've had two day totals of about 15,000, so I know I 

can still reach the 50,000 goal and save my lovely curly locks from the trimmer. 

I've always been able to write fast, and stay focused for long period of time. But I never stopped to ponder 

why. I certainly don't think I'm more talented, creative, inspired, or dedicated than any of my peers, pro or 

newbie. But I haven't met many writers who can crank out the words as quickly. 

So before I get started on my novel this morning, I thought I'd write a few words about speed, endurance, 

and staying focused. 

1. Sit Your Ass In The Chair 

The first step is to actually sit at your desk, your Word Processing program open on your computer. Now 

be a good dog and STAY, getting up only to eat, hit the john, and attend to any bleeding children. 

2. Limit Distractions  

The biggest attention temptation for a writer is the Internet. Besides email, chat, and games, there's also the 

dreaded research, which begins at Google or Wikipedia and then, an hour later, devolves into you reading 

about something entirely unrelated to your book. 

Phone calls, nonessential communication with family members, stretching your legs, or doing anything "to 

get the muse started" is time that should be spent writing. 

3. Write 

You shouldn't worry if it's crap. Give yourself permission to write crap. The goal is to get words on the 

page. Write them, even if they suck. Inspiration is bullshit. Writing is a job. How often does your 9 to 5 

job inspire you? Yet you do it anyway. When working, the motivation is the paycheck. With Nanowrimo, 

the motivation is getting to 50k. Get there, even if you think you're producing garbage. You can always 

edit in December. 

If you are stuck, staring at a blinking cursor and pulling out your hair, here are some tricks: 

¶ Read what you wrote the day before. That can give you a launching point for getting into the next 

scene. 

¶ Spice it up. Usually, being unable to decide what happens next means you don't have enough action or 

conflict. Give your hero more problems to deal with. I don't care what kind of book you're writing, 

you can always introduce more characters and plotlines to make things harder for your protagonist. 

When God gets bored with earth, he sends in a tsunami.  
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¶ Skip around. Much of getting stuck happens when you're pushing for something to happen, but you 

can't seem to get there. You know what I mean; the big scene that came to you fully-formed, but you 

haven't gotten to the point in the story yet. Who says you need to write in order? Do the scene you're 

itching to do ðyou can connect it to the rest of the book later. 

¶ Free yourself. Often you get mired down in outlines, plans, details, and expectations, which can bring 

your story to a dead end with no hope of moving forward. Allow yourself to change your original 

plans. Narratives often go in places we didn't expect, and may not even like. Roll with it. Change 

things. Go in different directions, even if that means your book becomes something different. 

4. Fight Fear With Action  

Fifty thousand words in a month is a scary thing. It's easy to obsess about word count, worry that 

everything you've written is garbage, and spend so much time questioning your ability to finish that you're 

wasting valuable writing time. The best way to combat fear is with action. Every time you feel the need to 

doubt yourself, or check your word count, force yourself to finish the page. The doubts usually go away 

for a while. When the come back, be aware of them, and finish that page.  

In short, less thinking, more writing.  

Now if you'll excuse me, I have 46,600 words to write in 18 days, so I'm getting started... 
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NaNoWriMo Day 19 - On Crap   

So far this month I've written 26,000 words. 

Unfortunately, only 10k of them have been the novel. 

The other 16k have been a magazine article and two novellas for upcoming anthologies. I also managed to 

sneak in a few online interviews. 

Am I worried I'll have to shave my curly locks? 

A little. Assuming I won't get much done on Thanksgiving, that means I have ten days to write 40k words. 

That's 16 pages a day. It's doable, but won't be easy. 

Which makes this pretty exciting. I'm guessing it will come down to the wire. 

Setting goals and challenging yourself, both artistically and with deadlines, is part of being a writer. I think it's 

a fun part. 

The book itself is going well. It's coming together nicely, albeit slowly. I just wrote my first ever sex scene for 

the series (which is on the kinky side ðI think Barry Eisler will approve) and the plot is shaping up to be the 

most fun of all the Jack books. 

Which brings me to the topic of this blog entry: Writing Crap. 

It's important to give yourself permission to write crap. Writers write. They get words on the page. Spend too 

much time thinking, questioning, judging, dismissing, and second-guessing, and you'll never get anything 

finished. 

However, you should NEVER settle for crap. 

Though Cherry Bomb is my 6th Jack Daniels book, it's actually my 17th novel. I can say, with some certainty, 

that my first six novels were crap. Everything since then has, in my opinion, worked. And each book I write 

seems to come a little easier, involve a little less rewriting, to get it to the point where it works. 

So what makes a book work? 

It's hard to pinpoint why some novels work better than others. It's even harder to judge your own writing 

objectively. Obviously, there are craft issues you can be aware of, like narrative structure, rising action, 

character realism, linear progression, and pacing, among many others, but being aware of them and knowing if 

they're working in you book are two different things. 

However, I believe there's something instinctive, something perhaps even intrinsic to the novel, which can tell 

the writer if it actually works. 

