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Masthead 

 

Vision is published bi-monthly and pays .005 (one half) cent per word. I will 

be happy to look at any articles that will help writers.  We pay one half cent 

per word for material. 

Guidelines for Vision 

If you have any questions, or would like to propose an article for an 

upcoming issue, feel free to drop a line to either of the editors below.  We 

look forward to hearing from you! 

Lazette Gifford, Publisher and Editor 

Vision@lazette.net  

Features' Editor (Reviews): 

Margaret Fisk 

margaretfisk@fmwriters.com 

Copy Editor: 

 Ellen Wright  

Copyright Information 

http://lazette.net/vision/submit.htm
mailto:Vision@lazette.net
mailto:margaretfisk@fmwriters.com
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About This 
Issue 

Issue # 50 

March/April 
2009 

 

Welcome to issue # 

50 of Vision. Of 

course this is the one 

that would be late -- 

the one that has been 

planned for about a 

year, thought out, prepared... Life just works that way sometimes. This is an issue worth 

waiting for, though. We have a lot of wonderful little pieces that I hope you'll enjoy!  

I hope that we can continue to bring you interesting, fun and informative articles that will 

help you during your writing career. Don't forget that I'm always looking for new writing-

related articles! If you do not hear from me within 48 hours, please send another email! 

I've also added a lovely little note at the bottom of this page. It came from a long-time 

reader and past contributor. 

 

Vision: Friend & Mentor 

by Lai Zhào 

Copyright © 2009 by Lai Zhào, All Rights Reserved  

The fiftieth issue of Vision marks nine years of successful publication. It has amassed 

an incredible amount of material for writers at all stages.   
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Yet, how has this e-zine helped writers? Specifically, how has it benefited me? Iôve been 

thinking about how to describe what Vision has helped me do. But do I expound upon 

which articles have spurred me on to complete various projects, or how the e-zine has 

provided abundant advice to help me examine and improve my work?  

Waxing lyrical per point would require several texts. And would possibly irritate even 

me! So, an overview, instead, of Vision and its personal impact:   

Over the years, Iôve watched Vision provide an encyclopaedic wealth of knowledge, 

both on the craft of writing and the publication industry. Yet, this is not all. Vision, for 

me, has gone further than just words on a screen describing techniques, resources, 

texts and all manner of writing tools. It has quietly helped me to build confidence in my 

writing, my self-assurance when I need to submit or send my work into the cold, cruel 

world; and it has kept me out of pitfalls and taken me on journeys I may not have dared 

alone.   

Every Vision article and workshop, each issue that Iôve read and re-read, has provided 

inspiration and courage, and contributed to the essential tools for effective self-critique. 

For me, as a whole, Vision  is far greater in value than the sum of its elements. It is my 

friend and mentor. 

*** 

Lai Zhao lives in an agoraphobic-claustrophobic multinational city in the Far East. The 

place is perfect for daily immersion in marketing (and inventive oddities), while offering 

opportunities to write user guides and edit technical copy. It is also excellent source 
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material for writing articles about IT, marketing, language newsletters, using Far East 

cultures in worldbuilding (contribution to The Complete Guide to Writing Fantasy, Vol. 2: 

The Opus Magus, http://astore.amazon.com/wwwdragonmo0e00-20/detail/1896944159 

), and networking for writers (contribution to The Complete Guide to Writing Fantasy, 

Vol. 3: The Author's Grimoire, http://www.amazon.com/Complete-Guide-Writing-

Fantasy-

Grimoire/dp/1896944353/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1235714613&sr=1-1).  

 

Contributor to The Opus Magus  

http://astore.amazon.com/wwwdragonmo0e00-20/detail/1896944159  

  

  

  

http://astore.amazon.com/wwwdragonmo0e00-20/detail/1896944159
http://www.amazon.com/Complete-Guide-Writing-Fantasy-Grimoire/dp/1896944353/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1235714613&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Complete-Guide-Writing-Fantasy-Grimoire/dp/1896944353/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1235714613&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Complete-Guide-Writing-Fantasy-Grimoire/dp/1896944353/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1235714613&sr=1-1
http://astore.amazon.com/wwwdragonmo0e00-20/detail/1896944159
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From the Editor: 

Ker-THUNK 

By Lazette Gifford 

Copyright © 2009 by Lazette Gifford, All Rights Reserved 

 

Ker-THUNK! 

Yes, we've all heard it at one time or another... the dreaded sound of a crashing hard drive.  It 

almost inevitably happens right before something important you really have to get done like the 

science report you should have turned in a couple days ago, the synopsis the agent would like 

as soon as possible... the 50th Issue of an ezine you've been trying to put together for a couple 

weeks already.... 

If you are lucky and wise, you will have everything backed up. 

I was mostly lucky and wise.  I had almost everything backed up.  Unfortunately, the most 

important thing -- the email -- didn't care if I had backed it up or not, it just was not going to open 

on the new, lovely replacement computer.  I could hear the old computer laughing at me as I 

tried to cajole it into letting me at least view the information, if not copy it off to a thumb drive.  

The old computer came through for me, and it's still holding on.  But the new one is lovely, fast 

and fun. 

I think I eventually got all the material off the old computer, but I may have lost some of the 

pieces.  If I missed something you sent me, I apologize. 
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This is the last piece I have to write for this issue.  I find myself lingering over it, as though four 

days late with posting Vision isn't enough.  As if there is something more I should say; 

something wise, uplifting, and exciting because this is the 50th issue, after all. 

But I think I'll just leave you with the words many of us have found ourselves saying at the end 

of a difficult writing-related endeavor: 

I'm done!  I'm done! 

What do I work on next? 
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Interview:  

Questions for Writers #1 

  

By Lazette Gifford 

Copyright © 2009 by Lazette Gifford, All Rights Reserved 

 

No two authors are alike in how they work, but it can be helpful see how each experiences 

creativity and how they handle the actual work of writing.  With that in mind, I've started this new 

section for Vision.  Over the next several issues, I will send out a set of writing-related questions 

to several professionally published writers and present their answers in this and future issues.  I 

hope you'll find them interesting!   

This issues' questions are these: 

  

1. Can you describe the point where you know an idea has become a viable story 

project? 

2. Are there any additional 'tests' you do to make certain the material is something you 

really want to write? 

  

C. J. Cherryh 

 1.  
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When it shoves other ideas out of my head and insists on perching right in front of me. An idea 

isn't ready when you want it unless you reach that point of being a pro when you can say, well, if 

I gave this idea a little encouragement, dressed it up in an interesting way and sent it to charm 

school---yep, I can meet that deadline with this one.   

  2.  

If it wants to be written very little can stop it except the writer. I exercise a couple of hours daily 

most days of the week: I figure skate. I took it up late in life, but I have gotten one little jump 

down mostly pat and am go for the harder ones, just as soon as I get my outside back edges 

totally reliable. I go places. I do not wall myself off from the world. A healthy writer wants to 

write. And if a healthy writer can't get to the keyboard, a healthy writer sits and stares into 

space, thinking, which is a very basic form of writing. My characters 'talk' to me when they're off-

duty. Most people would think this is a sign of mental problems, but in a writer, it's a very healthy 

sign. They have their own voice, their own outlook on life, and they have comments. When 

characters never talk or stop talking, go take up downhill skiing and hope for voices in your 

head. 

www.cjcherryh.com   

Regenisis, the direct sequel to Hugo Award Winning Cyteen 

  

 

Holly Lisle 

1. 

http://www.cjcherryh.com/
http://search.barnesandnoble.com/Regenesis/C-J-Cherryh/e/9780756405304/?itm=2
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For me this is pretty simple.  The idea starts keeping me awake at night, waking me up at one in 

the morning, dragging me out of conversations with people I like because something just 

clicked, only to dump me back into the conversation with a blank look on my face because I 

missed what people were saying to me because I'd started writing. 

If the idea can't do this to me, if I don't dream about it, if it doesn't make my heart race when I 

suddenly start having elements click into place, it isn't a viable story idea. 

2 

I have very hard, unyielding standards in this regard. 

* The protagonists have to be people I would want to know, and spend time with.  If I don't like 

them, I can't write the book. 

* They have to want something important---and it cannot just be important to them.  It has to be 

something that would be important to me if I were in similar circumstances. 

* The antagonists have to have real, clear-cut reasons for being who they are and for wanting 

what they want.  I have to believe their reasons---and the reasons can't be "because they're 

evil."  WHY are they evil?  What do they want that sets them in opposition to my heroes?  How 

can they see the choices they're making as right?  Or if they don't, why do they choose what 

they know is wrong? 

* The world has to interest me.  The physics of it---whether real- world physics or the physics I 

designed---have to hold together and create problems for me to solve. 

* The story has to have a solid theme---something that matters to me at a deep, compelling 

level. 
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* And finally, I have to care what happens.  I have to want to know how it all ends enough to 

sink months of my life and countless irretrievable hours of my time into finding out. 

www.hollylisle.com  

Quality Writing Tools  

 The Silver Door (Moon & Sun Series # 2) 

  

 

Margaret McGaffey Fisk 

1.  

My answer depends on what type of project we're talking about.  For a short story, I generally 

know it is viable after I receive feedback, though I can tell it's not if I cannot come to a 

reasonable end point. 

For novels, I have to see the whole story in my head.  This sounds rather vague, but I've 

learned if I don't have the sense of the story, then it's either not viable, or more often, not viable 

yet.  How I confirm an idea's state is by writing an initial synopsis.  

This is not a submission ready version, and the final novel may not include everything in the 

initial synopsis, or may take a slightly different path, but if I am able to write the synopsis, I know 

the story is going somewhere.  I know it's got the potential for a main plot, whether I use that 

one or not. 

2.  

http://www.hollylisle.com/
http://shop.hollylisle.com/jamaffiliates/jrox.php?id=134
http://search.barnesandnoble.com/The-Silver-Door/Holly-Lisle/e/9780545000147/?itm=1
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I do not test my stories, at least not consciously.  They come to me and I write them.  By the 

very virtue of their arrival, they are something I want to write.  However, there was a time when I 

would jot down notes on every single idea fragment that came to me. 

My ideas file was a jumble of phrases, ideas, and notes, most of which never came to fruition.  

What I do now, which is a test of sorts, is that I don't write down random ideas.  I wait until they 

become solid enough to at least hint at a story, whether novel length or shorter.  If I don't want 

to write it, the idea fades, though sometimes ideas warp so that one I wasn't as interested in 

becomes something else and reintroduces itself as a winner. 

Margaret McGaffey Fisk  

Curve of Her Claw  

From the Ashes  

The Author's Grimoire  

 

Lazette Gifford 

1.   

I have story ideas all the time, but usually there is a certain feeling I get when a particular idea 

suddenly takes hold and I want to write it.  It's like something expanding inside me, and I want to 

start getting it out right then.  I start taking notes, sometimes I'll jot down the basics of a scene 

that I've 'seen' or a bit of dialogue.  This will eventually grow into  the basics for the story, from 

world building to outline. 

http://margaretfisk.mmfcf.com/
http://anthologies.fantasistent.com/
http://www.parsec-sff.org/publishing.html
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1896944353/edgescienceficti
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2.  

Over the years, I've seen one particular problem that many writers fall into again and again: 

They start stories only to abandon them when something else comes along and draws their 

attention.  I had a bit of that problem now and then, then I had always enjoyed the act of writing 

a complete story.  I decided to make a rule for myself -- that I would finish everything I started. 

I've been doing this for about two decades now, and I can say that I have learned more from the 

stories that gave me problems than from the easy ones.  The stories don't always work out as 

well as I hoped, but I finish them anyway.   

And that means I'm very careful about which the the stories leap up and down in my head that I 

actually take out to write.  Usually, the story has to stay active in my brain for quite a while 

before I even start doing any of the world building.  Once it gets to that stage, I will eventually 

write it.  I might do all the pre-work and let it sit for a while, but eventually I will get there. 

 www.lazette.net  

Farstep Station,  Available at Amazon.com 

  

 

Sherwood Smith 

1. 

Most projects, for me, come from a combination of inspiration (usually in image, but sometimes 

in idea) and butt-in-chair, pencil-in-hand work. Very seldom any more do I commence writing on 

http://www.lazette.net/
http://www.amazon.com/Double-Dog-Hunter-Farstep-Station/dp/1893687821/ref=sr_1_3/102-2698060-2160116?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1183758115&sr=8-3
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something until itôs ready, and for me, that means not just an opening, but the conflict and the 

resolution. Or, put another way, the opening, the middle, and the end. Or, a third way, plot arc, 

character arc, idea arc. My particular ñitôs ready to rollò signal seems to come with this notion of 

tripod, a balance of three things. 

