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About This Issue 
Issue # 27 

May/June 2005 

 

  

 

Once upon a time.... 

This issue's theme is openings, and we have some wonderful material.  Some of 

the articles will seem contradictory, but that's the joy of writing -- there is no 

one real answer.  You may find that a combination of things help you, and you 

may find your own unique way to start your manuscripts.   

This issue goes beyond just openings, however.  Be sure to read C. E. Murphy's 

Interview and see how a new author is handling a plethora of contracts, and 

check out the various other articles on subjects from improving your prose to 

taking the time to accept rejections. 

This takes us half way through year five of production!  Thank you to everyone 

who has contributed and to those who read Vision: A Resource for Writers.  I 

hope you continue to enjoy each issue. 
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And please consider writing an article for Vision.  I'm always interested in 

anything writing related! 

Upcoming Themes:  

• July/August #28 Types of publication (Deadline June 10th) 

The world of publication has changed drastically with the advent of the 

Internet.  What are the different venues in both print and electronic 

formats, and what should writers know about both?  

• September/October #29 Celebrating Genres (Deadline August 10th) 

Romance, fantasy, sf, mystery, horror and more -- the world of genres is 

filled with wonderful treasures.  As a writer, what are your favorites and 

what do those genres included?  

• November/December #30  Character creation (Deadline October 10th) 

Characters can talk to us in our heads and keep us awake at night, but 

what does it take to make them live on the page?  
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From the Editor:   

Late Night Rambles of a Writer 

By Lazette Gifford 
© 2005, Lazette Gifford 

 

As an editor (Vision), publisher (Dragon Tooth Fantasy Ebooks), Site 

Administrator (Forward Motion) and... yeah... writer, I spend a good amount of 

each day connecting with writers in one way or another.  I spend some time on 

both sides of the publishing world, and it's an interesting experience to go from 

discussing rewrites with someone I'm going to publish to discussing edits with 

someone who is going to publish me. 

I love dealing with writers.  They're usually open to suggestions, and they're 

quick to visualize 'what if' ideas, and they aren't afraid of intelligence.  Overall, 

they're much easier to work with than many other groups.  Still.... 

I'm sure everyone reading this knows that writers are strange creatures, right?  

We can usually tell you more about a make-believe character in a book we 

haven't even written yet than we can about the person who lives next door.  We 

carry paper or PDAs to the dinner table and to bed so that we can jot down a few 

more notes, and we stare in shocked dismay when someone says they haven't 

even written a letter in the last ten years. 
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(And you don't want to know the reaction if they say they haven't read anything in 

that long!) 

There are few writers who are really in sync with the world around them the way 

others seem to be.  It's as though we're distracted by something the others don't 

even know exist, but that we can hear and see. 

It's a gift and it's fun.  Don't let anyone ruin that fun for you, either. 

But more so, don't ruin it for yourself.  You don't have to conform to anyone else's 

idea of a perfect writer.  You don't have to write stories you don't love. 

And you don't have to make excuses for being a writer.  You have stories to tell; 

don't let others take them away from you, and don't throw them away yourself. 

So go have fun writing about that guy living in your head and don't worry about 

the neighbors.  Your characters are probably more interesting anyway. 
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Workshop:   

Four Steps for Working up Openings 
By Lazette Gifford 
© 2005, Lazette Gifford 

 

Deciding where to start is one of the hardest parts of being a writer.  Starting too 

early can make the story drag until the first really exciting spot.  Starting too late 

can make the actions and the follow-ups incomprehensible. 

The biggest trick to a successful opening is not to stress over it when you 

actually begin your story.  Chances are that you'll be reworking it to fit better 

when you're done with the story anyway.  Just leap in and start writing.  Really, 

it's all right.  The opening of a first draft does not have to be perfect, so don't let it 

stop you from telling the rest of the story. 

However, when it comes time to refine that opening for  a final draft, there are 

several factors to take into account. 

Whatever your story is about, you need to bring the reader into the proper state 

of mind for the story to be effective.  Here is the real question: what do you want 

the first impression of your story to be?  This is an important question.  It will set 

the mood for the reader, and even if the story suddenly takes a surprise twist, 

you still need to have a very clear idea of how you want to drag the reader in. 
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There are, I think, four considerations when looking at the opening to a story.  An 

opening might use one or more of these pieces of information, and figuring out 

what they are before you start can be helpful. 

1. Where  

What is your setting?  How much of the world can you -- and need you 

-- bring alive in those first few paragraphs?  Is it important that readers 

ground themselves in the world right away, or is it more important that 

they focus on the who or what aspects? 

2. Who  

Who is the focus of your story, or at least this part of it?  Is it important 

that the reader know this person right away, or is it more important that 

they have a feel for a strange place or a clue to what is going on?  This 

can also include emotional input, since emotion is apparent in a 

character's actions. 

3. What  

Is it the action of the story that needs to be brought into focus right 

from the start?  Are there events that are more important to the story 

than where or who? 

4. Dialogue  
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Who is the first person to speak, and why?  What important information 

does that first line convey?  It might be information about attitude or it 

might be information about events -- but either way, it should have 

especial significance to your story. 

One of these four will most often be the focus of your opening.  Some also 

enhance style or theme, but those are things that can and should be worked into 

any of the openings listed above.  There are likely other possible aspects, but it is 

usually one of these four, or a combination of them, that will give your readers 

the view that you want them to have. 

And this really is important to know. What is the first thing you want your readers 

to see? And what 'story question' does it set up that the reader will want 

answered by the end of the book?  Readers are, by their very nature, curious 

people.  They come in asking 'Why?'  That may be very quickly followed by 'What 

does it mean?' 

And therein lies the problem.  As writers we see our world, we know what's going 

on, and we know what we think is the most important thing that the reader sees.  

In one of my novels I was certain that the first part of the story should focus on 

my main character being kidnapped by slavers and seeing his village in flames 

as they sail away.  Amazingly, when the editor cut the first 8k words of the novel, 

and started just before the second major incident in the character's life, it worked 

far better.  The original 8k worked in as back story (not flashback) as the 
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character told people how he had come to be a slave.  How he reacted to the 

loss of his village became more important than seeing the loss. 

Some problems you may face: 

• If you have to explain your opening by using a flashback in the first few 

pages, then you are almost certainly starting the novel at the wrong place.  

• If you start your story so far back in your character's life that nothing is 

really going to happen until several chapters into the story, then you have 

started in the wrong place.  

• You cannot start the novel with an exciting incident that really has nothing 

to do with the story.  

Here is a trick that can help you get started straight into the action.  We, as 

humans, are conditioned to believe history.  If you have something outrageous 

that you want to be accepted as a premise for your book, then set it up as part of 

a historical event: 

On Monday the fourth person was killed by a falling meteorite. 

Mentally, the reader is conditioned to accept that there have already been three.  

It's part of history, it's a fact.  The reader is going to want to know why and how, 

but he's not likely to start out skeptical as he would be if you started with the first 

person hit by a meteorite. 
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For this workshop I want you to look at an opening to one of your stories.  One 

that is giving you trouble might be the best, so that you can see if this exercise 

helps. 