We all have moments when the writing is flowing, the loose ends are all coming together, and we feel that this 

collection of words and sentences and scenes is coming together as a pleasing, cohesive whole. 
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Sometimes we're wrong. What works for us actually doesn't work for readers. But sometimes ðand I think 

experience plays a part ðwe're right, and we can actually feel the process working instead of worrying if its 

working. 

Now there have been intelligent, thoughtful posts all over the Internet this month, about the number of awful 

manuscripts that NaNoWriMo is going to unleash upon the world. 

My friend Marcus Sakey, who is as meticulous with his writing craft as he is talented (which could be a knock, 

but in his case it's high praise) recently wrote this on The Outfit blog: 

Look at it this way: would you participate in National House Building Month if you had to live in the result? Of 

course not, because a house takes care to build. 

I agree. But I also believe if you've been building houses for years, and know what it takes to build a good 

house, that each one you built can be done better and faster. 

Here's the thing though: You don't have to build a house in a month. 

Maybe you just build the frame. Or the foundation. Or the living room. Or maybe you do build the house, but it 

is pretty shoddy. There is no law that says what you build you have to keep. You can change the house, fix it, 

add it it, make it better, before you move in. 

My first six houses were lousy. Uninhabitable. But I learned from them. So when I built the seventh, I got an 

agent. And when I built the tenth, I got a book deal. 

Don't spend your time worrying that your writing sucks. The writing will tell you that later. Or the world will. 

You just have to get the words on the page, and trust yourself. 

It gets easier the longer you do it. 

And it should go without saying that when you do finish that book, don't assume it's ready to submit. Get 

feedback. Rewrite. Put it away for a month and attack it with fresh eyes. 

Your first house may not sell. Your tenth might not either. But you will get better. And in this crazy business, 

that's all you have control over. 

Keep at it. Set goals and reach them. Don't let anyone tell you otherwise. 

Now if you'll excuse me, I'm going to turn off the Internet, take a handful of amphetamines, and bust my ass. 

Happy Thanksgiving.  
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NaNoWriMo Day 25 - On Goals   

So did I make my 50k goal, or will I be shaving my head? 

Sorry to disappoint, but I won't be doing any shaving. Because I cheated. 

I did get 50k words. And they're 50k pretty good words. 

But they're for two different stories. 

Halfway into the Jack book, I launched into a side story and just rolled with it. This became its own 

novella. For those who read my novels, it's a Harry McGlade story. With zombies. Which is why, 

obviously, it can't be part of the Jack novel. 

Anyway, because it's an odd length (20k words) it's going to be damn hard to sell. After I edit it, I think I'll 

look into one of those publishers who do overpriced limited edition hardcovers. 

So I technically didn't write 50k of one novel, but I did do 50k with the same characters (Jack is in this 

too) so I'm going to compromise. Instead of cutting my hair, I'll cut my nails. There's enough crap on 

YouTube to bother videotaping it. 

For those who want to cry foul and demand a head shaving, I encourage you to start one of those online 

petitions, like the one used to get Family Guy back on the air. Get 1000 people to sign it, and Marcus 

Sakey can shave my head in front of a live crowd at Love is Murder in February. If 1000 people really 

want to see me bald, who am I to argue? 

That said, I enjoyed the pressure NaNoWriMo put on me, and I may do it again. In fact, I encourage all 

writers to try it, whether they end up with a novel, or part of a novel and a novella, or even a bunch of crap 

that will never see print. 

That's because writing is about setting, and reaching, goals. 

Stories don't write themselves. They take a considerable time commitment. Often that commitment is hard 

to justify. But writers, real writers, make writing a priority. They make the time and the effort. 

This is a business about pushing yourself, because many times there's no one else pushing you. Unless 

you're lucky enough to have a deadline, the pressure is mostly self-induced. NaNoWriMo helps to put on 

some pressure. Pressure = words on a page. And that's what writers do. We write. Anything that helps us 

write is worth trying. 

Speaking of goals, my anniversary is coming up. This is my 299th blog entry for A Newbie's Guide To 

Publishing. Over half a million people have visited this blog since it began in 2005. I'm grateful to each 

and every one of you for believing I have something to share with the writing community. 

I'd like to make my 300th post something special, and since much of this blog is about setting and reaching 

goals, I'd like to open up my blog to my readers. 
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I want to hear what your goals are for 2008. 

Whether you're a pro or a newbie, a long time reader or a recent visitor, please email me at 

haknort@comcast.net and tell me: 

1. Your Goals for 2008. 

2. How you will reach these goals. 

If you're a lurker, but never comment, this is the perfect time to introduce yourself. If you're a long time 

reader, I ask you to help me spread the word. We're all part of the same community. We all have goals. 

Let's share them and inspire each other. 

And please provide your answers email here, not in the comments section here. I'll put all of your goals 

(and my goals) in my 300th post in week or so. 

Thanks again for reading.  

13 comments   
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So You Wanna Write About Handguns  

I'm not a gun expert. But I've fired a few and have learned some things about them. Here's a smattering of 

definitions, explanations, and notes: 

¶ Guns are loud. Even little ones. Louder than firecrackers. If you don't have ear protection, it seriously hurts.  