 2. 

I begin when I have a compelling enough scene, which may or may not be the opening.  If I 

keep liking the project, I keep going...if I lose interest, I know a reader would lose interest even 

before I did, because we are always the most invested in our own stuff.  So I either set it aside 

to see if the subconscious wants to work on it, or abandon it. 

http://www.sherwoodsmith.net/ 

http://www.sherwoodsmith.net/
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Vera Nazarian 

1.  

Usually my ideas come in two forms. The first one is self-explanatory, but the second... okay, let 

me see if I can break it down. 

 The first, more common kind is a snippet of language that just sounds beautiful or meaningful in 

my mind, but doesn't really justify a full story. So I set it aside in a file, or jot it down into a 

notebook. It can be a pithy disembodied quote spoken by some nebulous character, or a single-

sentence thought, a burst of emotion, or a descriptive sentence presenting a scene, like a mind 

photo-still. This becomes building block fodder for some other larger work later.  

The other kind is a fully formed theme coupled with a metaphor coupled with emotional 

resonance that I instantly know can be a story.  Let me explain these three elements: theme, 

metaphor, emotion.  It's what I need to build a story.  Without one of these three elements, I 

cannot do it properly -- or better to say, the story is sort of flat or does not feel right -- to me.   

Here's an example of a story I might "build:"  

Theme: Betrayal (specific: a person is betrayed by their best friend.) 

Metaphor: a woman is enchanted to be a mermaid and live in a lake which she cannot ever 

leave because once she had let her best friend drown (usually this is where the speculative 

element manifests in the story). 
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Emotion: Anger, pain, hopelessness, revenge, pity, coping, regret, love, redemption. Note that 

all or some or just one of these emotions can be chosen to develop a story (more than one 

story, in fact), and depending which the writer goes with, the plot grows out of it.  (Plot by itself is 

meaningless.) Plot is merely the resolution of the emotional starting condition in the beginning of 

the story that needs to be worked out in order to provide a satisfying "mental place" for the 

character (and the reader, and the writer-creator!) to end up in. And characters grow like clay 

creatures out of the emotional-thematic-metaphoric situation.  Everything works together, 

everything is organic, growing out of the other.  

And if this method of writing stories sounds nuts to you, well then, think about it.  Why do we 

write and why do we read? To experience a progressive emotional arc from which we deduct a 

rational conclusion, and obtain something altogether new to our psyche.  To claim any other 

reason is just self-deception. 

  

2.  

I have just one solid test -- of memory and time. If the idea stays with me, haunts, or irritates, or 

somehow bothers me days and months later, and if by not acting upon it I continue to think 

about it, I know I have to write it.  A good idea is like a nag, following me until I deal with it.  It's a 

to-do item in your mental mailbox.  A partially formed idea is a nag too, but I file it under 

"building block" for something else.  Also, there is no such thing as a truly stupid or inane idea -- 

anything I can deconstruct as stupid in the process of thinking about it simply never makes it 

into my mental in-box, or else, dissipates like smoke the next day. 
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In the publishing industry Vera Nazarian wears two hats -- writer and publisher.  She is 

arguably the only Armenian-Russian professional speculative fiction writer working in English 

today. She is an award-winning artist and a Nebula-nominated writer, active member of Science 

Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America (SFWA). Her work has been translated into eight 

languages. Best known works are the novels Dreams of the Compass Rose and Lords of 

Rainbow, and the most recent is the novella The Duke In His Castle.  

http://www.norilana.com/norilana-fantasy.htm#duke 

She is also the publisher of Norilana Books.  

http://www.norilana.com/ 

Official website:  

http://www.veranazarian.com/ 

  

 

Stephanie Green  

1.   

I have an idea of a concept, I write it down in my file with my other ideas. All these ideas 

eternally percolate in the coffee machine that is my head. Sometimes, a scene emerges, fully 

formed, that relates to one of those ideas. Even though I don't know the characters, the setting, 

the plot, or ANYTHING, I have a scene (usually the climax). That's my project. I write the scene, 

then I fill in the story around it. 

http://www.veranazarian.com/dotcr.htm
http://www.veranazarian.com/lor.htm
http://www.veranazarian.com/lor.htm
http://www.norilana.com/norilana-fantasy.htm#duke
http://www.norilana.com/
http://www.veranazarian.com/
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2.  

 Since I'm writing to sell and publish, I keep an eye on authors in my genre and industry blogs - 

especially the short story markets (fiction). I can see what's selling, what isn't, and whether an 

idea has been done better by another author. 

With non-fiction, I query before I write articles. If I can't find a home for the article, I don't write it.  

Steff Green, author of over 50 published short stories, articles and poems, and two ebooks - 

Halloween Wedding Planner and 33 Mistakes Writers Make About Blind Characters, which you 

can buy from her website www.steffgreen.com 

  

 

Bruce Holland Rogers 

1. 

Since I write mostly short-short stories these days, this is a relatively easy question for me to 

answer.  I recognize ideas in two steps.  One is the moment when I see that there's enough of 

an idea there for me to write it down.  I carry index cards around and write down anywhere from 

one to a dozen ideas at this level most days. 

The second step comes when I'm looking at those ideas and rehearsing the story for each one.  

It could go this way or that way, could be combined with another idea, told from one point of 

view or another.  With most ideas, I don't feel there's enough there yet.  The story doesn't 

interest me after thinking about it for a few minutes.  But others cross this threshold when I 

figure out things like the first line, the last line, the strategy from getting from start to end. 

http://www.steffgreen.com/
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So there are two thresholds that an idea has to cross.  First, it has to be worth writing down on 

an index card in a sentence or two.  Then and examination of that sentence has to result in my 

being able to see how the story will work. 

I may get 100 ideas a month to cross the first threshold, but only three end up being the stories 

that I write and send to subscribers of shortshortshort.com. 

2 

It has to please me.  I have to want to write it.  I have to look  forward to reading it back to 

myself when it's done. 

Of course, I also write some ideas with nothing to go by but a sentence or a word that I want to 

play with.  I write a complete draft --- beginning, middle and end --- in five or ten minutes.  But 

these are ways of teasing an idea out of thin air, and what I end up with is less than a real draft 

and more like an improvised blueprint for a story.  A few of those contain an idea that is worth 

working into a finished draft.  Most of them aren't. 

 www.shortshortshort.com  

 

Elizabeth K. Burton 

1. 

As to #1, I think just about any idea can be a viable story project if you can attach it to a theme. 

The theme of a work is a much neglected item these days, I fear. Even space opera or the 

simplest sword-and-sorcery has one, if you take the time to look deep enough. 

http://www.shortshortshort.com/
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As for when I know, I don't, usually. At least, not until I've written a few chapters and/or scenes 

and gotten a sense of whether there's enough complexity in character and plot thread to carry 

the theme to completion. 

2. 

For #2, I find the tale will pretty much retire itself if it lacks sufficient life energy. On the other 

hand, I've also dumped story lines that didn't seem to have anywhere to go only to come back to 

them weeks or months or years later and discover there's actually gold buried in there. So, I 

never really throw anything away. 

Elizabeth K. Burton, Executive Editor 

Zumaya Publications LLC 

Opening Doors to the Creative Mind 

http://www.zumayapublications.com  

 

Jack Scoltock 

1. 

First of all, my main interest is children's fantasy. When I get an idea that I KNOW is good I keep 

it in my head until I can get to paper and pen. I begin with an exciting opening chapter- the most 

important chapter in the story- the one that will hold my young reader-or my publisher's interest. 

I then sleep on that chapter wondering where I can take the story, because initially and quite 

through past the middle of the story I haven't a clue where I'm going with it. I am on the young 

http://www.zumayapublications.com/
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hero or heroine's adventure. I always leave a hook at the end of each chapter. When I get to the 

end of a chapter and begin to wonder, how on earth am I going to get out of this and carry on, I 

sleep on it, thinking about the ending of that chapter last thing at night before I drift into 

dreamland. I usually have the answer in the morning and in some cases the following morning, 

then I carry on with the story. I don't have a length decided at this stage so the story usually 

finds its own length. 

2. 

I rewrite several times until happy enough to put in into my computer. Tests really are, I'm on the 

adventure. The adventure has to keep me interested. If it doesn't, how on earth will I hold my 

young reader 

The Meltin' Pot From Wreck to Rescue and Recovery, published by the History Press is to be 

launched on March the sixth, and already released by the Inishowen sub-aqua club who found 

the B 17 bomber. 

Challenge of the Red Unicorn is out in March aswell. Published by www.virtualtales.com.   

  

 

Jim C. Hines 

1.  

These days I need to jot down an outline of whatever it is I'm thinking about.  Usually I can tell 

as I'm writing the outline whether there's enough to the idea to sustain an entire story.  The final 

http://www.virtualtales.com/
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story may or may not look anything like the outline, but it's that initial outline that tells me 

whether it's a story. 

2.  

Nothing formal.  With anything I write, there will be times I love it and times I think it's the worst 

thing I've ever done.  But if I find myself lying awake at night thinking about the next scene, or 

turning off the radio on the drive to work so I can concentrate on the next twist in the story, then 

it's a pretty good bet I've got something fun and worth finishing. 

 THE STEPSISTER SCHEME, by Jim C. Hines 

""These princesses will give Charlie's Angels a serious run for the money and leave 'em in the 

dust."" -Esther Friesner 

Read the first chapter at www.jimchines.com   

http://www.jimchines.com/
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Tamara Siler Jones 

1. 

When someone buys it. :) 

2.  

I often don't want to write any of it. You think I have a choice,  here?? ;) 

http://www.tamarasilerjones.com/  

  

 

Melisa Mead 

1. 

This isnôt infallible, but if I can envision both the beginning and the end the odds are good that 

the rest will come together.  

2. 

I sleep on it. If Iôve forgotten the idea the next morning, it probably wasnôt substantial 

enough to work. 

  

Melissa Mead, Author of Between Worlds from DDP 

http://www.tamarasilerjones.com/
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http://carpelibris.wordpress.com/melissa-mead/ 

  

 

Darwin Garrison 

1.  

There's a point in my mind where things move from a collection of ""neat scenes"" and 

""character studies"" to being a ""whole"" story concept about characters who seem real to me 

facing a beginning, middle, and end.  If I can't see the beginning or the middle or the end then 

it's not done baking in my subconscious yet. 

2.  

Basically, if I can't care about the characters and their motivations, why would I write about them 

for other people not to care about? That's my test.  I have to care enough about what's going on 

with these people in my head that I want other people to see and experience what they're facing 

as well. 

http://www.darwinsevolutions.com  

http://www.darwinagarrison.com/  

 

Carter Nipper 

1.  

http://carpelibris.wordpress.com/melissa-mead/
http://www.darwinsevolutions.com/
http://www.darwinagarrison.com/
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All writers are beset with more story ideas than they can possibly write about. One of the hard 

parts of the writing life is finding a way to keep those ideas from being so distracting that they 

take away from productive work. Separating the few nuggets of wheat from the mounds of chaff 

has to become part of a writer's process in order to avoid being overwhelmed. 

My particular method for dealing with this situation is based on patience -- with a touch of 

ruthlessness thrown in. When an idea arises, no matter how compelling it seems at first, I don't 

start making notes on it immediately. I wait. My theory is that the good ideas will last, and the 

ones that can't really carry a story will fade. 

Basically, I let my subconscious take care of the weeding process. The good ideas will keep 

floating to the top of my mind and will be more developed as time goes by. When a particular 

idea has stuck around long enough to present itself to me with at least a beginning and an end 

for a story and an underlying theme, I will start note-taking and further development. 

A positive side effect of this process is that those ideas that don't make the cut often cross-

pollinate and come back as something somewhat different but much stronger. 

2.  

The only other tests I have are: 

Does this idea say something that is important to me? Is it important enough for me to spend 

the time and effort to write this story? 

The idea has to show me that it has a beating heart to it before I start serious work. This is 

where the ruthlessness comes in. Sometimes, an idea will get to the note-taking stage only to 

fail this test and be discarded. I have too many ideas and only so much time to devote to them. 
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http://www.carternipper.com/  

 

If you are a published author -- not self-published (though you can be both) -- and would 

like to take part, email me at Vision@lazette.net and I will add you onto the list! 