You are going to write four different openings, each focusing on the single word 

premise listed below: 

1. Where  

2. Who  

3. What  

4. Dialogue  

  

1. Where  

Darkness came, dispersed only by the haloed golden glow of street lights 

purposely shaped to lend an old-fashioned air to the tourist area.  Tendrils of 

fog, like the ghosts of the murdered women, wound their way up through the 

boardwalk leading out into the lake, and small waves brushed against the 

underside by the moored skiffs, occasionally sending them bouncing against 

each other.  Nothing else moved but the breeze, picking up the faint scent of 

dead fish, as it swept through the fog ghosts and past the food shacks and 

trinket shops, lately boarded up.  The tourist season had ended early. 

2. Who  
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Michael sat in the second story window of the cheap hotel and watched the 

boardwalk.  He adjusted the chair again and finally gave up, accepting (as he 

had every night this week) that it would sag to the right.  The usual bag of 

potato chips had been replaced by a bowl of celery and the six pack of sodas 

by a thermos of tea. 

Outside the window a thin fog had rolled in, obscuring some of the view; not a 

good night for a stakeout on an important case.  He dared not miss anything.  

Even the governor had his eye on the situation -- though he was worried more 

about the drop in tax revenue from tourists than the dead women. 

Or maybe Michael had just gotten cynical after five years on the force.  It was 

possible, after all, that the governor actually cared about both.  Just not 

enough to provide any more funds for the case.   After all, he had those 

missing revenues to worry about, too. 

 

3. What  

The first murdered woman had washed up midmorning on a Sunday, the 

body stretched out on the lake shore just a few yards from the boardwalk 

where she had been last seen.  Mary Nelson, a bright-eyed, sassy waitress at 

the Fish Net, hadn't been dead for more than a few hours, and those who 

knew her shook their heads in shock.  It had to have been an accident....   
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A week later by a pair of tourists, two college women come to spend a few 

days at the resort before heading back to the campus, turned up dead just a 

little farther down the shore.  The next one came only a day later; another 

local girl. Leslie hadn't even graduated from high school yet. 

Four murders in less than two weeks, all of them linked to the boardwalk 

area, all of them found washed up on the shore, though none had drowned.  

The little town of Stewart's Wake had finally made it big time, CNN and all. 

4. Dialogue  

"Ready to roll," Cassie said, her voice tinny in the earplug. 

Michael leaned closer to the window, binoculars up to his eyes.  The 

boardwalk looked deserted except for the woman who came from the small 

fish shop nearly to the end.  He saw her grab the barrel that served for a sign 

and roll it in, whistling tunelessly to herself.   

Michael tapped the mike at his shoulder.   "Too bold, Cassie.  Look scared." 

"I am fu-" She stopped and caught herself, plainly remembering they were on 

an open line, others listening in.  "I am scared." 

"Slow down.  Take your time locking that door." 

She gave a little grunt of reply and through the binoculars he could see her 

drop the keys. 
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"That's a little obvious, too." 

"I didn't do it on purpose." 

  

What I have here are four views of the same scene.  They can be mixed and 

matched (though with edits to make them flow better), some discarded or all 

used in the order I wrote them.  If each one is read separately, they produce a 

slightly different feel of the situation.  If they're read in order, they produce an 

overall vision, with the opening (where) a little out of sync with the rest, but, in my 

opinion, the most interesting of the four. 

Now it's your turn. Take the four points listed above and write an opening where 

you stress each of those ideas in turn.  Once you have the four separate 

openings, see if you can't sort through what you've written and find a combination 

of phrases that makes your opening come alive and gives you an exciting start. 

Good luck! 
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Interview:   

A Multitude of Catie: An Interview with 
C.E. Murphy 
By Lazette Gifford 
© 2005, Lazette Gifford 

 

C.E. Murphy is not a name you'll have seen much of 

yet, but you will soon.  Her first book, Urban Shaman, 

is due out in June.  And you'll see her on the shelves 

in her other incarnation, Cate Dermody.  She has leapt 

into publishing with the kind of avalanche of contracts 

that most new writers only dream of getting. 

So, how did she do it and how is she handling the 

work?  Catie took the time to answer a few questions 

for Vision.  Be sure to also check out her website at: http://cemurphy.net/  

   

Vision: First let's talk about your novel, Urban Shaman, which is due out in June. 

Tell us a bit about it! 

Catie: Joanne Walker is a Seattle cop with no use for the mystical. When a near-

death experience introduces her to the Native American trickster Coyote, he 

gives her a choice between a shaman's life or death. The life she chooses plants 

http://cemurphy.net/
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her neck-deep in a facet of the universe she's never acknowledged before. 

URBAN SHAMAN is Jo's trial by fire. With Coyote as her guide, Jo begins to 

learn about a shaman's responsibilities, solves a series of apparently unrelated 

murders in the Seattle area, and goes up against an Celtic god or two.... 

 

URBAN SHAMAN is what happens when my friend Jim Butcher says, "Write a 

book to bring to World Fantasy Con and I'll introduce you to people," and my 

husband Ted looks out an airplane window and says, "Wouldn't it be interesting if 

you were up here and saw somebody running down the street with something 

after her?" The "something" became the Wild Hunt, and the story was largely 

born from there. 

I had some pretty clear ideas of what I wanted to do, when I wrote URBAN 

SHAMAN. Urban fantasy, like the Anita Blake books and Jim's Dresden File 
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series were really coming into their own when I wrote the first draft of URBAN 

SHAMAN, and I looked at those books and thought, "Ok, we have characters 

here who are already at home in this world of Other, where things go bump in the 

night." What I wanted was to have a character who didn't know about the things 

that went bump, and who in fact actively resisted the very idea that those things 

might exist. I wanted someone who was brand-new to this world, so that the 

reader got to be there with her from the very first moment of, "What the...?" It was 

a fantastic way for me to get into Jo's world, and I certainly hope it'll be as much 

fun for the readers. 

Vision: What were the steps you took to make your first sale? What do you think 

helped or hindered you? 

Catie: As far as my first sale is concerned, I sort of look like one of those 

overnight success stories, although like most of those stories, it was about a 

dozen years in the making. I wrote and submitted my first novel when I was 

nineteen, then spent the next many years writing, writing some more, and then 

writing some more after that, in all sorts of forums and genres. 

I wrote the original draft for URBAN SHAMAN in 2000. It was my third solo 

manuscript (I wrote one with a friend), and I knew at the time that it was saleable, 

but I didn't really do very much with it beyond a couple of rewrites that 

strengthened the story. Then in 2002 I went to the Rocky Mountain Fiction 

Writers' Colorado Gold Conference because I'd finaled in their contest with a 

different manuscript, and that conference honestly made all the difference to me. 
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It really lit a fire under me: if I was going to be a professional writer, I needed to 

get my act in gear and *pursue* that. 

So I went away from it with the goal to get a book contract in 3 years, and before 

the next month was out I had a request for the full manuscript from a small press 

publisher that was just getting started. It was fourteen months (almost to the day) 

after the RMFW conference that I sold the first three books in the Walker Papers 

series. URBAN SHAMAN will hit the shelves four months before my three-year 

"get a contract" deadline is up. :) 

Aside from that conference being *enormously* helpful to me, another thing that I 

really think made a difference was that, within the bounds of reasonability, I didn't 

pay too much attention to what publishers were specifically looking for. LUNA 

was looking for traditional fantasy with a strong female protagonist and a 

romantic subplot. Well, I sent them an urban fantasy with a strong female 

protagonist and nothing more than the vaguest hint at a romantic subplot, and 

they loved it. So being a little daring really helped there. 