¶ Silencers aren't real. Nothing can silence a bullet. There are things called suppressors, which can be used to 

muffle the sound of a bullet firing. It's still as loud as a hand clap. Suppressors are illegal for public 

citizens. Suppressors work on semi-autos and rifles, but not revolvers or shotguns.  

¶ A revolver is an old West/Dirty Harry type of gun. It generally holds five or six bullets in a cylinder. 

Suppressors don't work on revolvers because the cylinder is open to the air, so the noise isn't trapped.  

¶ Semi-automatics are sometimes called autos, even though they aren't true automatics ðthose are machine 

guns where holding the trigger will fire multiple times. Semi-autos are also known as auto-loaders, because 

when a bullet is fired, the brass cartridge is ejected and the next bullet is forced into the chamber. Instead of 

a center rotating cylinder, they have a clip that goes into the grip.  

¶ A clip is not a magazine. A clip has a spring inside that forces bullets into the chamber, behind the hammer, 

as the gun is fired. A magazine simply holds bullets.  

¶ Full metal jacket means the slug is encased in metal and doesn't expand when it hits the target. Slugs 

normally expand into a mushroom shape when they hit something. This flattening out means the bullet 

stops within a target, transferring the maximum amount of energy. FMJ go through targets. Hollow points 

fragment within the target, causing lots of damage.  

¶ Cocked and locked is a term that means there's a bullet in the chamber, the hammer is cocked (pulled back) 

and the safety is on. The gun won't fire like this. But if you flick off the safety, you're ready to shoot.  

¶ Double action weapons don't need to be cocked each time they are fired ðpulling the trigger will set up the 

next bullet to be fired and also cock the hammer back. Single action weapons need to be cocked each time a 

bullet is fired ðthere is no automatic recocking.  

¶ Cocking a handgun involves chambering a round in a semi-auto, and/or pulling the hammer back. When 

this is done, the trigger moves back, making for an easier and shorter trigger pull.  

¶ Caliber refers to how wide the barrel is, and what bullets it will fire. A .22 is a very small bullet (point 

twenty-two inches wide.) The slug is about the size of a BB (22LR is slightly longer.) The only part that 

fires is the top part of the bullet. The bottom part, called the cartridge (often called brass) holds the charge. 

This brass can be packed with different amounts of grain for faster or slower velocity. Pull the trigger, the 

hammer releases on a spring, smacks into the back of the bullet (center fire for most handguns) which 

ignites the powder, causing it to explode and expel the slug.  

¶ A bullet consists of a slug and a cartridge. The slug is what fires. The cartidge is what stays in the gun, or is 

ejected. If you've ever seen a movie where the slow-motion bullet looks like a bullet that just came out of 

the box, it's wrong ð-only the top part of the bullet is the projectile.  

¶ Rifling is a corkscrew pattern inside the barrel. When the bullet is fired, this causes it to spin, and become 

more stable and accurate.  

¶ Semi-automatics can jam. If a gun isn't clean, it can jam a lot. Jamming occurs when the cartridge isn't 

ejected properly after firing, or if the next bullet doesn't load properly. Either the empty casing, or the new 

bullet, gets caught in the eject port. This can be cleared by pulling back the slide.  

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2006/05/so-you-wanna-write-about-handguns.html


Writing :: 69 

J. A. Konrath :: The Newbie's Guide to Publishing Book 

¶ Loading clips is time consuming and hard on the fingers. The spring inside a clip is powerful, and it takes 

some force and some time to get the bullets in there. For example, a nine-year-old probably wouldn't have 

strong enough fingers. You can buy speed loaders which pull back the spring, making it easier and faster, 

but even then, reloading a 13 round clip will take at least 30 seconds to a minute.  

¶ Guns and bullets are heavy. Sticking a 9mm in your front pocket is not a smart idea for many reasons, one 

of which is it will pull down your pants.  

¶ Glocks don't have hammers, or thumb safeties. They have an extra lever on the trigger that needs to be 

pressed before they fire.  

¶ Someone unfamiliar with semi-autos wouldn't be able to fire one, at least not quickly. If there's no bullet in 

the chamber, pulling the trigger will have no effect. The first round needs to be chambered by pulling back 

the slide. Depending on the gun, the safety may need to be switched off, or the hammer may need to be 

pulled back if there's a round already chambered.  

¶ Aiming isn't easy. It isn't unreasonable that a person firing a gun for the first time could miss a target from 

only fifteen feet away, or closer.  

¶ Cordite smells like firecrackers.  

¶ Dehorning a gun means it has all of the sharp edges taken off, so it doesn't catch on clothing or the holster.  

¶ Bluing, chroming, and Parkerizing are finishes that protect against rust.  

¶ Teflon coated, or cop-killer bullets, aren't real. Or, more precisely, Teflon isn't what makes bullets penetrate 

armor and bullet proof vests. Bullets that can do that are armor piercing bullets, made out of harder metals. 

Teflon simply reduces the wear and tear on a gun.  

¶ A Saturday Night Special is any cheap gun, usually used to commit crimes.  

¶ A zip gun is a homemade gun, which usually fires a single shot. All a person needs is a pipe and a striking 

mechanism to shoot a bullet.  