  

http://www.carternipper.com/
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Workshop: 

Experimenting with POV 

By Lazette Gifford 

Copyright © 2009 by Lazette Gifford, All Rights Reserved 

 

Deciding what Point of View (POV) to write a story or novel in is a difficult decision.  Some 

writers stick with one type of POV -- either First Person , Third Person or Omniscient-- because 

they feel comfortable with it.  That's not always a good idea, though.  Branching out into new 

POVs gives the author an entire new tool to work with.  Writers should never settle for 

something just because they are comfortable.   

There are three primary POVs and one experimental one.  I will not be dealing with the 

experimental 'you' POV, which is referred to as second person.  In that one, the character of the 

story is referred to as 'you.'   

You walk into the house and smell the scent of baking cookies.  You wonder why your mother is 

in a good mood today.  

The 'you' POV doesn't often make a good story and it is a hard POV to sell.  Play with it and you 

might find something unique to write... but don't rely on it for the majority of your stories.  We're 

going to ignore it for the rest of this workshop.  Let's look at the ones that are commonly used 

instead.   

First Person POV 

First person is the 'I' POV.  This is an excellent POV for mystery stories because it allows you to 

see inside the head of the detective (and a detective is anyone solving a mystery) and follow 
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how he or she solves the puzzle.  It is an excellent POV for any plot where the mind of the main 

character is interesting enough to keep the reader entertained living in his or her head. 

I stepped inside the door, trying to decide if I should have a quick drink at the bar before I went 

into the dining hall to have dinner with David. 

The downside of the first person POV is two-fold.  The first is that the author can spend either 

too much time in the character's head or not enough.  Either way, it makes a boring character.  

First Person is the POV of personality.  If your character isn't absolutely fascinating, then being 

inside his head for a long time might not be the best place for the reader.   

The second problem with First Person POV is that if the character doesn't see or isn't told about 

something, then it doesn't exist for the story.  Everything the story covers has to be within the 

knowledge of the main character.  If something important happens 'off screen' the author then 

has to find a logical way for the main character to find out.  It can be as easy as someone telling 

him, but if you have that happen too often, it's pretty boring. 

First Person is an intense POV -- but too much inner angst can also make a character sound 

like a wimp.  The balance is not easy to maintain.   

First Person is not for a character who has secrets because the character cannot, logically, 

keep those secrets from the reader.  (Don't think about pink elephants!)  Because the secret will 

be part of the story (otherwise there is no reason for it  to exist at all ), then it will be in the 

character's thoughts.  There are some stories that employ what is known as an unreliable 

narrator -- a character who straight out lies to the reader.  While you might be able to do that in 

a story or two (but it takes a lot of skill and practice to pull it off), it is not something that can be 

done with every First Person Story. 
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When writing First Person POV remember these two rules: The character can't know anything 

that is not directly presented to him or her, and the character cannot (usually) keep secrets from 

the reader. 

Exercise 1 

Write a First Person Point of View scene in which a character walks into a room and finds that 

he or she is in danger.  There must be at least one other person present.  Remember to stay 

focused and see, hear, feel, etc. only what the character can experience firsthand.   

Keep this scene short.  You will be rewriting it three more times by the end of the workshop, so 

you don't want to  

  

Third Person POV 

We are going to look at two versions of the Third Person POV, close and observer view.  Close 

is the easiest for people who normally use First Person POV.  In this case, you can almost 

always replace 'I' with the character name or pronoun.  There are a few spots where you will 

want to modify this simple change, but for the most part, it will work. 

So why would you bother and not just write First Person instead? 

Because with Third Person you have the ability to add in more than one POV character without 

resorting to tricks to point out who is speaking as you would have to do in a First Person story.  

Having more than one POV character opens up the storyline and allows for far more depth in 

what is happening.  You can tell the story from the protagonist's side and the antagonist's as 

well.  You can move the scene of action to anywhere else in your story's universe to cover 
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actions that enhance the tale, rather than having those actions told to the main character.  

Show, don't tell. 

The other good part of the Third Person POV is that there are variations of how close to First 

Person you want to get.  You can choose a close third person or an observer third person.  

Notice the differences in these two lines: 

Mary stepped inside the door, trying to decide if she should have a quick drink at the bar before 

she went into the dining hall to have dinner with David. 

The woman stepped inside and hesitated by the door, looking uncertain about her choices. 

In the first version, we are close to Mary and seeing things through her eyes.  In the second, an 

observer is watching her.  We've put some distance, and can't know what she's thinking -- we 

can only see her actions.  Sometimes it is important that we don't know exactly why a character 

takes certain actions.  Consider, for instance, a character who might or might not be a traitor 

acting in ways that can look, to an observer, as suspicious but would be perfectly 

understandable if the reader could see the character's thoughts. 

Third Person POV also allows the author to move close or distant within the same story.  

Sometimes a story or a scene will start out at a distance, giving the reader a wider view of the 

situation, and then close in on the main character.  Sometimes one character will always be 

shown in close while others are kept at a distance.  The story develops different levels and 

complexity that is not possible with only a single focus. 

One of the big problems that can develop with Third Person stories is that the author jumps 

around between characters too often, leaving the story disjointed.  This is also a problem with 

omniscient (see below).  With Third Person POV, the scene stays firmly planted in one 
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character's POV, no matter if it is close or distant.  Too many characters with POVs can leave 

the reader dissatisfied when he finds a character he likes and has to wait for the character to 

show up again. 

Exercises 2 & 3 

Take the same scene that you wrote for Exercise # 1 and rewrite it, first in a close Third POV 

style and then, again, in a distant Third POV style.  Remember that in close, the actions of the 

main character can be understood as though the reader is seeing into the character's head, but 

at a distant view, the character can only be observed.  In distant, more than one character can 

be observed at the same time without changing POV and scene. 

  

Omniscient POV 

Omniscient POV isn't used as often as it was a hundred or more years ago, though it does 

seem to be making a comeback.  It is a narrator's POV; the voice telling the story is not part of 

the story itself, but an outside observer.  At first glance, Omniscient looks a great deal like Third, 

however there are crucial differences.  The biggest one is that in Third, the author stays within 

the focus of one character in a scene.  In Omniscient, the author may show the POV of several 

characters in the same scene.  This is a difficult to do well because it is easy for the reader to 

get confused when the author doesn't give enough clues about who is on show at the moment. 

Mary stepped inside the door, trying to decide if she should have a quick drink at the bar before 

she went into the dining hall to have dinner with David.  Across the room, David Conner 

watched her and grinned, relieved to see that she had shown up. 
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Why isn't that considered Third Person?  Because we can see the thoughts of both characters 

within the same scene -- in this case, within the same paragraph.  The scene is written from an 

'observer' who can read minds and understand all motivations and actions.  It is the 'God' view 

of the storytelling, because it is easy to know what any character -- whether a main character or 

a mere walk-on -- the author wants to bring to the front of the screen for a view of the story 

world at that moment. 

It would sound as though this would be the best, and easiest, POV to write in, but it has some 

inherent problems. The first is known as 'head-hopping' in which the  story moves through a 

bewildering array of character POVs.  What is clear to the mind of the author is not always 

apparent to the reader and can cause confusion about who is really thinking what is being read. 

Authors can use a limited version of Omniscient where they only view the story through some 

characters, but others are left in the dark.  Sometimes, however, that starts to make certain plot 

surprises obvious.  If one character is the secret bad guy, then avoiding going into his head 

(because, like First person, there can be no secrets from an Omniscient viewer), makes if 

obvious the character has a secret. 

The limited character views of Third Person often makes a more cohesive, and more easily 

followed story. 

Exercise 4 

Once again, take your original scene and rewrite it in an Omniscient POV.  Dip into the heads 

and thoughts of all the characters you have present in the scene. 

  

And a final thought on 'thoughts.' 
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Over at Forward Motion, there has been a discussion about how to handle inner thoughts of 

characters in the form of dialogue.  Let's look at one scene: 

Grandmother picked up the suitcase and tugged and Jimmy's arm, half dragging him out of the 

house, even though he out-bulked her by at least fifty pounds. 

"I don't want to go, you silly old bat!" he thought as they went down the stairs. 

I think you can see the problem.  Once you get the quotes in place, it is automatically assumed 

that the words are said aloud.  When the reader hits the he thought part it means he has to 

rethink what he had read and put it into a different context.  It takes him out of the flow of the 

story, which is always a bad thing to do to a reader.  

Grandmother picked up the suitcase and tugged and Jimmy's arm, half dragging him out of the 

house, even though he out-bulked her by at least fifty pounds. 

I don't want to go, you silly old bat! he thought as they went down the stairs. 

If you had started out by doing quotes on thoughts, and then hit a scene like this, you'll have to 

go back and change all the quotes because you must be consistent in whatever way you decide 

to handle thoughts. 

The truth is, though, that the publisher may have a house style to deal with inner thoughts.  

Write them the way you think best and be prepared to change to whatever the publisher wants. 
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Market Analysis: 

Mar's Market Analysis #2:  
Beneath Ceaseless Skies 

By Margaret McGaffey Fisk 

Copyright © 2009 by Margaret McGaffey Fisk, All Rights Reserved 

 

Finding new markets is only the first step of the research process. A crucial part is to 

consider what can be learned from the material already published by the editor or 

editors. This column will contain analyses that evaluate a specific publication based on 

one or more issues (or at least a month of content for webzines without designated 

issues).  

This issue will analyze Beneath Ceaseless Skies.  

Analysis: 

Beneath Ceaseless Skies (BCS) is a brand new 

online short story magazine that pays at a 

professional level. The first issue was released 

on October 9th of 2008 which means the 

magazine is only 4 months old at time of writing. 

Despite that short history, BCS has built up a 

respectable archive of solid fantasy 

entertainment, providing two stories every two 

Statistics: 

Age 

5 months - 

Issue #1 was 

Oct. 9, 2008 

Genre 

Literary 

adventure 

fantasy 

Cost Per 

Issue 
Free 

http://www.beneath-ceaseless-skies.com/
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weeks as well as converting some of the same 

texts into podcast format. The magazine contains 

no articles, reviews, or poetry. 

According to the guidelines, the stories are in the 

literary adventure subgenre of fantasy. Scott H. 

Andrews is looking for original cultures that use 

literary motifs to convey the tales. The site has a 

much more detailed description of what he's 

looking for, but below is my analysis of what I 

saw in the actual magazine. 

The first nine issues contain sixteen stories, with 

two of those split into parts because they are 

quite long. Having read them all, I have to say 

that Mr. Andrews lives up to the guidelines. The 

stories stretch from a traditional "thief with a soul" 

tale to an alien species undergoing evolutionary 

changes. I enjoyed all but one story through to 

the end. That last one had its captivating 

moments but didn't succeed in the overall to my 

mind. These stories very rarely had plot as their 

main focus. Only four of them are what I classify 

 

Author 

Payment 

5 cents per 

word 

Editor 
Scott H. 

Andrews 

Publication 

Schedule 

New issue 

every two 

weeks, with 2 

stories per 

issue. 

Issues 

Reviewed 
Issue #1- #9 

Essays in 

Issue 
0 

Stories in 

Issue 
2 

Poems in 

Issue 
0 

Flash in Issue 0 

Advertising? No 
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a plot-driven story, but every single one has 

some level of plot, a clear beginning, middle, and 

end to bring the reader through what is intended.  

As expected, culture is a strong factor in the 

stories, none of which reflect the modern world. 

Some cultures have much in common with 

traditional fantasy, but the story told on top of that 

picture is unique enough to compel. Others craft 

a wholly unique culture, allowing for the themes 

of culture clash or how characters interact with 

the culture of their birth. 

The most common focus I found is a moral where 

the story makes you think about the proper 

behavior or reaction to a circumstance. None of 

the stories are heavy-handed, but the feel is that 

of a learning tale, similar to what you would 

expect around the fire in ancient times. These 

cross over with mood and character, natural 

combinations to my mind. 

Only one story comes across as dependent on 

style, using an odd, diary-like narration where the 
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suspense is built through deliberate withholding 

of information. While it is not my favorite of the 

lot, Kingspeaker by Marie Brennan does prove 

to be interesting, and the suspense built by the 

narrator is not false as the reveal does, indeed, 

have shock value once you accept the tenets of 

the culture displayed in the narrative. Even more 

so, if the story did not absorb you into the culture, 

the reveal would have hardly any meaning at all. 

This analysis shows that when Mr. Andrews is looking for literary, he seems more 

focused on stories that have a bigger meaning than ones that play with traditional 

story structure. All the offerings are solid in structure, plot, character, and meaning, 

bringing us a wonderful collection of reads. While one aspect may be stronger than 

another, none of the stories suffered in any of the others. 