But let me re-emphasize: I worked within the bounds of reasonability. If a house 

is looking for suspense or horror and you send romantic fluffy bunnies, you're 

working outside a reasonable extrapolation of what the house might publish, and 

that's not going to do anyone any good. 

Vision: You've made an incredible number of sales in a short time. Tell us about 

them and how you managed it. 
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Catie: Whew. Okay. 

Harlequin contacted me about buying URBAN SHAMAN in November of 2003. 

They offered a three-book deal; URBAN SHAMAN and two sequels. I was 

floored and thrilled to bits. 

In March or so of 2004, I emailed my editor with a very brief idea for a book for 

Harlequin's new Bombshell line, which was debuting in July 2004. 

She liked the basic idea but asked if I could make it not have a Happily Ever After 

ending so that it could become a potential series. 

For me as a writer, this was like manna from heaven. I spent a few months 

working out a proposal for not just the first book, but for an entire series, and 

submitted that to my agent in about August 2004. 

September 2004 my agent contacted me and said that Harlequin was curious to 

know if I'd be interested in writing a Walker Papers novella to be part of an 

anthology that would be released in November 2005, five months after URBAN 

SHAMAN's release date. The other two authors featured in the anthology, she 

told me, would be Mercedes Lackey and Tanith Lee. 

Not being a great fool, I said yes. 

In November 2004, Harlequin made an offer on the first two books in the 

Bombshell series that I'd proposed. The upshot: I have four books and one 

novella coming out in the next twelve months. 
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Honestly, I think I've been tremendously fortunate. I'm a good, solid writer, and 

my stories are entertaining, but in being bought by Luna, I gained access to the 

Harlequin publishing machine, and that's allowed me opportunities that I might 

not have otherwise had. I'm very, very excited and very, *very* happy! 

Vision: Why did you decide to go with two pen names? 

Catie: Ah, yes, the pen names. At the moment, I'm writing under both C.E. 

Murphy and Cate Dermody. 

Something I've watched happen with the Luna line is that authors for the line who 

are already known for their romance writing have often been shelved under the 

romance section in bookstores, rather than being in the sf/f section where the 

storyline is probably more appropriate. 

So, because I'm starting out in two genres right away, I've opted to write under 

two names. It allows me to brand the pen names to a genre: when readers pick 

up a C.E. Murphy book, they'll know they're picking up a fantasy novel. When 

they pick up a Cate Dermody book, they'll know to expect action-adventure 

romance. 

There's nothing sneaky about this approach: catedermody.com resolves to the 

same website as cemurphy.net. I'm not trying to hide who I am, only to define 

expectations and make certain the right kinds of books are shelved in the right 

places. That said, I really do think anybody who enjoys my writing at all is going 

to like the Murphy and the Dermody titles equally. 
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Vision: What has been the biggest change since you sold your first book, and 

what has been the hardest part of the transition to published author? 

Catie: Honestly, the biggest change is probably that I got laid off from my day job 

at the end of November 2004, so suddenly writing *is* my job. I'd been planning 

on working for another year, so that was quite the whammy. On the other hand, 

I'd also just been offered contracts for 3 books (the Bombshells and the novella), 

so the timing couldn't have been more fortuitous. I ended up with four books due 

in the first half of 2005, and I get a little whirly-eyed about the idea of trying to pull 

that off while I was still working full time. :) 

But boy, I tell you, that first sale is both incredibly exciting and incredibly scary. 

Let me quote a bit from my blog, here, from April of 2004:  

It's all cool! 

I tell you what, though. It's also all very scary. Everything's happening very fast, 

from my perspective. I mean. It is and it isn't. On one hand is the glacial pace at 

which the publishing industry moves. That's not the part I'm talking about. 

The part I'm talking about is the part where I went to the RMFW conference in 

September 2002 and ... fourteen months later sold my first book. That's *fast*. 

I have, I think, done my time as far as developing my skills as a writer go. (Which 

is not to say I'm done, but rather, that I've written enough to have gotten a lot of 

those million bad words out of the way.) But during most of the time I was doing 
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all that writing, I wasn't submitting books. So having started sending things out 

and having suddenly and abruptly *sold*, I feel... sort of like I cheated, somehow. 

That I got picked to go to the head of the class without going through the ritual 

hazing, and man. It's scary. 

I knew when I wrote US that it was sellable. Popular genre, entertaining 

protagonist, all that. But to have more or less turned around and *sold* it shortly 

after deciding it was time to do that is ... overwhelming. It's *fantastic*, it's 

*incredible*, and every time I'm faced with another aspect of its reality (contract, 

cover art, revision letter), I get all balkish and skittery and shy. The only thing I 

can figure is that it's a fear of success, more or less. 

It's not not that I don't think I deserve to be published, because I'm a good writer 

and I tell good stories. I'm talented, but I've also been *tremendously* fortunate. I 

know an awful lot of people for whom it hasn't been so easy, so ... yeah. Some 

feelings of lacking entitlement, maybe, and some panic about having actually 

*succeeded*. I mean, this is one of those lifetime goals, you know? And whoomp, 

there it is. Palpable. Actually happening. Scary as all hell. 

So there you go. Actual observations from the trenches. *That's* what the 

transition's been like, for me. :) 

Vision: Your writing workload is pretty high. What kind of schedule do you keep 

to stay on top of all this work? What is your average day like? Do you write every 

day? 
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Catie: I write most days, but not every day. My goal is 1100 words a day, but 

most days I write more than that, sometimes considerably more. I wrote the 

rough draft for "Banshee Cries", which is a 30,000 word Walker Papers novella 

due out in the Luna anthology WINTER MOON in November, in 3 days: 10,000 

words a day. That was a personal best for me! 

My *ideal* day, which isn't exactly the same as my *average* day, gets me up 

around 6:30 or 7am and has me writing by 7:30 or 8. I write for about 3 hours, 

then take a break to walk the dog, have lunch, check email, find other ways to 

procrastinate, and then return to writing for another hour or two around 1pm. If I 

actually do that, I can get 4 or 5 thousand words written pretty easily, and that's 

essentially how I stay on schedule: I write fast. :) 

My *average* day looks a lot like that, but with only a couple hours of focused 

writing instead of 4-5. 

Vision: What differences do you see between writing for the Luna Imprint and 

the Bombshell Imprint? 

Catie: The books are shorter and there's no magic in the Bombshells! Well, not 

in mine, anyway. 

Okay, that's the flippant answer, although part of the real answer is in fact that 

the books are shorter. There's a heck of a lot of difference in what you can do 

between a 90K story and a 110K story. There's less time to develop everything, 

so you have to write tighter and be more focused in order to get your story told. 
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You know, this is a hard question for me to answer! There's quite a lot of action in 

both my series, and the relationships between characters are equally important in 

both sets of stories. Alisha, the main character in the Bombshells, is a totally 

different personality from Jo; she actively seeks out adventure, where Jo would 

really, *really* rather just be working on her 

1969 Mustang. Jo's got some real emotional stunting problems, whereas Alisha 

tends to fall hard and fast (and often for the wrong guy), but those are personality 

differences, rather than differences in writing for Luna vs.Bombshell.  :) 

Vision: There's been a lot of discussion lately about whether romance novels are 

'only about the sex.' Since you have so many books coming out from Harlequin 

imprints, what is your take on the level of sexuality in their books? Is there some 

sort of guide or level you would suggest writers aim for if they want to sell in the 

romance market? 