¶ Holding a gun gangsta style, sideways, is a really easy way to miss a target.  

¶ Always treat every gun you encounter as loaded. 

32 comments  
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Have a Safe and Secure Holiday Season   

A recent computer problem made me re-evaluate the need to back up my writing. 

I have a writing friend who is so paranoid about losing data that he ftps every chapter to offshore accounts 

(at least, that's how I imagine it.) 

I've lost writing before, and there are few things as painful in life. Here are some tricks and tips and 

products that will ensure you never have to feel that particular pain. 

PRINT - It never hurts to keep a paper copy. If you lose the file, you can always recover the story with 

OCD software like Abbyy Finereader. 

ZIP - Bulky zip drives have lost favor to their keychain flash drive counterparts, which can hold up to a 

gig on a device the size of a pencil. Just stick it in the USB port and drag 'n drop. (a novel, even a long one 

(150k), doesn't run more than 1 or 2 mbs, so you can back-up every bit of text on your computer and still 

have room to spare. 

APC - The big name in batteries. This is a combo surge protector/battery back-up that prevents you from 

losing data during a power outage. Get one. 

EMAIL - Having an extra email account, and emailing doc attachments to yourself, can't hurt. 

DVD - A DVD can hold 4.7 gigs of data. They cost about 30 cents each, and a DVD burner can be picked 

up for under 50 bucks. CDRs are even cheaper, and hold 700mb. 

FTP - If you have a website, you have a storage locker available in cyberspace under your name. Using an 

FTP program can allow you to save your writing on your home page (and don't worry, no one can read it 

there ðit's hidden unless you link directly to it.) 

OE BACKUP - There are a few tools available for saving your email (I use one for Outlook Express.) Find 

a program that fits your needs, and then save your email along with your writing. I go through my deleted 

and sent mail folders several times a day, trying to figure out who said what and when. 

FIRE SAFE - This isn't a computer attachement. It is what it is ð a fire safe. Keep your flash drive and 

DVDs in the safe, in case your house burns down. Put them in a plastic bag first, to protect them from 

flooding. Paranoid? Talk to anyone who has lost their home to fire or flood. It doesn't hurt to also keep 

some copies in the car, or at Mom's house. 

FILES - NEVER save just one file. I always save in different formats (wpd, doc, rtf, txt) in different places 

on my computer (C: drive, Desktop, My Documents) under different names. 

SECOND HARD DRIVE - Also cheap, you can install an extra hard drive in your computer for less than 

fifty bucks. It's like having two computers in one case. 

SECOND COMPUTER - Networking is a pain to set up, but using the Shared Documents folder can be a 

lifesaver, and is still the fastest way to transfer data. 
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NORTON ANTI-VIRUS - Still the leading trojan slayer. MacAfee is also big, as is Panda. Whatever you 

use (and you must use something,) make sure it offers updates. 

Computer running slow? AdAware and Spybot are free tools (available at www.pcworld.com) that clean 

your computer of spyware, malware, and tracking software. You can also DEFRAGMENT your hard 

drive, run a DISK CHECK for errors, and use SYSTEM RESTORE if none of that works. 

If anyone has any other tips for saving data, lemme know and I'll post them.  

21 comments  
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How Not To Start A Story   

In the spirit of full disclosure, I'm in a bad mood. For the past few days I've been wading through hundreds 

of short stories. I'm a paid judge for a big contest, and my verdicts are due. 

This bad mood has been brought about by seeing the same story mistakes, over and over and over and 

OVER AND OVER... 

So, for the benefit of the newbie writing world, and to save me future pain if I ever judge a contest again, 

please take the following to heart: 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH WEATHER  

Yes, you can work weather into the scene. But I don't care that it was sixty-five degrees on a spring 

morning, and if you make that your first sentence you're going to remain unpublished. 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH CHARACTER DESCRIPTION  

Your protag may be named Bob McTestes, and he was born in Sunndydale, Ohio in 1967, but you need to 

work that into the body of the story and not make it the first sentence. Better yet, don't work it in 

anywhere. 

DO NOT START A STORY BY ADDRESSING THE READER  

"You'll never believe what happened on July 2, 1943." You're right. I won't believe it, because I just 

stopped reading. 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH PREMONITIO N 

"Phil Assmaster didn't know he was going to die that day." But Joe Konrath knows you're not going to win 

this contest. 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH THE PROTAG WAKING UP  

Frankly, it shocked me how many stories began like this. More so than any other way I'm warning against. 

Opening your eyes because you had a bad dream or heard a strange noise is a quick way to put the reader 

to sleep. 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH CLICHES  

Once upon a time. A long time ago. This is a true story. Ugh. Next time, save me the trouble and put the 

story in your own recycle bin. 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH SETTING DESCRIPTION  

"Moronville, Ohio was a town of 8371 people originally founded in 1872 by Quakers." Hopefully, one of 

those Quakers has a gun and will shoot me. 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH TELLING  

"Josh felt terrible." Really? How am I supposed to picture that? Maybe I picture Josh's stomach aching, his 

head throbbing, and the hole where his heart is supposed to be. If I'm picturing that, perhaps you should 

have as well and written it that way. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2008/07/how-not-to-start-story.html
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DO NOT START A STORY WITH DESCRIPTION  

I don't care if you're describing a person, place, thing, era, or whatever. I want to read about conflict, not 

helper words. 