Though the contents show a broad range within focus, including moral, plot, culture, 

mood, character, and theme, the same can not be said of the tense or point of view. 

Of the sixteen stories, ten are third person limited, one third person omniscient, and 

five first person. Fourteen of the stories are written in past tense while only two are 

in present tense. As I noted above, style did not seem to be the type of literary 

writing Mr. Andrews is seeking, and these statistics support a trend of more 

traditional storytelling in format and style. The stories put their strength in the actual 
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content, depending on the tale and the culture described within to captivate the 

reader. 

And in that pursuit of the strongest tale, BCS bucks convention by accepting longer 

stories on average than most. The shortest piece weighed in at 3,600 words, well 

within the trend toward 4,000-word stories prevalent among many online magazines, 

but the longest is over 15,000 and the average is 6,700 words across the sixteen 

stories. This supports the contention that it takes more words to truly absorb the 

reader in a complex culture that does not use our cultures as a crutch. However, the 

third shortest story, and the one that resonated the most with me, was also one 

involving another species as well as a unique culture, so a longer length is clearly 

not required. 

As I read the stories, I found the first few favorites superseded by an even better 

story and finally two that stood above all the previous. I marked only the best of the 

best because too many fit in the category of "favorite." Only one story failed to 

capture me on some level, as I mentioned above. This is an amazing track record in 

comparison to most of the pro magazines I have read. 

The stories I ended up marking are: Dragon's-Eyes by Margaret Ronald, Sand-

Skin Man by K.C. Shaw, The Sword of Loving Kindness by Chris Willrich, Snake 

in the Glass by P.E. Cunningham, Sun Magic, Earth Magic by David D. Levine, 

and Precious Meat by Catherine S. Perdue. The last two are my absolute favorites, 
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but these five are those I would consider the strongest. My choices come from the 

whole range of issues, with both stories of Issue 7 being included. Of these favorites, 

two are by newer authors based on what they listed in their biographies. My most 

favorite is by an author with only the Odyssey workshop to her credit at the time of 

this publication. 

That said, Beneath Ceaseless Skies has not taken the opportunity to publish many 

authors in the beginning of their careers. While this demonstrates that Mr. Andrews 

has access to some quality talent, it also shows he does not reserve a space for new 

authors as some of the larger magazines do. At the same time, he is open to writers 

of all stages, and I have no doubt, based on his content-focus, should the right story 

come from a new author, he'd snatch it up. Even more so, unlike most professional-

level markets, each BCS rejection letter I know of has come back with a sentence or 

two explaining the reason for the rejection. This can be invaluable in identifying a 

weakness in the story, or just a clear indication that Mr. Andrews is not the right 

editor for the work. With a response time that often rivals John Joseph Adams at The 

Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, and the chance at helpful comments, BCS 

is a reasonable starting point for literary adventure fantasy stories heading out for 

their first time. 
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Advice for Young Writers: 

Help Someone Else Deal with Rejection 

By Elizabeth Chayne 

Copyright © 2009 by Elizabeth Chayne, All Rights Reserved 

 

Rejection is hard. 

There's no way to get around that. No matter how nicely the publisher or editor says it, no 

matter how close you were to getting in, a rejection still means no. 

Part of rejection, of course, is about the money. But another, possibly larger, part is about ego 

satisfaction. A rejection is a blow to one's pride, and therefore it is not surprising that it leaves a 

bitter taste in the mouth.  

If rejection means all of the above to the average adult writer, think about what it means to a 

younger writer.  

Most young writers get a lot of support and encouragement. School magazines and school 

writing competitions are relatively easy to break into. Parents and teachers are often 

extravagant in their praise as well.  

So when a rejection comes, the writer's confidence in his or her talent wanes with fantastic 

speed. They may lose interest in writing altogether, or view all their work as "trash." Phrases 

such as "I'll never write again" or "I hate writing" may be uttered. In short, the writer all but gives 

up on writing, convinced that writing isn't their path in life.  
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Some adult writers think it's better to be very critical of a young writer's work beforehand, so as 

to soften the blow when rejection arrives. However, getting the story perfect may not be as 

important as giving support to the writer who is just starting out.  

If you happened to know a young writer who has just gotten a rejection, and is in the middle of 

rejection blues, there are several things you can do. 

Share Your Rejections 

Share your own rejection slips with the young writer, especially the nasty ones: the one with 

snide comments penned in the margins of your story, or the one where the editor said no to 

your piece on dogs (when your manuscript was clearly about yoga). Tell the writer how you got 

through your own rejections, and take the time to explain that a rejection, while always meaning 

"No, the editor doesn't want this piece," does not necessarily mean "No, the editor doesn't want 

this piece because it's horrible." There are many reasons behind a rejection: it may be that 

something similar has just been purchased or published; or perhaps one editor liked it and 

another didn't. If the editor has taken the time to write personal comments, encourage the writer 

to take them seriously. If the editor says, "Send more", of course you should definitely follow 

that bit of advice! 

Don't Point Fingers 

Avoid bad-mouthing an editor or magazine who sent a rejection. Irate parents are apt to say 

things along the lines of, "Oh, that magazine only publishes rubbish anyway," or "The editor 

must be blind not to see the potential in this," and so forth. This sort of remark implies that any 

story, as long as it's good, should be published, and the only reason it isn't is because of "fools 

like this editor here." Don't blame anyone, just tell them to send out the story again... and again 

and again until it gets published.  
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Build Their Self-Esteem 

Build up the writer's broken self-esteem by commenting positively on past or ongoing work, or 

by referring to past awards. Let them vent their feelings, if they need to. Every writer needs a 

shoulder to cry on sometimes.  

Guidelines, Guidelines, Guidelines 

Many a good tale was rejected because it did not fit the guidelines. Some editors won't even 

look at a submission if it isn't formatted according to their guidelines (Times New Roman, 12 

point font and so on). Teach the young writer about market research. Remind them to always 

find and read the guidelines of the publication they are planning to submit to. Take them to the 

library and help them check out past issues of the publication, to give them a feel for the style in 

general.  

Rejection is a part of the writer's life. Few writers are entirely free of rejection. However, one 

acceptance will come, as long as the writer is persistent. It may be difficult at first for a young 

writer to grasp all of this, so they will need a mentor to get them through the rough patches.  

And when that day comes that an editor finally says yes, it will all be worth it.  

Further Reading 

http://scalzi.com/whatever/004175.html  

A humorous blog post about teenage writers.  

  

  

http://scalzi.com/whatever/004175.html
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How to Make Exposition Less Boring 

By Lena Hoppe 

Copyright © 2009 by Lena Hoppe, All Rights Reserved 

 

I'm sure I'm not the only one who, as a reader, feels somewhat weary when faced with 

several pages of historical background, political explanations or geographical 

descriptions. Similarly, it can be very tedious to write such stretches of background 

information. Getting to that point in a novel, I sometimes end up procrastinating for days 

- not because I don't know what to write, but because it seems so very boring. And if it is 

boring to write, it will most likely be boring to read, too.  

Of course there are different reading tastes and writing styles, but for those who tend to feel as 

daunted as I do when faced with writing exposition, here are my seven suggestions to make 

exposition less boring.  

1) Pick your moments  

Don't begin your story with long descriptions of the past three decades of wars and feuds in 

your fantasy realm. I have put books down because I couldn't get myself to care about those 

wars in a place that I knew nothing about. Introduce your characters first and make your reader 

feel for them before you place them in the big picture.  

However, don't wait until the very end either. The things that need explaining will pile up and 

you will be stuck with huge amounts of exposition that are hard to digest when your readers 

should be swept up in the climax of the story.  

2) Lay the groundwork  
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To avoid having too much exposition at the same time, lay the groundwork early on. Slip in little 

hints and details whenever you can. If you know you will need to explain political developments 

and campaigns or delve into the war-torn history of a region of your world, make sure your 

readers are already familiar with the most important names and events. They could be referred 

to in every-day conversations. Make up expressions and proverbs that tell your reader 

something about these leaders, tyrants or battles. If you set things up well, you won't have as 

much to explain when you get to the "Sit down and I'll tell you what it's all about" moment.  

If there is still a lot to explain, don't try to get it all over with in one huge Tolkienesque Council-

of-Elrond scene. Consider having different parts of your exposition told by different characters 

and in different situations. You could even have your exposition be split up by a sudden 

explosion or the frequent interruptions of a child demanding playmates, chocolate and 

assistance in battling monsters underneath its bed.  

If you spread your exposition over several scenes, your readers will be faced with digestible 

chunks, rather than a long section that the less patient reader might be tempted to skip.  

3) Keep to the essential  

As tempting as it may be to show off your richly developed fantasy world with its centuries of 

history and intricate cultural nuances or the hard work you put into the research for your 

historical novel - don't tell the reader everything you know. Most likely they won't need (or want) 

to know all the details of the past two or three centuries of the spice trade or what all the months 

and days are called in each of your eight carefully constructed languages.  

Instead, sit down and make a list of things that are actually necessary in order to follow your 

plot. Only put in the things that add to your story and leave out what is merely burdening it with 

unnecessary information. You can always save those bits for a sequel!  
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4) Be realistic  

If your exposition comes from the mouths and minds of your characters, be sure that those 

characters are likely to know what they are talking about. In J. K. Rowling's Harry Potter books, 

Hermione Granger was a good character for exposition because she was an avid reader. 

Whatever she knew, as a reader you could believe that she might have read it somewhere. 

Think about your characters and their personalities. If you set one up as a history enthusiast or 

the daughter of a spymaster or a known gossiper, your readers will buy it if they end up 

explaining things that others don't know about.  

Also keep in mind that people rarely tell each other what they already know. Don't have your 

characters have conversations about things that are old news to them for the reader's benefit. 

Instead, consider introducing a character who is an outsider and needs to be told - just like the 

reader.  

5) Be creative  

Instead of just telling your reader what she needs to know, find other ways of slipping in all the 

necessary information.  

For example, instead of describing the current political events in the country, let your characters 

have debates on different opinions pertaining to the political situation. Their arguing can lead to 

a deeper understanding of the situation as well as add to the relationship between the 

characters.  

Instead of simply narrating recent events, have a herald walk past the open window of the inn 

where your characters are about to have lunch, announcing the most recent news. You can 
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either let it go uncommented - purely for the reader's information - or add immediate the 

reactions of your characters and perhaps have it lead directly to whatever happens next.  

If you need to define a concept - be it religious, scientific or philosophical - that everyone in your 

story is familiar with, have a character browse through books in a library and come across such 

a definition. Don't quote entire pages; just sneak in a sentence here and a title there.  

6) Change focus  

If you do have to have a scene in which a large amount of exposition takes place, say a scene 

in which one character explains events that none of the others have witnessed, shift the focus 

away from the exposition and towards something more interesting.  

Perhaps your character is really nervous about speaking in front of a large audience. Make the 

scene about his sweaty palms and his stumbling over words, rather than the contents of the 

speech. Or the character delivering exposition despises the person they talk to and speak in a 

poking, prodding, hurtful way, taking every chance they can get to point out the other 

character's ignorance or inferiority. Or perhaps you can use the scene to show sexual tension 

between two characters.  

7) Show, don't tell  

This should go without saying, but is well worth reminding oneself of every now and then. If you 

can explain some of your exposition by showing something that happens, rather than simply 

giving an account of the events, do so. Perhaps you need less exposition than you think.  

In a nutshell, don't be scared of exposition. If you are a little bit creative, you can use it to 

advance your character development or add depth to a scene, while at the same time telling 

your readers all they need to know.  
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 Expanding Avenues of Inspiration 

By Lazette Gifford 

Copyright © 2009 by Lazette Gifford, All Rights Reserved 

 

No matter what type of writing you are doing, it's good to break out of the usual shell and look at 

new things.  You never know what's going to inspire you to some fresh direction.  I know a lot of 

new writers have a primary source of inspiration and they turn to it when they run out of ideas.  

Anime seems to be the predominant one these days.  There's nothing wrong with it -- but it can 

help expand your writing if you move beyond a single source of inspiration.   

And if you are writing something on a weekly basis (like web novels) it can be especially hard to 

keep from resorting to repetition or 'throw in a sex scene' material to keep up with the work 

load.  If you want to keep readers and draw new ones, you can't let that kind of filler happen too 

often.  If you have set goals even in regular writing (things that are not being posted for 

immediate reading), you can still find yourself stuck in circular storylines, adding things just to 

add them, and the inevitable sex scene when all else fails.  Even the most simple of all outlines 

can be your friend at times like this, with just a single line per chapter to keep ideas flowing. 