Catie: Bear in mind I'm writing for the Bombshell and Luna lines, both of which 

are pitched as having romantic subplots, rather than being straight romances. 

Luna's fantasy with romantic subplots, and Bombshell's action-adventure with 

romantic subplots. That said: 

They tell you to write the amount of sensuality or sex that's appropriate for your 

story, and I honestly believe that's the right thing to do. 
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Certainly there's room in romance for eroticism, and there are readers who are all 

about that. There are also readers who skip the sexy bits and go forward to the 

next part of the story. I really think that what works for the characters is the most 

important question in determining how much sexuality is in a novel. 

My books tend to focus more on the tension in relationships rather than the 

sexual fulfillment aspects. As I respond to these interview questions, I'm in the 

midst of writing THE FIREBIRD DECEPTION, which is the second book in my 

Bombshell series. My heroine, Alisha, *might* have sex in this book. 

Might. It's in the synopsis, but I won't find out whether that actually works out as 

being right for the story for another twenty or thirty thousand words. 

Jo, the main character in the Walker Papers series, hasn't had so much as a 

boyfriend in years, much less a lover. She's got a lot of emotional issues, and 

working those out over the course of the series is one of the things I get to do as 

the writer. It wouldn't be believable to throw that character into bed with 

somebody just because that's what's "supposed to happen" in a story with 

romantic subplots. 

Vision: Are there any mistakes you see new writers making? What suggestions 

would you give them? 

Catie: Oh, gosh. When a publishing house says, "Make your manuscript stand 

out," they don't mean send it on pink paper or perfumed paper or to send a box 

of chocolates with it. What they mean is, "Write a great story that jumps off the 
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page that we can't resist." The manuscript itself should be on white paper with 

12pt Courier font, 1" margins on all sides, .3 inch tabs set, widow/orphan control 

turned off, exact spacing to 25pts. That's what you do to make a manuscript 

stand out *physically*: follow the rules exactly. To make it stand out as a story, 

write the absolute best thing you possibly can. 

Show, don't tell. This is one of those axioms I never thought I understood, until I 

began critiquing and realized I did, in fact, know the difference between showing 

and telling. I'd learned it somewhere along the way. A very small example, with 

all due apology to J.K. Rowling (who did not write the first example!):  

Harry ran up the stairs. There was a painting on his left. It had a fat woman in it 

and she watched him as he walked by. 

versus 

 Harry took the stairs three at a time, swinging around the railing's corner post to 

keep himself from overstepping into empty space as the next set of stairs settled 

into place. The seneschal fat lady leaned out of her frame, watching him as he 

leapt over the gap and continued up the stairs at a run, then settled back with a 

huffy sigh. Young people, always in a hurry, never able to just stop and say hello. 

Vision: What genres do you write in, and why? And would you like to try your 

hand at any others? 
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Catie: Well, I write in fantasy and romance, clearly. I grew up reading fantasy 

and science fiction (after I exhausted the horse books and children's' mysteries in 

the library), and it's where my heart is, as a reader. 

I've got several partial manuscripts of epic-sized stuff, sort of sci-fantasy, 

although the one I'm hoping to work on toward the end of this year is pretty much 

pure near-future SF. I have two or three mystery series I'd like to develop, and 

I've got one young adult fantasy novel being shopped around and I fully intend to 

write more in that genre. And a great big goal of mine is to write comic books 

someday. I may be the only person in this generation whose desire to do that is 

*not* influenced by Neil Gaiman, but I want to write comics anyway. :) 

Vision: Who has influenced your writing? 

Catie: Boy. Who hasn't? I developed a love of poetry because of the late 80's TV 

show "Beauty and the Beast", and became a great fan of Ranier Maria Rilke and 

Tennyson and countless others through that, so clearly influence can come from 

anywhere. Honestly, everything from comic book writers to the classics have 

taught me something. There's a current Marvel writer, Brian Michael Bendis, who 

makes me laugh out loud with his patter on the comic page--probably impossible 

to reproduce in a fully prose medium, but fun to read and try to figure out how to 

do it myself. Reading the Iliad (aloud) in college taught me what wonderful things 

cadence and repeated phrases can do to bring a story to life. Modern-day 

science fiction masters such as Heinlein, police procedurals by J.A. Jance; both 

of Anne Perry's major mystery series are wonderful examples of how to build a 
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community of characters that your readers will become friends with. I just 

discovered fantasy author Judith Tarr recently and her books leave me glowing 

and squirming to see how I can adapt some of her skills to my own writing. 

Influence is everywhere!  

Vision: Do you see the Internet as a good tool for upcoming writers? How should 

they be using it, if it is? 

Catie: Having spent an inordinate amount of time creating interactive fiction in 

online games, I'd be hypocritical to say I didn't think the net was a great tool for 

learning your trade. I think it's awesome. I also think it can be a complete 

disaster. 

There are fantastic online resources: Editors & Preditors 

(http://www.anotherealm.com/prededitors/), the OWW for SF/F writers 

(http://sff.onlinewritingworkshop.com/), and, without trying at all to be smarmy, 

Forward Motion (http://www.fmwriters.com). You can learn huge amounts on the 

net. 

You can also be led badly astray. Kind, generous, well-meaning people will tell 

you that your work is golden, and they may be completely wrong. It's much easier 

to find unreliable critiquers who will heap praises upon you and make you feel 

good than it is to find reliable ones who'll tell you what you don't want to hear. If 

all you're getting is glowing accolades, you probably need to find somewhere 

else to get critiques, because pretty much nobody is a flawless writer. :) 

http://www.anotherealm.com/prededitors/
http://sff.onlinewritingworkshop.com/
http://www.fmwriters.com/
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Vision: How has writing changed who you are or how you see the world? Are 

there themes that matter most to you? 

Catie: Well, I spend a lot of time thinking or saying, "Ooh! I could use that in a 

book!" when people say or do things, but beyond that, mm. I'm not sure how 

writing's changed me, largely because I've always written, so I don't really have a 

"before" to compare to. :) 

As for themes, I think I'm probably the worst person in the world to ask about my 

own themes, but I do know I'm a real sucker for a good redemption story. If I've 

got a theme running through everything I write, it's probably that: everybody has 

a shot at redemption. 

Except, you know. The people who don't. :) 

I also believe (don't tell anybody this, it's embarrassing) that love conquers all. 

Except, of course, when it doesn't, in which case it should be horribly agonizingly 

perfectly right that it can't, and probably somebody should die nobly of it all. 

There are other things that come to mind, but I'd hate to give away all my secrets 

right away! 

Vision: When did you know you wanted to be a writer? Has your career 

progressed the way you thought it would? 
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Catie: I was having this conversation with my husband the other day, and he 

said something to the effect of, "Yeah, but by the time you were nine, you knew 

you wanted to be a writer, right?" 

I said, "That's kind of like saying "By the time I was nine, I knew I wanted to 

breathe regularly." I'm one of those people who's always written and who can't 

really imagine not writing. As young as eight, I started a mystery series with five 

kid protagonists, because I'd read all the Bobbsey Twins and the Trixie Belden 

books and the Nancy Drew books and all of those, and I knew the way to get 

published writing children's mysteries was by writing an ongoing series using the 

same characters. So there was really never a time in my life where I didn't have 

the intent and expectation of being a published writer someday. 