DO NOT USE HELPER WORDS 

Force yourself to pare away every adverb, and half your adjectives. Also kill any speaker attribution other 

than "said" and "asked." 

DO NOT START A STORY WITH A PROLOGUE  

Your short story doesn't need a prologue. Your novel probably doesn't either. 

DO NOT USE EXCLAMATION POINTS!  

Especially a bunch of them!!!!!!! 

DO NOT USE THE SAME FARUQING WORD TWICE IN THE SAME FARUQING 

PARAGRAPH  

Get the faruquing point? 

GRAMMER AND SPELING SHOULD BE PREFECT  

If you don't care, why should I? Ditto annoying dialect spelling. Y'all get a-ight wit dat sheet, 'kay? 

And finally: 

DO NOT MAKE YOUR MAIN CHARACTER AN ANIMAL  

Ever. 

Are there exceptions to these rules? Of course. There are always exceptions. But I didn't see any in the 

2000+ stories I had to endure. 

Also, for the love of all that is good, use 12 point Arial, Courier, or Times New Roman, double space the 

text, one inch margins, and indent each paragraph but don't add extra spaces in between them. 

Rant over. Ignore at your own peril. Now I'm going to go have some bourbon and scour my eyes and brain 

with steel wool...  

76 comments 
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Just Plotting Along   

Whenever I teach I'm asked by newbies how to write that boring middle section of the book, the part 

between the electrifying opening and the dramatic conclusion. 

"You mean the plot?" I always reply. 

Sayings and axioms abound about plotting, and I'll paraphrase a few here. Elmore Leonard said the famous 

"Don't write the parts people skip." 

Other oft-heard quotes are, "Write a great beginning and a great ending and string them as close together 

as possible" and "Chase your characters up a tree, then throw rocks at them." 

Ellery Queen and Raymond Chandler are credited with variations on "When things get boring toward the 

middle, kill somebody" and "When it slows down have two men burst into the room with guns." 

All of these sort of touch on the central idea of plotting, namely, conflict. But none are really helpful 

except in the most general sense. 

So here's what I do. 

1. Give the characters at least two goals. A story goal, and a personal goal. 

In my Jack Daniels series, the story goal is for Jack to catch the bad guy. Her personal goals are fixing her 

relationships and getting a good night's sleep. 

There's something inherent in the human brain that desires order and completion. We want to fit all the 

puzzle pieces together and live happily ever after. So the first step on this journey is deciding where to go. 

This is the first stitch on the way to completing the quilt, and it gets the reader's attention and makes them 

subconsciously want to see it through to the satisfying conclusion. 

2. Don't reveal everything at once. 

It's natural, once you have a great idea, to want to spill everything immediately. But suspense, and reader 

interest, is piqued by the opposite ðonly give a little at a time. Ask questions, but don't answer them until 

later. 

Questions keep the pages turning. The obvious question, "What happens next?" is what both your 

characters and your readers should be thinking. 

In my book Afraid, both the reader and the main characters have no idea what is attacking the town until 

the second act; all they get are glimpses and pieces. Figuring things out is a lot more satisfying than being 

spoon fed. 

3. Prevent the characters from reaching their goals. 

http://jakonrath.blogspot.com/2008/12/just-plotting-along.html
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The boring middle part of the book shouldn't be boring at all. This is the part where the author really gets 

to antagonize his main characters, heaping more and more conflict on them. 

What is the absolute worst thing that can happen to your character? Make it happen. What will be 

impossible for them to overcome? Do it. 

Along with being genetically wired to desire completion and order, we also like there to be a struggle 

before all is well. Adversity, conflict, and tragedy allow for admirable human attributes such as courage, 

love, and perseverance to blossom. We like winners, especially underdog winners. So heap on the abuse. 

4. Subtext is subtext. 

Sure, you may have an important theme to the work. Yes, you may love the written word and want to be as 

eloquent as possible. Of course you want to explore human nature, make the reader think about deep 

issues, and create realistic characters with complex motivations. 

But don't do any of that at the expense of the story, dammit. 

A story, in its purest form, is: "Here's a mess, clean it up." 

We're storytellers. Not charactertellers. Not themetellers. Not poets. The goal of a story is to present a 

problem, then solve the problem. 

Are there exceptions? Sure. 

But don't base your career on an exception. 

We've been a species of storytellers as long as we've had a written history, and probably longer. The Epic 

of Gilgamesh is over 5000 years old, but the basic formula still remains the same. 

Here's a mess, clean it up. 

But Joe, you want me to follow a formula? Aren't formulas cliche and derivative and the work of hacks? 

Not if you do a good job. 

My wife hates going to the movies with me, because I always whisper to her what is going to happen next. 

It's not that the movies are the work of hacks. It's just that the more you understand about the storytelling 

process, the better you can predict it. 

Of course, once you're able to predict it, you can do the unpredictable. 