However, sometimes it's hard to get even a single line in an outline when you can't see where to 

go next.  Maybe you've been using your favorite shows and books as inspiration, and they've 

stopped giving you new ideas.  You're stuck.  You don't want to tell the same story again, or 

repeat the same actions in the current story. 

I've been finding inspiration in odd places for quite a while now.  I've read the thirteen volumes 

of Grzimek's Animal Life Encyclopedia and had so many ideas for science fiction and fantasy 

from it that I couldn't begin to use them all.  Right now I'm reading the Grolier's Encyclopedia of 

Knowledge (working on the second volume) and finding very odd little things that trigger ideas. 



Vision: A Resource for Writers # 50  50 

This is a really simple encyclopedia so there is nothing in depth.  It's like reading very short 

articles.  The longest has been about four pages with lots of pictures.  I've picked up odd bits of 

knowledge and much of it is already fitting into places in books.  

But do you know what's working the best for me right now? 

Britannica's Great Books of the Western World. 

I know my mind works in odd ways.  I know I can get ideas almost anywhere, but for the last 

couple years I have been purposely using odd cues to direct me in new ways.  I deliberately 

started looking in new places because I wanted new ideas.  I have rarely been fond of classics 

in the past (with a few exceptions), but I found that having a reason for reading them that is just 

my own reason -- no pressure from anyone else -- and reading them as slowly or quickly as I 

please, has made a huge difference. 

This is how it works: 

I find a line or two from something I'm reading that resonates with me in some way.  I write it 

down and make a quick note of what it means within the context of the original material.  Then I 

let my imagination loose and see what it sparks within the frame of a new story I'm building. 

(And if you are reading classics in school, and find them difficult to get through, do this same 

sort of exercise for your writing.  It might help you get through the work and give you a little 

something extra for yourself.) 

Right now I'm reading the plays of Sophocles -- the Oedipus trilogy first.  I know I read them 

eons ago in school, but (as is often the case) there was no hope of actually appreciating the 

work back then.  Now, reading at my own rate and without a fear of a test and failing class, I've 
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found that I like Greek plays far better than I thought I would.  They are not ever going to be my 

reading material of choice, but I can devote half an hour or so a day to them without any trouble. 

Last year, I used the readings (Iliad, Odyssey, plays of Aeschylus) to inspire the new science 

fiction book I'm writing this year.  It went very well, even though the plot of the story has nothing 

whatsoever to do with anything in those works.  This year I'm starting with the plays of 

Sophocles to work out the story of a new fantasy book.    Here is how the first note went.  I do 

one quote a day and 'free think' from there. 

Like this: 

 Quote 1: 

For even if the matter had not been urged on us by a god, it was not meet that ye should 

leave the guilt thus unpurged, when one so noble, and he your king, had perished.... 

Sophocles/Oedipus the King, Page 101, column 2 

  

It's interesting to see the set up on this.  Of course, it's obvious to all of us that he is talking to 

the man who had killed the king, though the killer was unaware of what he had done.  It was 

obvious to the first people who saw the play, too -- after all, this was well-known story, wasn't 

it?   

So, what do we have here?  This makes good background for a fantasy story.  A noble's death 

gone un-avenged... and change it, though, so it's not a curse from the Gods this time.  I'm not 

writing the Oedipus mythology, only using it to spur other things. 
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A curse, though -- that sounds like a good place to start.  The noble's dying curse, and it's fallen 

on the ruling family, most especially on his son?  Did he feel that they let him die?  Had they?  

Maybe it was the wise thing to do, but if the man had power they didn't expect... why man?  

Why not the former Queen?  Change things around a little, and get this to move into new 

directions.   

A queen's curse falls on her family after they let her die. 

There.  I now have the very basic idea for a new story.  I somewhat see characters -- the 

vengeful queen, the young grandson prince who is taking the brunt of the curse... oh yes, this 

should be fun. 

  

  

There I have it -- the kernel of an idea for a new fantasy novel.  By the time I'm done, my new 

story may look nothing at all like this first bit of inspiration -- or this basic idea may hold me 

through to the end of the actual writing. 

I would not have come up with this particular idea if I had not been reading the play.  I would 

have come up with a different one -- I always have ideas -- but this one is going to grow in ways 

that I cannot foresee, because I am reading material I normally wouldn't read and building on a 

new foundation. 

That's good.  That makes something new and unique for me to work on.  It will help me grow as 

a writer.   
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And I'm actually learning a few things about Greek plays along the way.  Knowledge is the 

writer's essential tool.  Never fear to learn, and always look for ways to use that new knowledge 

in your writing. 
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Critique: Pitfalls, Spikes, and Ropes 
(Part 2) 

By Wayne Squibbs 

Copyright © 2009 by Wayne Squibbs, All Rights Reserved 

 

(Part 1 is located here.  Part 3 will be published in Issue # 51) 

Giving Critique for the First Time 

The situation: You've received some valuable crit, and you understand that this is a give-and-

take process. Now you're looking at a story that one of your crit-partners has written... 

  

Pitfall: "I don't know what I'm doing! What should I say?" 

Solution: Chill. First-time critique is often very useful. Critters who are in the groove with it all 

sometimes miss the actual reading sensation -- an overall feeling of 'that was entertaining' or 

'something isn't right.'  

Most of us, whether we've given critique or not, know a good story when we see one. In being 

hesitant to stamp recommendations all over a story, the new critter often provides a valuable 

summary.  

  

Pitfall: The Unbalanced Critique 
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In the execution of critique we're looking to improve a story, which often means providing a list 

and explanations of all the weaknesses we see. Sometimes a critter neglects to mention any of 

the strengths. Unbalanced crit can be discouraging.  

Solution: Most authors become accustomed to critique pretty quickly and aren't likely to 

abandon their writing on the strength of one list of negatives. However, it aids development to 

receive feedback on what really worked as well as what could be improved. A balanced critique 

will mention both plus and minus points, and it's easy to get into the swing of this -- most stories 

include a ton of good stuff and even if there's nothing good about the presentation, the actual 

idea might be brilliant. Or vice versa. Line-by-line critiques will pick up on micro-scale issues, 

but can also be used to acknowledge flashes of brilliance. Plot, pacing, dialogue, description... 

the chances are that if some of these things didn't warrant a crit-point, then they were spot on. 

It's worth bringing that to the attention of the author.  

  

The Growing Writer 

The situation: Your crit partners are supportive, highly qualified, and some have a long list of 

publishing credits. Under their expert tutelage you've developed much -- your sentences flow 

nicely and you can use them to tell an effective story with convincing characters.  

Still, whenever you post a piece for critique there are comments about improvement on nearly 

every paragraph. Grrr! Will this learning ever end?! The perfect story is just around the corner, 

you can feel it, just gotta keep following this advice... 

  

Pitfall: Writing by Committee  
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You have so much awe and respect for your seniors that you're tailoring your stories to include 

all of their recommendations. In doing so, you risk damaging three things: 1) the flow of your 

voice when under the influence of 'author enthusiasm'; 2) the original purpose of the story; and 

3) your original vision.  

Just as surely as you learned the basics and now subconsciously use them as part of your skill 

set, something else has happened: everything you've learned has combined with your natural 

talent to produce something new: your 'voice.' Sure, it changes with each piece, especially when 

switching between first and third person narratives; but it's there, subtle, talking through you. 

Over-editing a story will stifle this voice.  

There is no such thing as a perfect story. The best lit fic in the world isn't going to impress an 

avid Sci-Fi fanatic. The most original monster in the universe isn't going to seduce a sucker for 

romance. So, by including every recommendation, in aiming for perfection, you're going to 

overstretch and damage your story. For the growing writer, holding true to an original vision can 

be a serious challenge.  

This is the Big One. Most everyone does it, but a lot don't even realise it's happening. Even 

when you think you're clear of this situation, it's possible that you're partially still in it. And, 

having recognised and overcome it, it's possible to fall back in.  

Solution: Try to consider the differences between your voice and those of your crit partners. 

Also, do they write in the same genre? There will be divergence between you in terms of where 

you want to take your writing. The greater that divergence, the greater harm you will do to your 

story when trying to incorporate all their ideas.  

Start picking out the gems from critique and discard the rest. Take only what resonates with 

your own purpose for the work at hand. Even if a ghostly apparition of Dostoevsky coalesces in 
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the steam from your shower, grins at you and says, 'There isn't enough description in the 

opening passage of your latest story,' thoroughly assess his advice for suitability. Perhaps the 

story, the way you see it, doesn't call for more description up front, in which case no amount of 

advice should shift your position -- even if it comes courtesy of a literary icon from beyond the 

grave.  

This takes serious thinking about, and quite a bit of practise, before identifying what's relevant 

becomes an intuitive process.  

If you're sending things out to market, you'll soon discover that keeping your story alive through 

voice and author enthusiasm can be a big factor in making sales.   

  

Pitfall: "Why is writing so hard!? I feel terrible and can't stand to type another word!" 

Solution:  Another axiom: "Authors are the only people in the world who find writing difficult."  

It's so true. The growing writer wants to be up and running, and with each new story feels their 

talent becoming ever more honed. However, their work still elicits piles of crit-points, which can 

be deflating, especially on the agonising occasions where the word-count on a critique exceeds 

that of the story itself.  

There are really two branches to this problem. One has to do with the writing industry, and the 

other with the psychology of the creative brain.  

Writing industry: unlike your crit partners, who will look to improve what's in front of them 

irrespective of its quality, a professional editor has the power to green-light your story, as is, and 

throw you some cash. The first experience of this, of course, is a helluva feeling, as is the 
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second... and the third... and so on... The difference between the role of critter and editor is the 

reason you should send as many stories to market as you can, even if your work still generates 

a lot of crit-points per words.  

Keep flinging your stories into the wild, and keep at least half of them away from critique -- you'll 

want to do things under your own steam and while critique teaches much, the fruit of those 

lessons is in the more advanced voice you are now routinely using. The chances are that the 

first thing you sell is going to be a piece of non-critiqued work throughout which your voice 

sounds fresh.   

Personalised rejections are also encouraging -- if you can turn the head of a professional, you 

know you're on the right track. Such contact with the industry often garners recommendations 

for your story, and these are big, industry-sealed comments. Take them to heart with more 

gravitas than a normal critique, but also consider that the story in question might strike a chord 

with an editor elsewhere -- even professionals are not all of the same mind. 

Psychology: Writers despair and agonise and sometimes hate everything they ever wrote. 

They go through phases where given the choice between wading neck-high through a mile of 

bleach and opening a Word doc they'd opt for the bleach. 

From what I've seen, every time a writer goes through a 'down on writing' phase, they return 

from it palpably improved. I genuinely believe that there are times when you've been doing too 

much -- all the lessons about writing come in a little too fast, a little too bunched together, and 

the brain needs time to make sense of it all. Rather than let you continue on, learning more 

stuff, writing new material, I believe the brain makes space to do some deep-rooted ordering -- it 

rebels; it'll say anything to make you stop writing and for a while you'll listen... and feel lousy.  
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Let it happen. While I believe that during such times most authors could force themselves to 

continue writing, I also believe that they shouldn't.  

Pick any published work off your shelf, maybe even your favourite novel. Read it aloud and start 

to take the mickey out of the prose. Labour it, use a bizarre accent. You'll find that you can 

make the words seem terrible and the story sound obvious, boring, and cliche. This is the 

inverse of the rose-tinted glasses concept; it shows how an altered perspective can make 

something wonderful appear to be risible. So, knowing that your state of mind is not conducive 

to appreciating your own prose, there is no point in watching through non-rose tinted glasses 

while you force yourself to write something new. That's no fun at all and I'm sure it disrupts the 

natural break that something inside you is demanding.  

Lecturers of creative writing and other writers have been known to recommend that you do 

something else creative. Have a secondary interest like painting, playing music, dancing, 

making silly videos for YouTube, anything. Stay creative but don't write until the desire to do so 

returns. And don't panic if it seems to take a long time -- the longer this period lasts, the bigger 

improvement you'll see when you get back to the keyboard. I guarantee it. This is based both on 

personal experience and empirical observation. You remember those days when you were 

aching to hit the keyboard? They'll return. Sometimes, the snake has to pause in order to throw 

off an old coat, but he always comes out looking shiny and new.  
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A Forward Motion Learning Curve 

By Jean A. Schara 

Copyright © 2009 by Jean A. Schara, All Rights Reserved 

 

As Visionôs fiftieth issue unfolds, I want to reflect upon some of the things Iôve learned since 

joining Forward Motion (affectionately called, FM) in September of 2002.  Vision (this 

publication) and Forward Motion (http://fmwriters.com), independently intertwined, seek a 

common goal for their members and audience -- professional publication.  Forward Motion's 

learning curve can be steep, but it helps develop the patience and perseverance required of a 

professional writer. 