My career has progressed, I think, at exactly the rate and in exactly the way that I 

was prepared for it to. I suspect I could've been published years ago if I'd put 

myself into it, really gone for it, but the *need* to do that only came on strong a 

couple of years ago, and when it did, I hit the ground running. I'm absolutely 

satisfied with where I am as a writer right now, and delighted beyond words with 

this first year. 

Vision: What do you have coming out that we should look for? What sort of 

things do you plan, or hope, to write in the future? 

Catie: *laugh* Well, let's see. The things that are actually scheduled, in order of 

appearance: 
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• URBAN SHAMAN by C.E. Murphy, June 2005  

• WINTER MOON by Mercedes Lackey, Tanith Lee & C.E. Murphy, 

November 2005  

• THE CARDINAL RULE by Cate Dermody, December 2005  

• THE FIREBIRD DECEPTION by Cate Dermody, Spring 2006  

• THUNDERBIRD FALLS by C.E. Murphy, May 2006  

As for the future, I've got another urban fantasy series I'm working on selling, a 

young adult fantasy that I'm really hoping sells this year, and with any luck this 

fall I'll finish up a partially completed science fiction manuscript that I think of as 

being the Matrix Meets The Inquisition. 

Those are my short-term goals. I'll keep you posted on the longer-term ones as 

they come up. :) 

Vision: Thank you for taking this time for this interview. Any thing you'd like to 

say to our readers? 

Catie: What, haven't I said enough? :) Actually, yes, there are a couple more 

things I'd like to say. They're both movie quotes and therefore perhaps silly, but I 

also think they're important. 

The first is, "There is no try, only do." You either are a writer or you are not. It's 

pretty easy to tell the difference: writers write, and people who want to have 

written talk about wanting to write. Maybe your goal isn't publication, but just the 

sheer joy of putting words down on paper (or pixels). That doesn't matter. If 
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you're putting the words down, you're a writer, and if you're not, you aren't. There 

are times when life gets crazy, but if your goal is to be a published writer, even in 

those times, you have to make the time to write. It's hard work. There aren't any 

handouts. But I really believe that if you put your heart and all your skill into it, 

you'll make it. 

The other thing is, "Never give up. Never surrender." If you want to be a 

professional writer, you have to hold on to that idea for all you're worth. 

It's hard work. It's a long road. You'll get rejections and you'll see people you 

don't think are as good as you are get published and you'll have to smile and 

applaud them. You'll have bad days and you'll have days where you think you're 

awesome. Hold on to your dream, because nobody else is going to hold onto it 

for you. 

And good luck. 

-Catie 

  Visit Catie's website at: http://cemurphy.net/  

http://cemurphy.net/
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Writing Hooks (Not Crooks) 

By Kat Feete 

© 2005, Kat Feete  

 

The concept of a hook is one most writers will be familiar with.  It refers to the 

first line, paragraph, or page of a story, or sometimes a hazy entity 

encompassing all three. It's the first impression a reader has of the story and the 

first impression an editor or agent has of a submission: for both, it may mean the 

difference between buying this story and buying something else.  It's the part of 

the story which draws the reader in, which says to them, "This is the one you 

want to read." In today's world, with so many stories flooding the market, a good 

hook is essential. 

A crook is a hook that lies. The most blatant version of the crook has been used 

by some of us -- probably by many of us. We are educated writers, 

knowledgeable about the market and its demands. We know how important a 

hook is. We know that editors and agents rarely read past the first page of a 

manuscript and that readers generally flip to the first page to see if they'll like the 

book. And so we write a hook that is full of conflict, bursting with excitement, a 

hook calculated to have the reader hanging off every word, begging to know 

what's next. We know there's nothing worse than a boring hook.  

So we open our stories with something like this: 
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"My baby! Won't somebody please save my poor Lucille!" Maryann sobbed. 

The problem is, the majority of us have not written the story that goes with this 

opening line. We've written another story, a good story, but not a dramatic, 

suspenseful, conflict-laden one. We've written the perfect opening, but that's not 

going to help us when, a page or two later, we have to admit that we're telling a 

different sort of story entirely and Lucille is the cat and she's rescued by page 

two, and never plays a part in the story again.  

That's a crook: when you bait the reader with one story, and then swap it for 

another; when you create a set of circumstances that have nothing to do with the 

story you're telling just to create a "good" hook. It is a new variation on the same 

shell game played by con artists, insurance brokers, and used car salesmen all 

over the world, and with exactly the same purpose: to get money out of people 

who wouldn't otherwise have spent it. 

I would argue that there is one thing worse than a badly written opening, and this 

is it. Not only is it a trick, but it's not likely to be a successful one. No one likes 

being conned, not readers and not editors; nobody likes a crook. Conditioning 

your audience to distrust you is a terrible way to start a relationship.  

More than that, you've just lost your true audience, the people out there who 

don't enjoy suspense and conflict that much but who might enjoy a story about a 

ditzy cat-lover. These people didn't bother reading beyond the first line, because 

you, the author, were telling them not to. They may be a far smaller audience 



Vision: A Resource for Writers  34 
May/June 2005 

than the first, but they're yours, and your shell game has distanced you from 

them.  

But a dull hook attached to an exciting story is another kind of crook. It, too, 

deceives the reader into thinking the story behind it is something other than it is -- 

that is, that the story is dull. How can you get past this? How to write a good hook 

that isn't a crook?  

The Story's the Thing 

Where most of us go wrong is focusing on that ideal conflict-laden opening, the 

one guaranteed to bring in readers and sales. Forget conflict, excitement, and 

sales for the moment. What the hook does is represent the story. It tells readers 

what to expect from the story as a whole. If the reader likes that kind of story, that 

will be excitement enough to draw him in... and if he don't like that kind of story, 

you didn't have much of a chance anyway. 

So the first step is to identify what is most important about your story. All stories 

contain four main elements: people, plot, setting, and style. In most stories, one 

of these four will be more important than the other three. What element of your 

story do you expect people to be most drawn to? Which sets it off from other, 

similar stories? What do your first readers compliment you on the most? 

Some of this will be genre-dependent. Romance novels will mostly be character-

centric, mysteries likely to focus on plot; only speculative fiction and historical 

novels can easily get away with being setting-centric, while literary and comedy 
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are the genres where style-based stories are most acceptable. Within those 

generalizations there's much room to move and many, many exceptions, and 

within those general categories you must still narrow things down further. It may 

be that characters that are the best things about your story, but there is one 

character -- your protagonist -- who is the best character of all. It may be plot that 

people read your stories for, but there is one plotline -- the main one -- that they 

really want. 

That strongest element, whatever it is, must be present in the hook. The hook 

should encapsulate what readers will find in your story. If your main character is 

a swaggering, sharp-tongued hoyden with voice coming out her ears, don't start 

with a two-paragraph description of the setting. If your story centers around a 

fascinating race of dark-eyed, six-armed aliens, don't start with the bland and 

faceless human scientist who studies them. If your story is mostly about the 

events that cause a war, don't start with long-winded political exposition. 