This isn't about muses or inspiration or magic or creativity. It's more like architecture than art. Yes, you 

can be dynamic and expressive and imaginative, but there are still rules. 

Learn the rules.  

31 comments 
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Anatomy of a Horror Scene  

I've annotated an early scene from the book with numbers that lead to footnotes at the bottom of the page. 

After reading the excerpt, you can check out the associated notes to learn why I did what I did, sort of like 

a DVD commentary. 

The set-up is simple; a boy alone in his house at night... 

 ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð ð- 

Duncan Stauffer awoke to the sound of Woof barking. Woof was supposed to be a beagle, but Duncan had 

a lot of dog books and decided that Woof looked more like a basset hound. Woof was pudgy, with stubby 

legs and floppy ears and sad red eyes. It was funny because even though his eyes were sad, Woof played 

all the time. All the time. Duncan wondered how he could be so fat, since he ran around all day.
1
 

Woof barked again, and Duncan sat up. The dog normally slept on Duncans bed, sprawled out on his back 

with his legs in the air. He only left to get a drink of water, let himself out through the doggy door to poop 

(Mom called it doing his dirty business), or greet Mom when she came home from the diner. 

Duncan looked over at his SpongeBob digital clock next to the bed, but it wasn't on for some reason. 

Instead he checked his Dads watch, which he wore all the time since Mom had the links removed so it 

could fit. 

The watch told him it was twelve forty-three.  

Woof barked once more, a deep, loud bark that sounded exactly like his name, which was the reason 

Duncan named him Woof. But this wasn't the welcome home bark that Woof used when Mom came home. 

This was Woofs warning bark, the one he used for his fiercest enemies, like the squirrel who had a nest in 

the maple tree out front, or the Johnson's gray cat, who liked to hiss at Woof and scare him.
2
  

"Woof! Come here, boy!" 

Duncan waited. Normally, Woof came running when Duncan called, jumping on him and bathing his face 

with a tongue that was longer than Duncan's foot.  

But Woof didn't come. 

"Mom! Duncan called. You home?" 

                                                                 
1
 This is our introduction to Duncan and his point of view. It begins with Duncan jarred from his sleep by his 

dog, Woof, who is key to the scene. Prior to this scene, the reader knows it is night time, and his mother isn't 

home. 
2
 While thinking in Duncan's voice, I'm establishing some things in rapid succession. Duncan's mom should 

be home, Woof normally doesn't bark, and Duncan doesn't have a father. 
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No one answered.
3
 

Duncan didn't mind being by himself while Mom worked late. He was ten years old, which was practically 

an adult. His mom used to insist that he have a babysitter, and the one she usually got was Mrs. Teller, 

who was all bent over because she was so old and sometimes she smelled like pee. Duncan liked her okay, 

but she made him go to bed early, and wouldn't let him watch his favorite shows on TV like South Park 

because they said bad words, and she always wanted to talk about her husband who died years ago. 

Duncan didn't like to talk about death. 

After a long session with Dr. Walker, the therapist convinced Mom that Duncan was mature enough to 

stay home alone, if that's what Duncan wanted. Which he did. Duncan knew what to do in the case of any 

emergency. He'd taken the Stranger Danger class in school. He had three planned escape routes if there 

was a fire. He knew not to let anyone in the house, and how to call 911, and to never cook on the stove or 

use the fireplace or take a bath while home alone. He thought Mom was being a little crazy about the bath 

thing, like Duncan would fall asleep in the tub and drown. But he listened to Mom anyway, and she trusted 

him, and for the three months he'd been without a babysitter it had worked out fine. Duncan hadn't gotten 

scared once. 

Until now.
4
 

"Woof!" Duncan yelled again. 

Woof didn't come. 

It was possible his dog had gone outside, to do his dirty business. Or maybe he saw the Johnson's cat and 

went to chase him, even though the cat scared Woof a lot. 

Or maybe something got him. 

Duncan would never admit it to anyone, not even his best friend Jerry Halprin, but he sometimes believed 

monsters were real. He wasn't scared of monsters, exactly. He loved watching monster movies, and 

reading R.L. Stine books with monsters in them, but deep down he thought maybe monsters really did 

exist. 

He didn't tell this to Dr. Walker, but when they had the car accident, and Mom thought Duncan was 

unconscious in the back seat, he wasn't really unconscious. He saw what happened to Dad, how bloody he 

was. For weeks afterwards, Duncan had horrible nightmares about monsters, biting and clawing and 

ripping up him and Mom, making them bleed and die. Since he got Woof, most of the nightmares had 

gone away. 

                                                                 
3
 The reader, aware of what is happening elsewhere in the book, knows Duncan is probably in trouble, but 

doesn't know what form the trouble is going to take. 
4
 Backstory on Duncan, establishing he's a smart, responsible kid who had some sort of tragedy in his past. It 

also introduces Mrs. Teller, who comes into the book later. Duncan isn't scared yet, because he doesn't know 

what the reader knows. 
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But sitting in his bed, holding his breath and waiting for his dog to come, Duncan wondered if maybe a 

monster got Woof.
5
 

Then he heard it; the jingle of metal tags from Woof's dog collar, just down the hallway. 