I was 42 when I arrived at Forward Motion.  Iôd had a vague notion I wanted to write 

professionally since high school.  Iôd written short pieces off and on through the years --mostly 

poetry.  But I wanted to write novels.  I knew my writing was technically sound.  Iôd studied 

technical writing and my undergraduate degree was in professional writing.  Now, if I could just 

learn the business of novel writing.  Where did one begin? 

In my case, I familiarized myself with the site.  Even in 2002, Forward Motion was a big site.   I 

wandered around.  I read posts.  When I felt I had something to say, I commented on what I 

read.  It was quite a while before I initiated a post.  Why?  It took me forever to figure out how to 

do it.  Forward Motion has a learning curve, but patience and a willingness to wander pays off.  

Each member should find an area where they feel comfortable and expand their territory from 

there. 

Like many new members (and more than a few old-timers), I was fascinated and motivated by 

pips.  ñWill write for pipsò might seem like a site slogan.  Never underestimate the value of no-

cost or low cost motivational devices.  Like cardboard boxes and kids, writers can convince 

http://fmwriters.com/
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themselves to do amazing things for colored pixel collections.  And my first writing efforts were 

largely done to earn a pip.    

It took me about a year on the site before I became more active in some of the activities ï Think 

Tank chats and Word Count Marathons, for instance.   Those two activities coincided with 

beginning my first novel.  I chose National Novel Writing Month as the time to begin the novel, 

but I was doing preparatory work to ñget in shape.ò  I believed NaNoWriMo would provide the 

incentive to keep me working through the inevitable slow parts of novel writing.  FM has an 

active presence on the NaNoWriMo discussion boards as well as a board devoted solely to 

NaNoWriMo on the site.  Besides, I wanted to earn the finishers pip -- more "will write for pips." 

During my first years on the site, I absorbed knowledge from the professional writers and 

aspiring professional writers with more experience than me.  I monitored discussions about 

agents, querying, and rejections.  I wasnôt ready to do any of those things yet, but the 

information was readily.  From regular exposure, Iôve gained an understanding of author 

etiquette as well as the concept of query letters and synopses.  I came to understand you donôt 

print your novel and send it to publishers, expecting they will be awed by your greatness.  I 

learned you donôt close the file at the completion of NaNoWriMo and mail your manuscript to 

agents or editors.  OK, I could have figured that out without FM, but I have read apocryphal 

stories of agents and editors being swamped with horrendous, incomplete manuscripts in early 

December, so, if you were thinking of doing that, don't.  I learned someone you trust should 

read should your work and offer commentary (critique) prior to sending your darling to an agent 

or editor.  Your golden words might not be so clear when read by someone who doesn't have 

the back story in their head, and youôd rather hear it from a trusted beta reader.  You only get 

one chance to make a first impression with an agent.  You want to make sure you present a 

polished, professional submission.  Iôm confident the opportunities available at Forward Motion 
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and the people Iôve met there will enable me present a solid product when I am ready to begin 

seeking representation. 

I've had the opportunity to give back to the community, which has taught me so much by serving 

as a moderator.  Forward Motion has several moderators who do various things to keep the site 

running smoothly.  Moderator duties offer new heights on the learning curve. 

And, finally, Iôve made friends at Forward Motion.  Writing friends who understand what I want to 

do.  We offer to critique each otherôs work, we offer suggestions when asked, and we help each 

other when weôre stuck.  We cheer each other on, and we donôt let ñgood enoughò slide through, 

because we want success for each other ï in writing and in life. 

Forward Motion is what you make of it -- an ocean of opportunity with people willing to help you 

establish a solid foundation if you're willing to learn and do the work.  It can be a tidal wave that 

overwhelms you or a wonderful surfing wave where you can "Hang Ten."  Which one it is for 

you can be found in your attitude and approach.  See you around the site? 
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The Best Resource: People 

By Valerie Comer 
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re-source [ree-sohrs] (noun) 

1. A source of supply, support, or aid, esp. one that can be readily drawn upon when needed. -- 

Random House Webster's college Dictionary 

Writers tend to be solitary creatures. Of course, many of us have day jobs where we interact 

with the public and we do a fine job of it. When we're writing, however, we draw from deep 

within ourselves. Even when surrounded by people, the writing itself happens in a bubble of our 

own creation. 

When we emerge from that bubble, we may need something besides sleep and food. We may 

need validation that we're not wasting our time, answers to questions relating to our plots, or 

advice from those who've gone before, shining a flashlight along the trail we have yet to travel. 

Do you have that resource amongst your family, friends, or local critique group? If you do, you 

are one of the lucky few. If you don't, you may seek that writing companionship elsewhere. 

Forward Motion has met this need for me and for countless others. I've been here for seven 

years. Admittedly the community was much smaller when I joined, so perhaps it was easier to 

find like-minded folk at that time. Even though the site may seem overwhelmingly large and 

complicated to newcomers, there are still plenty of ways to connect with this human resource 

and make life-long friends at the same time. 

Let me offer a few tips, but be warned. It does take some effort on your part! 



Vision: A Resource for Writers # 50  64 

1. Check out the specific boards for the genres that interest you most. Some of them don't see a 

lot of action. If you can think of something to add to a recent thread, or -- better yet -- a new 

question you'd like answered, post a reply or start a new topic. It's hard for lurkers to feel 

connected. Step out there and say something! 

2. The Announcements board will tell you what kinds of challenges, dares, marathons, 

workshops, and classes are currently going on. Not sure what all of those are? Follow the links 

from their announcement posts to see if these extra pushes seem like they may help you. In 

many cases, these draw fairly small groups and are most effective when there is a lot of 

participation. You may well find folks here who are on a similar path as yours and you can 

encourage each other. 

3. Get involved with critiquing. This is absolutely the best way to improve your own writing, 

possibly even better than actually writing itself. How can that be? Often we see errors and 

sloppy habits in other writers' work and then suddenly (with a sharp crack to the forehead) 

realize why it looks so obvious -- we've seen it in our own work but not recognized it until now. 

Seeing how others critique (always politely, as per the board rules!) may help you find long-term 

writing partners. 

4. Other areas at Forward Motion that tends to group folks together are the various goal-setting 

boards. This close-knit community is open to anyone who wants to join in. Folks share their 

writing goals and then return to report on how well they're meeting them, giving others the 

chance to respond and encourage. Numerous solid friendships and critique partners have 

emerged from this pool. 
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5. You can find people with similar non-writing interests as well, from ESL speakers to pet-

fanciers to parents or computer geeks. Sharing specific concerns and support on these boards 

can also lead to the resource of friends. 

6. I'm mentioning chat last, but not least. There is nothing like the rapid-fire exchange that 

happens in chat to get momentum going. If there are too many people in there and you feel 

overwhelmed, try again at a different time of day or week. Same if it's too quiet. I've asked 

questions in chat when stumped with an area of my own writing and had ten solid answers in 

two minutes. Something is sure to jolt you moving again. 

In all of these cases, it may seem that the connections are superficial, at least at first. Friendship 

takes time, and just like in Real Life, it's not likely you'll get more out of it than you put in. When 

you see folks whose path often intertwines with yours, make note of their usernames. Try to see 

if you can reply to their posts, or perhaps PM (private message) them something that may be of 

additional help. Not in a stalking way, of course, but in a way that shows your desire to be a 

friend. This may well lead to email exchanges, planned chats, and perhaps face-to-face 

meetings if practical. 

My writing buddies do what is necessary to help me meet my goals. They word-war me, they 

goad me, they crack jokes at my expense, they plead with me, and they offer sympathy when 

needed. They critique my work. They encourage me to enter contests, and ask me how many 

agents I've queried. They keep me accountable. And I do the same for them -- because we're 

friends. I wouldn't be at this stage if it weren't for them. And I wouldn't have met them and gotten 

to know them if it wasn't for FM. 

Online writing communities come and go, but Forward Motion has grown and thrived. Why? 

Because of its people. We -- all of us collectively -- are its most valuable resource. 
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Choosing Your Measuring Stick 

By Margaret McGaffey Fisk 
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When I first found Forward Motion, I was ending a multi-year period in which writing had been 

the lowest priority and most neglected item in my life.  I knew I wanted to change that, but 

besides writing on a new novel at a snail's pace, I had no idea how. 

FM offered dares, challenges, and a billion ways to focus me, to get me back into the joy of 

producing, and producing a lot. 

Sadly, this led to a problem I hadn't even considered. 

I dove into it head first, learning all sorts of new things about what I was capable of and how 

much I could manage.  I had always known that writing was a major part of my life for all that I 

had tried to deny it, and so looked around at the other focused, driven authors on the site.  

These, I decided, would be my goal posts.  These were authors behaving toward writing as I 

thought every "real" author should, and therefore as I, myself, should be able to, given the 

chance. 

While in concept, the idea had merit, the writers I chose were none other than Lazette Gifford 

and Sheila Viehl, two wonderful authors who have an unnatural ability to produce at an inhuman 

rate.  Most people have heard of the need to write a million words of crap as training?  Zette 

consistently hits one million publication-related words per year while Sheila has put out upwards 

of four complete novels (that's written and edited) a year and mentioned a word count rate of up 

to seventy-two hundred words in an hour using voice recognition. 
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For the first three years at Forward Motion, I wildly signed up for every possible challenge, 

pushed myself to the limit, wrote novels and short stories in great masses, and managed 

between six hundred thousand and six hundred and fifty thousand words a year.  Unbelievably, 

that signaled failure, not success.  My goal had been to be like Sheila and Zette, with Zette's 

one million words a year as a concrete measuring tape. 

So I went back and studied the bimonthly dares for another push and discovered they covered 

not only word count, but editing and submitting.  I had already submitted short stories and even 

novels before, and had continued sending short stories out, but now I had a goal. 

But to submit, I had to edit.  And if I was going to be editing, I wouldn't be able to get to those 

word count goals I had unsuccessfully strived for over the past three years. 

While I did feel disappointed that I would never manage to match Zette's million words, I needed 

the reminder offered by the other dare categories which focuses on productivity for a purpose.  

It was all very well to enjoy producing at phenomenal (if not good enough) rates, but I was doing 

this to get published. 

The realization caused me to rock back on my heels and take another look.  After all, what good 

was I doing in producing three to five full-length novels a year if they just sat there as first 

drafts?  I had worked my tail off to produce them, I could tell the improvement in my writing 

without even looking hard, but ultimately I had moved not one iota closer to the real goal, that of 

publication.  This was an especially hard wake-up call for my novels because I had actually 

backslid from what I'd been managing in those old days of creeping along at speeds of almost 

nothing to produce one novel in a minimum of two years.  Those novels had all been tested on 

the market (without success) while my newer novels, that I could tell were better, just sat there. 
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So I did a reassessment, signed up for some of the editing and submitting dares, and figured 

out where my natural productivity lies.  It's not at even six hundred thousand, surprise, surprise, 

though I am a quick producer.  But that isn't what matters.  What matters is that I set goals I can 

achieve if I focus, and that I make the effort to evaluate myself not against other writers, but with 

my own goals in mind. 

Without a community of writers all producing at a variety of levels and a variety of successes, 

without having those impossible examples to shoot for, and miss, and without the reminder of 

an ultimate goal both in the dares and in watching Forward Motion members make the 

transition, I might never have realized the key to goal setting.  I might still be choosing 

unachievable standards instead of completing complicated edits and ushering solid manuscripts 

out the door. 

With the visibility of different processes and a variety of examples, I was able to discover what 

method works for me, not over the course of another ten years but within a few short ones.  

Thanks to being driven not just to produce, but to grow as a writer, I can look at stories written 

even two years ago and see how I have improved.  Who knows where I'd be if I hadn't found 

Forward Motion all those years past, but I can almost guarantee that Shadows of the Sun, which 

is now making the rounds of agents, would still be a novel synopsis masquerading as a short 

story, and I would still be telling myself I didn't have the skill or ability to tackle the full tale. 
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Learning Curve 

By Erin M. Hartshorn 

Copyright © 2009 by Erin M. Hartshorn, All Rights Reserved 

 

I've been a member of Forward Motion for a bit over five years, and in that time I've learned 

from pros and from people who just signed on to the forum a month before. I've learned how to 

give and receive crits, learned that a rejection of my story is not a rejection of me, learned how 

to stretch myself in new directions, and learned that even I can't do everything. 