Only in the last case would it be appropriate to start with a bomb going off, unless 

the bomb shows something interesting about the hoyden or the aliens.  I don't 

mean to suggest that the other three elements of your story shouldn't appear at 

all. But the supporting elements exist only to define your main element. You 

aren't interested in the bomb going off; you're interested in the hoyden 

demanding to know how it got there and who set it while she fearlessly defuses 

it, or the aliens doubtfully noting that this human device seems to be unstable, 

perhaps it has been left here by mistake?  
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Even then, you must be careful not to upstage your central story. Bombs, knives, 

and dead bodies are as dangerous in fiction as in real life; readers have a 

disconcerting tendency to focus on them to the exclusion of all else. Nor will they 

be happy to discover their mistake. If the element they thought was the most 

important is dismissed within a page or two, never to return, then the reader, too, 

is not likely to return. If you introduce a dramatic attention-getter in the hook, then 

you had best be certain your story can stand up to it.  

But note that focusing in on your central element does not mean telling 

everything about it. In the hook, less is more and detail is dull. Even if you're 

writing a character-centric story, it is a bad idea to tell people in your hook that 

she's six feet tall and blonde, was born in Indiana, and has two brothers and a 

sister, and her mother died two weeks ago. People are not yet interested enough 

in your story to read all that detail. Even if they read it, they won't remember it. 

This is where conflict comes in handy. There's nothing better than a fight, a 

bomb, or a little action to make things interesting. But conflict, as has been noted, 

has its own problems, and direct conflict may not fit your story. "Conflict," Ursula 

LeGuin writes, "is one kind of behavior. There are others, equally important in 

any human life, such as relating, finding, losing, bearing, discovering, parting, 

changing." She adds, "Change is the universal aspect of all these sources of 

story." If you're struggling to introduce conflict into your story, try focusing, 

instead, on change. If your hook seems dull, see if anything changes in it, or if 

you aren't describing the world as it was before change began. It doesn't have to 
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be a big change; it doesn't even have to be the main change, though it should 

echo or lead into the change that is the story. The most famous fantasy story 

ever written starts not with a battle but a birthday party. Tolkien was not writing 

about a great battle, although that, too, occurs; he was writing about a great 

journey and a leave-taking, and so he starts with a small one. Motion and 

change: those are the seeds of any story, and the hook is the seed of the story 

that you plant in a reader's mind in hopes they will want to let it grow.  

Avoiding the Crook 

People, plot, setting, and style exist in every story. Change exists in every story. 

Writing a hook is the process of finding them and using them to attract the 

attention of your readers. Time-consuming, yes. Headache-inducing, yes. 

Impossible to create a good and fitting hook? Never. 

There is no need to invent things to create a good hook. What's more, when you 

do invent them, you're not writing a hook. You're writing a crook. It doesn't matter 

how good the crook is: if it is tacked on to make your story attractive to editors or 

publishers or some vague, nebulous "market," if it doesn't represent the real 

story, then it will be attractive neither to the market nor to actual readers. 

Finally, always remember: the best hook in the world gets you nowhere if it's not 

attached to a good story. Don't spend months agonizing over the first three 

paragraphs of your story. Until you've reached the end, you won't be sure how 

the story begins anyway. 



Vision: A Resource for Writers  38 
May/June 2005 

  

  

Works Cited 

LeGuin, Ursula K. Steering the Craft: Exercises and Discussions on Story Writing 

for the Lone Navigator or the Mutinous Crew. The Eighth Mountain Press, 

Portland 1998. ISBN 0-933377-46-0. 



Vision: A Resource for Writers  39 
May/June 2005 

Some TLC for Your Opening 
Paragraphs 

By Eyal Teler 
© 2005, Eyal Teler 

 

You're walking through the woods. Here and there you pass a log cabin. You 

look through the window of one such cabin, and you see a wooden table with 

half-eaten plates on it, and an overturned cupboard past it. Through the window 

of another cabin you see someone sleeping in bed. Another window, and you 

see a man juggling five balls. Another, and a man and a woman are arguing. 

Another shows a room full of toys, and near the far wall stands a man-sized 

robot. You might stay at some of these windows to watch, or go in to investigate, 

or determine to come back later. 

Common wisdom says that the opening of the story should catch the reader's 

attention -- which is true, in its simplest sense. In the case of a short story, the 

first few paragraphs may be all that you have to convince the editor or the reader 

to continue reading. This doesn't mean, however, that a gimmicky or forceful 

opening is the only way to go. The opening, as a window to the story, can draw 

the reader in simply by showing what is there. 

It's surprisingly easy to forget this. The writer might start with the conflict, and 

forget that the reader still has no idea where the story takes place or why she 
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should care about the characters. With some care, such things can be added in, 

and their existence can help draw the reader in. When building such an opening, 

it's useful to think of what I call the TLC of the story: tone, location and 

characters. Here's how I see them integrated into a beginning: 

Tone 

How your story starts gives the reader an impression of how it will continue. If 

you start with an action scene, the reader will expect the story to be action-

oriented. If you start with an elaborate description of nature, the reader will 

expect that level of description elsewhere in the story. The same goes for making 

a joke, or starting with a dialogue -- which may be why I dislike dialogue 

openings, as they suggest that the story will be told through dialogue. 

Some stories start with a more neutral tone, which doesn't suggest a lot about 

how the story and narration will develop, although it may hint at it. This is a 

decent way to go, especially when the tone is subtle. The important thing to 

remember is that the opening should fit the tone of the story, or the reader will 

feel cheated. Even if the story starts demurely, this raises expectations, and if the 

story turns out to be a laugh a minute, or a string of action scenes, the reader 

might become vexed. 

Location 

It's surprisingly easy to start a story without giving the reader an image of where 

it starts, the setting it's in, or even the genre of the story. While such stories can 
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get published -- enough so that it's become a pet peeve of mine -- this doesn't 

mean it's not a problem. 

Some scenes are generic enough that they don't inherently provide any hints as 

to where and when the story happens. A character waking up in bed tells the 

reader little about the setting. Beds existed for a long time, and will continue to 

exist. A character waking in his bunk tells a bit more. A character waking up and 

looking at a digital clock places the age better. Or the character might use last 

night's water from the wash basin, or see from the window the reflection of lights 

on the dome around the city. 

A scene featuring a character who walks in the woods and sees something 

magical similarly doesn't tell the reader much. The initial assumption may be of a 

medieval style world, since many fantasy stories take place in such a world, but 

then again a lot of fantasy takes place in more modern settings, and sometimes 

even in the future. 

When I read a story, if I don't get some impression early on of where and when it 

takes place, I get edgy. I hate feeling in the dark. There's nothing mysterious or 

suspenseful about not knowing the basic setting. Even in these cases when the 

character knows little herself, it's possible to give little bits of information to 

suggest the setting. 

It is useful to note that even if the reader is willing to go along without enough 

description, she will build her own image, so if details appear later, they might 
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conflict with that image, and so bump the reader out of the story, as she mentally 

adjusts the image. There's no need to reveal the entire setting up front, but if the 

story starts with the general surroundings and then refines the description, the 

reader has an easier time. 

Characters 

It's natural to introduce the characters at the beginning, so it's tempting to not 

give this further thought. But when you introduce the character by name, have 

you really introduced her? When she wakes up in bed, in that first scene, is she a 

twelve-year-old, a twenty-year-old, or a woman of sixty? What kind of person is 

she? 

If the character's age isn't hinted at, I might fall to the assumption of someone 

around twenty. If that's not the case, I will later have to break that image. Others 

might have a different default assumption. More importantly, the character traits 

are what makes a person interesting, and someone I could care about. If the first 

scene puts the character in danger without revealing much about her, that's a 

wasted scene, because I still don't care. 