"Woof!" he yelled, happily. He tucked his legs under his butt so when Woof hopped on the bed he 

wouldn't step on them, and waited in the dark for his dog to come.  

But Woof didn't come. 

Duncan listened hard, then called Woof's name again. He heard jingling, in the hall.  

"Come on, Woof," Duncan urged. 

The jingling got a little closer, then stopped. What was wrong with that dog?
6
  

"Speak, Woof!" 

Woof, who didn't really need to be told to speak because he spoke all the time, still loved to follow that 

command because he usually got a treat afterward. But Woof stayed quiet. Duncan wondered if he was 

maybe hurt, which is why he stopped barking.
7
 

Duncan reached over to the light switch on the wall behind him. He flipped it up. It didn't do anything. He 

tried flicking it up and down a few times, but his bedroom light didn't come on. The electricity must be 

out, Duncan thought. Or maybe a monster stole the light bulb.
8
 

"Woof!" Duncan said it hard, the way Mom did when Woof did his dirty business on the kitchen floor. 

Woof's collar jingled, and Duncan heard him pant. But the dog stayed in the hallway. Did Woof want him 

to come there for some reason? Or was he afraid of something in the bedroom? 

Duncan peeled back the covers and climbed out of bed. The house was warm but he shivered anyway. 

Mom made him wear pajamas when she was home, but on the nights she worked Duncan liked to sleep in 

his underwear. He wished he had his pajamas on now. Being almost naked made him feel small and 

alone.
9
 

                                                                 
5
 Now the reader knows the tragedy, and Duncan is starting to get scared. 

6
 The jingling collar is a device that's familiar to Duncan, and puts him at easy. But the jingling soon 

becomes sinister, because Woof isn't coming. 
7
 Woof isn't acting the way he should, and now Duncan expresses concern for his dog, rather than himself. 

Selflessness is a trait of heroes. But at the same time, the reader doesn't want Duncan to go look for his dog, 

knowing it isn't going to end well. 
8
 More problems with common, everyday things people take for granted. Woof normally comes when he 

calls. Lights usually turn on. But things aren't normal, and Duncan is now becoming frightened. 
9
 The hero has been called to action, and the reader hopefully wishes he would just get the hell out of there. 

More on the jingling motif, now with panting as well. 
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The room was too dark to see, and Duncan walked by memory, heading for the doorway to the hall, hands 

out in front of him like a zombie to stop him from bumping into walls. After some groping he found the 

door and stopped before walking through. 

Woof's collar jingled, only a few feet in front of him. The panting got louder. 

"Whats the matter, boy?" 

Duncan knelt down and held out his hands, waiting for the dog to approach. When Woof didn't, Duncan 

felt goosebumps break out all over. He knew something was wrong, really wrong. Maybe Mom was right 

about leaving him home all alone. Maybe something bad happened to Woof, and Duncan wouldn't be able 

to help him because he was just a kid.
10

 

Duncan stood up and reached for the hall light switch, but it didn't go on. So he pressed the button on his 

Dads watch and the blue bezel light came on, which was bright enough for him to see the man standing in 

the hallway, jingling Woofs collar and panting.
11

 

### 

Fear, like humor, is subjective, so this scene may not have scared you. But it was deliberately written to do 

so. 

Duncan already has reader sympathy because we've met his mother, who is also in trouble. He's a child, he 

has a dog, and he seems like a good kid ðall done on purpose to make him likable. So we don't want to 

see anything bad happen to him. 

The cadence of Duncan's interior monologue is specifically patterned after my son's, to make him sound 

like a child. 

I begin the scene with him being woken up. Waking up is never pleasant. Being jarred awake by 

something out of the ordinary, with Mom not home, is starting in the middle of the action. 

I used mundane things going wrong ðboth the sound cues of the dog collar and the clock and lights being 

out ðto increase both Duncan's and the reader's anxiety. Both want to know where Woof is, why he was 

barking and now isn't, why he won't respond. Presenting this conflict without revealing the answer right 

away makes the reader wonder what is going on, and keep reading to find out. 

The backstory, which touches on the tragedy Duncan faced and his fight to grow past it, make the stakes 

even higher for the poor kid. 

Then, when he finally goes to investigate, BAM! The reveal. And this reveal is the worst possible outcome 

for Duncan, having his dog gone and a weirdo toying with him. 

                                                                 
10

 Duncan's fear reaches its peak, his anxieties replace his confidence, and he recognizes his true limitations, 

even though earlier he believed he could handle anything. 
11

 Here's the shocker. It isn't his dog panting and jingling his collar. It's a strange man in his house. 
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Having someone break into your house to hurt or kill you is bad. Having someone tease you first is really 

bad. 

It's even worse for the reader, because the previous scenes have featured a lot of death and mayhem. Even 

this early in the story (page 48) I've already killed off a sympathetic character, so all bets are off when it 

comes to my characters' safety. 

At the end of the scene, I skip to another POV. AFRAID doesn't have chapters; it quickly bounces from 

one character in jeopardy to the next. The reason behind this is to not give the reader any chance to put the 

book down. Each scene ends on a cliffhanger, the stakes getting higher and higher. 