Mostly what I've learned is how to listen. When I started at the site, I was the epitome of the 

brash young (or moderately young, anyway) writer who was sure her prose was the next best 

thing to perfect and the editors would rue the day they turned down the opportunity to publish 

her work. I even committed the solecism of telling a published author that she was wrong about 

how the publishing world works. (I was going to insert my callow comment here to demonstrate 

how much I've grown, but because of the cap on search results retrievable at FM, that post is 

currently lost to me, which may in fact be for the best. Who wants their idiocies haunting them 

forever?) 

Yeah, I was that person. 

Then I got some crits that made me want to throw things at the wall. "Didn't they read what I 

wrote?" After I calmed down, I looked at where the misunderstandings were and tried to address 

those issues. It wasn't easy; sometimes the advice I got was based on what people thought I 

was trying to do, which had no relation to what was actually supposed to be happening in the 

story. 
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Having realized I needed to improve, I looked around the forums to see if people were talking 

about the things I needed to learn. I started to read the advice that people were giving, and I 

practiced those techniques in my writing. And I got better. Still not good enough for publication 

most of the time, but better. 

Some of that advice came in the 2YN (Two Year Novel) class. We were all learning together, 

but it was a great place to learn what wasn't clear to readers and why. And my classmates often 

had ideas about new things to try to clarify what I had written. 

As time went on, I realized that not every technique I read about would work for me -- but that I 

should be willing to try new ones because only by stretching could I improve. If I heard the same 

thing from many trusted sources -- whether about my writing or the field in general -- I started to 

look at it more closely. (Trusted sources are important because there are a lot of 

PublishAmerica authors out there who say that's the way to go. Their numbers don't make them 

right.) I heard nuggets of wisdom from tyros and from people with over a dozen books to their 

credit, and I saw that I had to be open to learning from everyone. 

Sometimes it takes me a while to put it all together. Last month, I had an epiphany about 

characterization. In retrospect, I realize editors, in their rejections, have been trying to tell me 

where my characters are lacking for a couple of years. It took two personal comments on 

different stories from the same editor to make me examine characterization and motivation and 

character arcs -- and then everything that I'd been hearing clicked together. 

I had to be open to learning. I had to be humble enough to admit I need to improve even while 

being confident that what I have to say is worth reading. 

I learned how to learn, all over again, and I am a better writer for it. 
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 How I Kept My Sanity When I Realized I 

Knew Nothing About Writing 

By Maripat Sluyter 

Copyright © 2009 by Maripat Sluyter, All Rights Reserved 

 

Yes, I thought I knew it all. I've always earned high marks in my high school and college English 

classes with compliments from teachers and professors. So I figured how could I not succeed? 

Yeah, riiight. Reality set in real quick. 

Such as not all story ideas will sell. I know, I know. Who wouldn't want to read about the talking 

Chihuahuas from outer space, taking over the White House so they can open a secret portal, 

hidden away in the bunker by Templers centuries ago? Yeah, I know what you're thinking, but it 

sounded better at one in the morning. 

Let me pass on some advice. Never, ever delete these zany ideas. Tuck them away for another 

day, month, or year. But keep them around. I never know what gem will eventually appear from 

those misshapen premises. And now for the really bad news. Sometimes no matter how great 

the novel is agents and editors have to pass on it because they already have a great vampire, 

werewolf or fairy story. It's nothing personal. 

Sadly, some characters will only be truly loved by their writers. I know, shocking. Just because 

Mama refers to strange Uncle Mortimer as a real character doesn't mean you should use him. 

Honest. Not many will be lining up to read about the guy who likes torturing animals, shows up 

drunk for church and forgets where the urinal is--plus the too many other atrocities that make 
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him the black sheep of the family. Same thing goes for characters that are too nice, too dumb, 

too indecisive, too snarky--gak this list is endless. 

Characters need souls. They need challenges, dreams, redemption, and sometimes a swift kick 

in the ass. Don't be afraid to have a good long chat with them. I know that sounds funny, but I've 

often found some great secrets, plot twists and double crosses to enhance the story. Let your 

muse roam wild. And yes, I've learned if I can't chat with my crazy cast, there's a huge problem 

looming that'll need some deleting. It's annoying to say the least. 

And then there's the soul-sucking rejection letters. No explanation needed. They suck. 

Deal with them anyway you like. For you masochists, try posting them around your office wall. 

For the rest of us, try paper shredders, barbeque pits or lining kitty's litter box. I personally don't 

like saving them. I believe in drowning my misery in chocolate-peanut butter ice cream. Of 

course, then I have to hit the treadmill. For like an hour because I ate the whole pint. Avoid the 

voodoo dolls. So cliché. Besides, there's a backorder on some of the more popular agents. 

All joking aside, agents are not the bad guys. I went from getting hasty rejections to the ever-so-

close-but-not-quite-what-I'm-looking-for personalized rejections. It's been a struggle. Agents are 

not Satan's heartless spawn. They are people with individual tastes, and publishing is a 

business. 

Crazy as it sounds, I've also gotten harsh critiques. Some folks just don't get my sense of 

humor. But yes, we all get harsh feedback at one point or another. After I kick myself for the 

obvious mistakes, mutter some curses, and once more fumble for chocolate-peanut butter ice 

cream in the freezer, I'm very grateful they did their job and gave me honest feedback. Embrace 

these folks that only want to help you. And for the record, after six years of exchanging stories, 

I've yet to receive a totally useless critique. 
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Okay, for anyone still with me, one last bit of advice. Everyone's writing journey will be different. 

You're gonna hear this a million more times. Stop groaning. It's the truth. I can't share any 

guarded secrets to getting published--because there aren't any. And just when you thought I 

couldn't get more depressing, some of you might break out big on your first try--others might 

need to write dozens of books before they catch their star. 

I can't tell you when or if you'll succeed. But to keep your sanity in an otherwise crazy career, 

find humor in the failures. When the disappointments become overwhelming--and yeah, at some 

point it'll happen--remember to laugh with the people closest to you--your friends, your family 

and your critique buds. 
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Website Review: 

LindaHutchinson.com 

By Dina Malki 

Copyright © 2009 by Dina Malki, All Rights Reserved 

 

www.lindajhutchinson.com  

What can be an emerging writer's worst nightmare?  To hear other established writers and 

editors say that writing cannot be taught. Writing, they believe, is a God-given talent. That is 

true, but before you plunge into hopelessness, hold it right there!  Writing is also a craft that you 

can learn how to hone and nurture. All you need is time, willingness, persistence, passion, 

patience, and above all, resources. 

An insightful place to gather information about the craft and business sides of writing is 

http://www.lindajhutchinson.com. Linda J. Hutchinson, the author of the site, is a generalist as 

she describes herself. As a photojournalist and freelance writer, she writes extensively for trade 

journals specializing in heavy equipment construction. She also has a wealthy portfolio of 

articles about writing, marketing, parenting, food, living with chronic illness, and volunteerism. 

A winner of the Preditors and Editors Site Award in December 2007, the website is loaded 

with free resources pertinent to every aspiring writer.  While maintaining a  visually attractive 

layout that is easy to navigate, it offers a life support system of an unlimited variety of tools to 

help writers hone their crafts. Among the rich content of the site are links offering free 

downloads, listing writers organizations, and providing lists of agents, conferences, markets, 

newsletters, and classes. 

http://www.lindajhutchinson.com/
http://www.lindajhutchinson.com/
http://www.lindajhutchinson.com/
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When I asked Linda for one piece of advice she could spare (and she is very generous in giving 

away tips) she declared her mantra: "Networking is the name of the game." Linkedln, Twitter, 

MySpace, The Writer's Chat room, Muse Conference Board, Murder Must Advertise, Freelance 

Writers and Editors, and Facebook are among the many places where Linda is networking. You 

can find all these links on her website. 

Other links offer computer help, advice about contracts and rights, dictionaries and 

encyclopedias, and scam alerts as well as screen writing, spell checker and grammar, editing, 

critiques, and copy writing guides. Once you dive into the website, you should be able to surf 

through an endless treasure of valuable links that would make your plate overfilled with 

satisfaction. 

The site further offers reading recommendations for both writers and readers, and a lot of advice 

of do's and don'ts. It does not forget about the young writers as it dedicates a page "for the 

kids." The "showcase" feature is where Linda interviews writers, authors, and agents.  You can 

read all the previous interviews in the "past showcase" link. 

Had enough? Still would like to hang around and surf longer? Then stop by one of Linda's six 

writing blogs; they're interesting and amusing.. My favourite is "A writer's blog" where Linda 

goes patriotic and discusses anything from politics to Wal-mart consumer reports. 

Even better, get a copy of Linda's valuable e-book: Bare Bones Basics of: So You Want to Be a 

Writer.  I got my own copy as well as a couple of freebies with it; I have my hands full with 

resources for many months ahead. 

A rich website with a touch of style won't hurt; Lindajhutchinson.com has also a link to an online gift shop. I know 

exactly where to go for my next shopping spree.  

www.lindajhutchinson.com 

http://www.twitter.com/lindajhutshinso
http://www.myspace.com/lindajhutchinson
http://www.lindajhutchinson.com/
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Book Review: 

Creative Calisthenics 

By Penny Lockwood Ehrenkranz 

Copyright © 2009 by Penny Lockwood Ehrenkranz, All Rights Reserved 

 

If you are like many writers, you often find yourself at a loss for words. You may have read 

different books about breaking through writer's block, signed up for writing prompts e-mailed on 

a daily basis, or maybe you attempted clustering, an exercise where you take a word and add 

related words until you find yourself writing a story.  It's not uncommon to need something to get 

your muse jump-started, no matter how talented or experienced a writer you may be. 

Regardless of what you tried before, now there's a new and innovative solution; one that I think 

you will find both useful and entertaining. Terri L. Main, communications professor at Reedley 

College in California, has written an informative book, Creative Calisthenics. This work is 

designed to awaken your creative muse and allow you to have fun while you're doing it.  The 

book goes beyond the usual prompts and gives writers new and exciting tips. Ms Main doesn't 

tell you how to write, but gives you exercises to get you writing. 

For years, Ms Main wrote a column for the Fellowship of Christian Writers e-mail discussion 

group. As part of that column, she created different writing exercises. Creative Calisthenics is a 

compilation of the collected exercises plus an additional twenty new essays. The book features 

over eighty articles providing more than 175 story starters, prompts, and exercises to get your 

creative writing juices flowing. 

Creative Calisthenics is intended as a reference, not something you would sit down and read. 

You'll want to keep it handy so you can flip to an appropriate section as needed. Listed at the 
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front are chapter headings such as "Jumper Cables for the Brain," "Getting Ideas," "Out and 

About," "Characters and Settings," and "Organization and Plotting." You can use these 

headings to focus your search when you are in need of a specific prompt to get you started. 

This isn't a tool just for fiction writers; non-fiction writers will find plenty to jump-start their brains 

as well. 

Each section is filled with intriguing ideas. When asked which was her best-liked prompt, Ms 

Main stated her personal favorite is "Chance Encounters." For this exercise, you will create 

twenty to thirty cards with character types such as cardinal, homeless person, airline pilot, ship's 

captain, alien, archeologist, etc.  Another set of cards will have locations like countryside, Mars, 

Egypt, Los Angeles, university, Pacific Ocean, Rome, library, courthouse, etc. You then choose 

two characters and a location and create a story. Ms Main sometimes does this in her classes 

with two people and asks them to do a small play. She feels it's "great fun and forces you to 

think not just outside the box, but outside the room where the box is sitting." 

One of my favorite exercises is "Build a Character."  In this prompt, Ms Main suggests creating 

a box with ten dividers.  The dividers are labeled "occupation, gender, age, nationality, height, 

weight, age, mood, general outlook on life, conversational style, and novel characteristics."  The 

idea is to make cards for each of these categories and add to them as you think of possibilities.  

For example, some of my occupation cards are lawyer, secretary, teacher, firefighter, detective, 

farrier, and bard.  Some mood cards are angry, dedicated, fiery, calm, persuasive, and patient. 

General outlook on life cards are more detailed, such as, always looks for the good in people, or 

feels stifled unless in a leadership position. You then pull one card from each divider and create 

a character based on those cards. 

Possibly you're more interested in writing non-fiction and have found most writing prompt books 

geared toward fiction writers.  If so, try the "Interview of a Lifetime" prompt.  Here Ms Main 
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suggests choosing a character from history.  Prepare a set of interview questions for that 

person. Imagine you are the person you chose to interview, and answer the questions as that 

person might.  This technique will not only get you writing, but will help improve your 

interviewing skills as well. 