It's not necessary to describe the character before something happens. Just like 

the location details, character details can be worked into the scene. The readers 

will learn about the character from her internal reaction to what happens, 

assuming that this reaction isn't generic, but has some aspect unique to the 

character. 
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So there you are trying to put all that TLC into your opening paragraph, which is 

already trying to set up the conflict as well as tie itself to the ending, and you're 

feeling that it's getting a little crowded in there. You may be right: there are no 

rules to writing, and certainly none that should be followed off a cliff. TLC isn't a 

rule, it's just something to think about. There's no set number of paragraphs in 

which you have to include all these. 

TLC is worth considering throughout the story, but when put up front, it not only 

helps ease the reader into the story, but also helps ease the writer into it, as it's 

written. When you know up front some things about your characters, some 

details about your setting, and what tone you're trying to use, it's easier to grow a 

detailed story out of this. With a TLC opening, it's easier sailing from that point on 

for both you and the reader.  
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Openings for Lunatics 

By Michelle R. Rasey 

© 2005, Michelle R. Rasey  

 

I'm a lunatic with the mentality of a two year old. 

Did that get your attention?  It's how I used to introduce myself to people when I 

was younger. 

Strange, I know, but it never failed to grab people's attention.  They would pause, 
holding my hand mid-shake, their mouths hanging open, and really look at me.  
No one ever forgot who I was when I opened with that line. 

Of course, in hindsight, I'm not sure the introduction reflected positively on me 

and I abandoned it as I got older. Nowadays, I use unusual bits of conversational 

trivia to get people's attention. People know they can always count on me to say 

something interesting. 

When I first decided to get serious about my writing, this odd verbal tic served me 

well and I've come to realize it's why I am a strong opener. Here are my steps for 

starting a can't-put-down character-driven story. 

1. Something interesting must occur. 

The story should start with action and something vitally important must be 

happening. In just a few paragraphs, I should know who, what, where, when, and 

why the events unfolding matter.   
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The first paragraph must contain a hook that works as a promise and incentive 

for the reader to follow along to the second paragraph. It should be a compact, 

attention-grabbing opening that hints at the larger story to come. Think short and 

sweet, but with the weight of a two-ton elephant.  For examples, open your 

favorite books and read the first paragraphs.  Find the hook and analyze how it 

works to engage your interest. 

The second paragraph should expand on the first and the third should expand on 

the second and so forth. Each subsequent paragraph should deepen and widen 

the reader's understanding of the characters, the core plot, and the world in 

which events take place. By the time your opening scene ends, the reader should 

be invested in the characters and have a general idea of where the story is 

going. 

2. The opening action (i.e. the 'something interesting' mentioned above) 

should achieve one of the following objectives: 

• Establish the core conflict of the main story arc  

• Establish the internal conflict of the protagonist  

Character-driven stories sometimes juxtapose a larger macro-plot over the 

microcosm of the protagonist's internal conflict. The two conflicts are 

interdependent, meaning the main story arc must highlight, challenge, or affect 

the protagonist's internal struggle. Because the story is as much about the 
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protagonist as it is about the macro-plot, you can either open with the main plot 

or examine what makes your character tick. 

An example of setting up the core conflict would be a murder mystery where the 

story starts with the discovery of the dead body. The story focuses immediately 

on the main storyline and must gracefully weave around the body elements of 

your protagonist's identity and the world in which she operates.  You almost can't 

go wrong with this type of opening. When in doubt, throw in a dead body or an 

event that kick-starts your major story arc.  

Using an opening scene to establish the internal conflict of the protagonist is a bit 

trickier. It's easy to turn this kind of opening into an 'info dump' or a prologue that 

has little to no relevance to the core plot and bores the reader to tears. However, 

if done well, it can show the reader who your character is so that, when you 

introduce the main storyline (which should be very soon after this opening), the 

reader has a strong grasp on the protagonist and her place in the world you've 

created. 

Sticking with the murder mystery example, an internal conflict opening might be a 

'mini-mystery' or slice-of-life vignette that reveals important information about 

your protagonist. In this type of opening, you introduce the reader to the 

characters and the main structure of the story, but reserve the start of the primary 

plot for the next scene. For instance, consider an opening where a witch/cop 

who, having killed her first (innocent) perp with magic, is in the midst of an 

intense therapy session right before she gets the call to come to the murder 
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scene that fuels the storyline.  This is an active way to convey relevant back story 

about your protagonist without flashbacks or prologues. It addresses how the 

protagonist is currently dealing with the past and also sets up the emotional 

subtext of your protagonist -- how does a 'good guy' cope with doing the wrong 

thing for the right reasons? 

3.Give the reader a reason to invest in and identify with your protagonist. 

What is your story's selling point and why should we care? 

In a character driven story, the selling point (by my definition) is what makes your 
character's viewpoint unique. Dragons, vampires, witches -- who your 
protagonists are and what they do that is special. 

Why we should care is the emotional end of the equation.  A dragon who is afraid 

of fire, a vampire who can't stand the dark, or the witch who killed an innocent in 

the name of the law -- these are all examples of conflict inherent to the 

protagonist's identity that give the reader the opportunity to empathize with a 

character. What are the internal demons your protagonist will be fighting against 

as the story progresses?  Whatever they are, make them interesting and 

something that will change as the protagonist grows with the story. 

Don't want to reveal this yet? No problem. Foreshadow any elements the plot 

needs to keep hidden until later in the story. Foreshadowing is great way to build 

tension and keep a reader turning the pages, which makes it a good tool for 

openings. Be careful, however, to avoid holding too much back. An opening 
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scene full of provocative hints will frustrate a reader. Use foreshadowing with 

care. 

4. Be flexible. Don't worry about making the opening perfect before you 

finish the story. 

Writing is a fluid art form, and the concept you started with might change as the 

plot develops, which may involve modifying the opening of your story. If you're 

beating your head against a stubborn opening, perhaps you need to write the 

rest of the story to sort out the roadblocks your subconscious is throwing at you. 

Don't be afraid to walk away from your opening to work on the rest of the story. 

You might be surprised at how your perspective changes once you're looking at 

the opening from the other end of the plot continuum. Remember, the beginning, 

middle, and end of a story are interdependent. They all reference each other, 

which means it's possible that you will need to sort out your entire story arc in a 

rough draft before you can come up with a solid opening scene. 

5.Get feedback. 

The true test of whether or not an opening works is to have someone critique 

your story.  Beyond the usual feedback and punctuation editing, take the time to 

talk to readers. Ask them to describe the character's internal conflict and to see if 

they can identify the hook in the first paragraph that captured their attention.  

Have them pinpoint what phrases and passages throughout the first scene 

worked to keep their interest. 
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Be careful not to lead them to the answer; step back and see what they come up 

with on their own. This will really tell you whether you've nailed it or not. 

With practice, you’ll be writing openings that command attention and multi-book 

contracts in no time. 

For more information, the following websites have some excellent advice for 

opening a story. 