Obviously, I can't accurately judge my own work, because I'm biased. I'll leave it up to the readers to 

decide if AFRAID is scary or not. If you'd like to hear what other people are saying, or read a much longer 

excerpt for free, please visit my website at www.JackKilborn.com. 

Pleasant dreams... 

http://www.jackkilborn.com/
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Collaboration  

If you've never co-authored fiction before, you're missing out on a great experience. It's one of the most 

enjoyable forms of writing, while also being one of the quickest. Besides these benefits, collaboration 

offers writers the opportunity to learn a lot, increase their fan bases, and even make a few bucks.  

Douglas Preston and Lincoln Child, who collaborate on their Pendergast thrillers, are gigantic bestsellers. 

Stephen King worked on two books with Peter Straub. Famous authors Ellery Queen, PJ Parrish, Charles 

Todd, PJ Tracy, and CS Graham are actually all duos sharing one name. 

Of course, like all good writing, collaboration has certain rules that should be followed if you want to be 

successful. It also requires a unique set of skills that might not come naturally. 

Should You Collaborate? 

It's easy to see the surface benefits of collaboration by using simple math. Two heads are better than one. 

Two people can write a story in half the time. Two sets of eyes can spot more mistakes, and come up with 

more solutions. 

I recently worked on a novella with writer Blake Crouch, author of the upcoming thriller Abandon. We 

were both between novels, and thought it would be fun to team up on something, especially since our 

styles and subject matter are so similar.  

Crouch sez: Co-writing makes you use writing muscles that rarely get flexed, and is way easier than doing 

it by yourself. 

Our joint effort was both easy and fast. We knocked out 9000 words in a single day, trading emails back 

and forth, and had a ball doing it. I can't remember the last time, if ever, I wrote so much so quickly. 

New York Times bestseller Kristy Montee counts on her co-writer sibling to get around the dreaded 

writer's block. She's penned nine thrillers with her sister Kelly under the name PJ Parrish, the latest of 

which is South of Hell.  

Montee sez: "You can always count on the other brain to rescue you. We sometimes send each other 

scenes with notes attached that say: I AM LOST, FINISH THIS!"  

We all have dry spells. But when you're collaborating, they don't slow you down. It makes writing less 

daunting. In fact, you might find that co-writing can produce something greater than the sum of the parts.  

Michelle Pillow, who has authored four romances with Mandy M. Roth, including the racy Red Light 

Specialists, believes that co-writers can complement each other. All writers have strengths and 

weaknesses, but teaming up with the right person means only the strengths will see print. Pillow enjoys 

collaborating for the extra benefits as well.  

Pillow sez: "When you join forces, you have the potential of drawing in their reader to your books, and 

vice-versa."  
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A savvy marketer, Pillow knows that two people can do twice the promotional work, which potentially 

leads to more publicity. 

I recently had the chance to collaborate on a novella with thriller writer Henry Perez, featuring my series 

character, Jacqueline "Jack" Daniels, and his character, Chicago reporter Alex Chapa, from his upcoming 

book Killing Red. This was for the charity anthology Missing, edited by Amy Alessio. Besides the fan 

crossover benefits, we had a lot of fun working together. It was also a terrific learning experience. 

Perez sez: "It gave me the opportunity to work with a storyteller who comes at the process from a different 

angle. That pushed me in the same way a talented teammate can bring out the best in those around him." 

Our story allowed me to think outside of the box and see my character in a different light. Since I created 

Lt. Jack Daniels six books ago in the novel Whiskey Sour, I'd been her only writer. But several times 

during our story, Floaters, Perez wrote for my characters, and I wrote for his. It's a terrific learning 

experience to write using the style, and mindset, of another author.  

How to Pick a Collaborator 

I collaborated with Jeff Strand on the novella Suckers for Delirium Books. 

Strand sez: "You need somebody who shares the same overall vision for the project."  

Jeff and I worked well together because we not only shared the same vision, but we had writing styles that 

complimented each other. Strand's books range from the incredibly scary, like his upcoming horrific 

thriller Pressure, to the gruesomely hilarious, as evidenced by his horror comedy Benjamin's Parasite. 

Since my Jack Daniels books combine terror and comedy, and I since I recently did a straight horror novel 

called Afraid under my pen name, Jack Kilborn, Strand was an obvious choice to work with. 

When you collaborate, you really do need to be on the same page, figuratively, and often literally. Where 

do you find such a person? It should be someone you already know. People in your writing group, or 

writing peers that you've befriended and whose work you admire, are the obvious choices. Friendship is 

important, because things can get a bit rocky. 

Before You Start Writing  

If you've made the decision to collaborate, you've probably already done some initial brainstorming about 

the project. Besides knowing the type of story you intend to write, you and your collaborator need to set 

some ground rules. These include: 

¶ Outlining. Will you use one? Who will write it? How much can each of you veer from it? 

¶ Division of Labor. Who is going to write which scenes? How long is each scene, and the story, going 

to be? 

¶ Editing. How much leeway do you each have to rewrite the other's words? 

¶ Head-butting. How will you handle any potential disagreements while writing the story? 