Another prompt for those interested in non-fiction might be the "Only $39.95 plus Shipping and 

Handling" exercise.  In this exercise, you are asked to create a product and write an infomercial 

for it.  Think about what your product does, who would use it, and what benefits it may have to 

offer.  This could get you started on a great how-to article. 

"Freewriting" is another exercise suggested by Ms Main.  This tool is valuable to both fiction and 

non-fiction writers.  In this exercise, you start by reviewing your topic research.  At this point, 

you're not writing, just getting familiar with your topic.  Take a 20-minute break.  When you come 

back to your computer, write for exactly 20-minutes whatever comes into your head, whether it's 

related to your topic or not. Take another 20-minute break.  Continue alternating writing and 

taking breaks until your thoughts become clear and your writing more coherent.  You may find 

when you begin, you are writing gibberish, but at the end, you have a complete, focused article. 

The final chapter, "Writing Rx," is designed to help you put zing back in your writing.  The 

exercises listed will set you on the path to overcoming your lack of confidence, help you write 

more creatively, show you how to tighten your writing, and give you exercises for defeating 

writer's block. 

I know I'm going to keep my copy of Creative Calisthenics close at hand for those days my brain 

just can't quite get started. Creative Calisthenics carries a cover price of $12.57 for print, $5.00 

for PDF and $3.50 for Ereader. Stop by Ms Main's web site 

http://www.creativecalisthenics.com/index.html for more information. 

http://www.creativecalisthenics.com/index.html
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Title: Creative Calisthenics 

Author: Terri Main 

Publisher: Terri Main 

ISBN: 978-0-557-03183-2 
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New on the Shelves 

Forward Motion for Writers has many published authors as members.  Here are just a 

few of the currently available materials that they have had published!  

 

Lazette Gifford 

  

 

Silky &  

Silky 2: Lord of the Land 

Follow Silkation's life from a young slave boy to a 

powerful lord of the land, with danger always close 

at hand, and magic both his gift and his bane. 

As Anthica faces dangers from the outside, can Silky's enemies turn away from their old 

hatreds to help keep their country safe? 

Silky is also available as part of a bundle of Lazette Gifford's fiction and nonfiction 

works. 

 

 

 

 

http://fmwriters.com/
http://shop.hollylisle.com/index.php?crn=207&rn=403&action=show_detail
http://shop.hollylisle.com/index.php?crn=212&rn=415&action=show_detail
http://shop.hollylisle.com/index.php?crn=207&rn=404&action=show_detail
http://shop.hollylisle.com/index.php?crn=207&rn=404&action=show_detail
http://shop.hollylisle.com/scQvYp_img_90Pv/products/416_large_image.jpg
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Shana Norris 

(Site Member shana)   

Something to Blog About  

Shana's debut YA novel is available from Amulet Books 

and most bookstores as well as Amazon.com and 

BarnesandNoble.com. Details here.  

Something to Blog About by Shana Norris - February 2008 - 

Amulet Books 

ISBN-13/EAN: 9780810994744 - Price: $15.95 - 256 Pages 

  

   

 

Holly Lisle 

The Ruby Key (Book I of Moon & Sun) 

On the most dangerous night of the year, fourteen-year-

old Genna and her twelve-year-old brother Danrith go into 

the forest to find a healing tree sap that could save their 

mother's life. But they don't come back. Instead, they are 

drawn into the world of the dangerous nightlings, and into 

http://www.shananorris.com/books.php
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a bargain with the immortal nightling kai-lord--find a missing child, or they and their 

mother will die. (Scholastic, May 1, 2008) 

 

Order your copy at your local bookstore, or at: 

  

¶ B&N  
¶ BooksAMillion  
¶ Amazon  

  

 How To Find Your Writing Discipline 

 
A Three-Day Plus 20 Minute Do-It-Yourself 
Writing Bootcamp 
You want to write.  
 
You've always wanted to write. 
 
But you: 
 
Can't find the time 
 

Can't find the initiative 
 
Can't find the discipline  
  

Buy it here     

   

 

Justin Stanchfield 

(Site Moderator Justinvs)  

http://search.barnesandnoble.com/booksearch/isbnInquiry.asp?z=y&EAN=9780545000123&itm=1
http://www.booksamillion.com/ncom/books?id=4023033343042&isbn=0545000122
http://www.amazon.com/Ruby-Key-Moon-Holly-Lisle/dp/0545000122/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1202303439&sr=8-1
http://shop.hollylisle.com/index.php?crn=206&rn=388&action=show_detail
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Space Cowboy  

This debut young adult novel is now available from Usborne 

Publishing Ltd in the United Kingdom. Check it out here.   

  

 

Tamara Siler Jones 

 

Valley of the Soul  

Detective Dubric Byerly returns in the third and final 

installment of this medieval fantasy-meets-thrilling mystery, 

genre-bending series from the author of Ghosts in the 

Snow and Threads of Malice.  

   

   

   

 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Space-Cowboy-Justin-Stanchfield/dp/0746087128/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1204488826&sr=8-1
http://www.booksamillion.com/bam/covers/0/55/358/711/0553587110.jpg
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C. E. Murphy 

House of Cards 

Isolated from her tribe, Rhenna of the Free People walks 

alone, guarding the borderlands. But the mountain-

dwelling shapeshifters, allies of her people, are 

disappearing, and word has come of a new evil. Known 

by their red stones and the chaos in their wake, the 

followers of the Stone God have made their ascent, 

spreading anger and war. 

For more information, Check Here 

   

       

 

Wen Spencer 

Endless Blue  

The Very Large Object That ATE the Other Very Large Objects! 

 

The Sargasso. Space ships go in, and they don't come back. But 

as the all-destroying Nefrim drive humanity from the stars, 

everything depends on one captain's desperate gambit: to dial 

his stardrive to zeroðto "fall off the map"ðand plunge into the ocean-covered pocket 

http://www.eharlequin.com/storeitem.html;jsessionid=F4BA2AD023C8C3EB7C4ADA541F952255?iid=16649&cid=
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universe that is the Sargasso. Within is a secret that can change a galaxy. And, though 

escape is a trick generations of trapped starfarers have tried and failed to masterðnow 

the fate of two universes depends on Mikail Volkov being the first to GET OUT! 

For more information, Check Here   

 

Lynn Viehl 

Stay the Night: A Novel of the Darkyn  

Outlaw, immortal vampire, and art thief, Darkyn Lord 

Robin of Locksley has evaded authorities for the last 

700 years. At the moment, he's falling for undercover 

federal agent Christina Renshaw, who has no time for 

an affair. She hopes to snag an elusive art thief, but soon has no choice other than to 

join forces with Robin. When the chase becomes dangerous, both will have to choose 

between losing each other and losing everything they value...  

For more information, Check Here   

   

 

 

Jack Scoltock 

http://www.webscription.net/chapters/1416573852/1416573852.htm?blurb
http://search.barnesandnoble.com/Stay-the-Night/Lynn-Viehl/e/9780451412669/?itm=8
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(Site Member Jakers)  

Golden Weddin' and the B.V.M.  

is available from Virtual Tales here. 

 

An excerpt from one of his historical writings also appears in 

Literature Reading with Purpose Course 2, a learning 

resource for New York students published by McGraw/Hill. 

  

 

Maria Zannini 

(Site Member mz)  

Touch of Fire  

This futuristic fantasy was released in May 2008 by Samhain 

Publishing (ISBN: 978-1-60504-031-8). It starts life out as an e-

book and will go to print in Winter 2009. 

You can read an excerpt and buy a copy here.  

   

   

 

http://www.virtualtales.com/Peoples-Cultures/Golden-Weddin-the-B.V.M.html
http://samhainpublishing.com/romance/touch-of-fire
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Robert A. Black 

(Site Member ShutterBob)  

Lunar Pioneers  

This YA novel was named winner of the Youth Moon Fiction 

category for OutOfTheCradle.net's Best of the Moon awards for 

2008. For more details about the contest, go here. For information about the book, click 

here.  

   

   

   

 

Stephanie Green (Site Member Lysistrata) had a very productive ending to 2008 and 

beginning to 2009. Check out her work below:  

Books:  

33 Mistakes Writers Make About Blind Characters 

In 33 Mistakes Writers Make about Blind Characters, 
you learn about:  

¶ What it's really like to be blind  
¶ How a blind person tackles daily living ï eating, 

dressing themselves, working, cooking, putting on makeup, 
travelling and playing sport.  
¶ Resources and technology available for people who 

are blind  
¶ Treatment of the blind throughout history  

http://www.outofthecradle.net/archives/2008/12/best-of-the-moon-2008/
http://www.windstormcreative.com/blueworks/23979.htm
http://www.windstormcreative.com/blueworks/23979.htm
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¶ Famous blind people and their feats ï you'll be amazed at the achievements of these 
people!  

Available from Holly's Shop. You can get more information at her Website.  

Articles:  

Elven Lays and Powerchords: Chaos, Revellry and Community in Tolkien-themed Heavy 

Metal is now available on Strange Horizons. Read it here.  

 

A personal essay Blinded by Sin will appear in a forthcoming issue of Connected/Lifeglow. 

 

Dialogue Magazine accepted her article Surviving University Exams for their April issue. 

 

City of the Beast: a Heavy Metal Tour of London sold to go NOMAD. Read it here. 

 

5 Tips for Visually-Impaired Travellers is published at Traveller's Notebook.  

Short stories:  

Court of the LitterFey appears on Reflection's Edge  

Poetry:  

Beautiful Girl and Window Eye have been accepted for publication in the April issue of 

Illumen. 

 

From the Asylum accepted her poem Zombie Tolkien takes in a movie for a forthcoming 

issue. 

 

2 poems, Two Warriors and the Lost Words and Creme biscuits, are available at 

Wordgatherings. 

 

Over the Edge is up at Mindflights and was selected for the print edition, which is available 

here.  

   

 

David (Site Member dmtoft) has sold his dark fantasy novel ENDGAME to Wings e-

press.  

   

http://shop.hollylisle.com/index.php?crn=217&rn=417&action=show_detail
http://steffgreen.com/33_mistakes_about_blind_characters_ebook.html
http://www.strangehorizons.com/2009/20090112/green-a.shtml
http://www.gonomad.com/features/0811/london-heavy-metal.html
http://thetravelersnotebook.com/top-10-lists/five-tips-for-visually-impaired-travelers/
http://www.reflectionsedge.com/archives/dec2008/tcotlf_sg.html
http://www.wordgathering.com/issue8/poetry/green.html
http://www.mindflights.com/
http://www.lulu.com/content/5871589
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Tony Noland (Site Member The Fun Guy) has sold two micro stories to the Twitter-

based magazine Thaumatrope under his Twitter handle of TheFunGuy. They will 

appear on March 23 and May 28 of 2009.  

   

 

Damon Lord (Site Member ananaso)'s short story A Christmas Kiss won first place in 

the Spinetinglers Christmas Horror Story Competition and is available online: here  

   

 

Leila Coyle (Site Member Ellsea)'s short story, Ursula's Roses, appears in Flash - The 

International Short-Short Story Magazine.  

   

 

Chris Ward (Site Member headofwords) has two recent sales:  

Ms Ito's Bird, a short story, appears in Weird Tales #352 (the November/December 2008 

issue). 

 

Feeding the Gulls, a short story, is in the holiday issue of Written Word.  

   

 

http://thaumatrope.greententacles.com/
http://www.spinetinglers.co.uk/ViewStory.aspx?story=339
http://www.chester.ac.uk/flash.magazine/
http://www.chester.ac.uk/flash.magazine/
http://www.writtenwordmag.com/
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Aleta Clegg (Site Member squid) has sold a Temple of Doom Party Menu to 

Abandoned Towers for their first print edition.  

   

 

Kristen Howe (Site Member angelscribe)'s American cinquain, Dip Deep was accepted 

by Snow Monkey for their February issue.  

   

 

Jack Randall (Site Member Jackarandos) has a poem, Last One Down, in A World of 

Difference, a poetry anthology from Southern England.  

   

 

Wayne Squibbs (Site Member Wanu)'s short story The Happy Hamster is scheduled to 

appear in the second issue of Yippee Magazine.  

   

 

Carter Nipper (Site Member arrvee) has a horror story, Garlic Chicken, available from 

Alien Skin Magazine. You can read it here.  

   

http://snowmonkeyjournal.blogspot.com/
http://www.alienskinmag.com/
http://www.alienskinmag.com/flash5.htm
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