Author Alicia Rasley’s take on beginnings, middles, and ends. 

http://www.sff.net/people/alicia/artbeginnings.htm 

Another essay by Ms. Rasley on starting a story. 

http://www.sff.net/people/alicia/artstart.htm 

Suite 101 has a comprehensive article up on story openings. 

http://www.suite101.com/article.cfm/novel_writing/18290 

Author Ann Josephson’s thoughts on openings. 

http://www.annjacobs.us/author/tips/beginnings.pdf 

http://www.sff.net/people/alicia/artbeginnings.htm
http://www.sff.net/people/alicia/artstart.htm
http://www.suite101.com/article.cfm/novel_writing/18290
http://www.annjacobs.us/author/tips/beginnings.pdf


Vision: A Resource for Writers  50 
May/June 2005 

Chapter One, or Welcome to My 

Novel! 

By Jon Chaisson 

© 2005, Jon Chaisson 

 

There's a wonderful quote from Ray Bradbury in his book Zen in the Art of 

Writing where he describes starting off his writing day as jumping out of bed and 

landing on a landmine, and spending the rest of the day picking up and putting 

the pieces all back together.  I've always loved that quote.  I read it for the first 

time around when I started writing seriously, and even though the description of 

my writing day is very much like a lottery instead -- very random and I never 

know when I'll have a winner -- I can still use that description in other places, 

especially the beginnings of stories. 

Ask almost anyone who writes, and they'll say they were taught to start a story off 

with a bang.  Figuratively or literally, they'll drop the hapless hero into the thick of 

it.  Who wants a "once upon a time" preamble when the action could start now, 

right away?  The poor guy (or girl) will first appear in the middle of a battle, or just 

have been given shocking news that they're not ready to deal with.  Even if the 

physical action is muted, the mental action is already going full throttle.  I've 

picked up books that take this route and next thing I know, I'm twenty or so pages 

in and I haven't even bought the thing yet. If I've gotten that far and I'm still in the 

book store, chances are I know I'll enjoy the rest of it.  That's how important 
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openings are for the story, at least for me.  To be honest, it's not the "zinger" 

opening that catches me -- it's the way in which the author has dropped me into 

the middle of things. 

Trying to write such an opening to a novel, though, is another thing entirely.  

Believe me, it's one of the hardest things for any writer to do.  I've written stories 

where the action didn't start right away, using character description as the opener 

instead.  I've written stories that begin at the start of the action, or the middle of it, 

or the end of it.  I've also started off -- and this is my favorite trick -- with a bit of 

dialogue with a slight twist of discomfort to it to make the reader wonder what's 

going on. 

And in almost every instance, I've ended up heavily editing and rewriting it. 

So why is it that openings of stories are always the sections that suffer the most 

during the editing?  It could be that I'm at the same point as the eventual reader; 

not quite sure what the story is about and where it's going to lead me.  When I 

start, I’m just as blind as the reader and I'm hoping that I know what I’m doing.  

More often than not, though, I find that my theme remains the same despite the 

other editing.  It's the style of my writing that changes and evolves, leaving me to 

rewrite the beginning so it fits in with the rest.  Another reason for the heavy 

editing is the need to add in plot points that I hadn't thought of at that stage.  And 

as someone who rarely outlines his stories in advance, I do quite a bit of inserting 

with each story I write. 
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When I first started editing and rewriting my stories, I always felt it was a 

daunting task and one that I hated and tried hard each time to avoid.  I always 

tried to write each story perfectly all the way through, each time.  And once I got 

over that pipe dream, I fell into another trap -- the dreaded constant rewrite.  I 

have a still-unfinished story that has at least four completely different beginnings, 

each started because of a change in the plotline or the overall feel of the novel, 

making the original start obsolete.  I realized I was writing the same scene 

multiple times over the course of a year, and never getting any nearer to the 

end.  Suffice to say, that story went through so many permutations that I 

eventually gave it up out of frustration. 

It wasn't until my trilogy project -- one I started soon after that abortive story 

mentioned above -- that I'd decided to do what I should have done long ago: just 

write the damn thing and fix it later.  It doesn't matter if it's bad at this point.  I'm 

the only one who's reading it at the moment.   

What I soon found, however, was that it wasn't just the first chapter or so that I 

needed to fix afterwards -- once I completed the first book, I found several points 

that needed fixing, points that I otherwise might have missed if I had rewritten the 

beginning so many times.   

Seeing any of my stories that nakedly works to my advantage; not only do I see 

more of my mistakes, but the small thrills and the big accomplishments 

throughout the rest of the novel shine that much more brightly.  I savor those 
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points and rewrite the problems until I bring everything else up to that level.  And 

in the end, hopefully, I get a novel that I'm more proud of than I'd expected to be. 

* * * 

For me, openings for novels are more important than getting that wonderful 

'zinger' of an opening line.  Sure, books like Ray Bradbury's Fahrenheit 451, Kurt 

Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse Five, and John Updike's Rabbit, Run all have those 

famous opening lines that jump right out at you (and make the writers among you 

think, damn, I wish I'd written that).  It's the feeling behind them, however, the 

reason for them being there, that makes them truly wonderful openings.  Would 

Fahrenheit have worked with 90's-style irony and Guy Montag lighting up a 

cigarette?  Would Slaughterhouse have worked if Billy Pilgrim didn't understand 

what was happening to him?  Would Rabbit Angstrom have been an interesting 

character if he had no interest in watching those kids play basketball?  Certainly 

not.  And even though the now-famous opening lines are quoted endlessly now, 

it's not those lines alone that make the book.  It's the reason they're there -- to tell 

the story.  They're just words, just like any other words.  It's just that the writer 

knew which ones to use and how to use them. 

I can't say that I'll ever make it to that height, using the perfect words to shape 

the perfect opening to any of my stories, or even that any of my openings will be 

as memorable.  However, I can certainly say that I have the ability to create what 

I think is the perfect opening for my story.  And that's all that counts for any 

writer.  I'm not out to write the next Great American Novel.  I'm just out to write 
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the best damn novel I can, and one that I'm proud of.  The perfect opening is just 

an icing on the cake. 
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Punch up your Prose with Poetry 

By Lisa Janice Cohen 
© 2005, Lisa Janice Cohen 

 

“What do you write?” 

“Poetry.” 

“Oh.” 

And the conversation typically stops.  On the rare occasions when it continues, it 

is usually with some comment about how the other person hates poetry, hated 

learning about poetry in grammar school, or can’t write poetry to save his or her 

life. 

I am a poet.  Now cringe and get it out of your system.  Next, exorcise all the 

demons about poetry education in the school system and some quasi mystical 

connection your language arts teacher had with a long dead poet whereby the 

teacher had secret knowledge of what the poem means. 

Take a deep breath.  Good.  Here’s a little secret:  writing poetry will improve 

your prose. 

What is poetry? 
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When I teach poetry workshop with children, I tell them that poetry is the frozen 

orange juice concentrate of language.  It’s the ‘POW’ and the pucker before you 

put the water in.  Distill language into its essence and you have poetry. 

If you analyze your prose from a poetry perspective, you will more easily see 

where your language falls flat.  The techniques that enliven poetry will work 

wonders on your prose. 

Three steps to livelier language: 

1.  Use verbs.  Strong verbs. 

Verbs literally move language forward.  Adjectives and adverbs stall language.  

Look at the difference between these two phrases: 

             

The raptor’s shadow stretches over a frightened rabbit on the stubbled field. 

A rabbit freezes when the raptor's shadow stretches over a stubbled field. 

In the first example, ‘frightened rabbit’ uses an adjective to tell the reader what is 

happening.  In the second, the ‘rabbit freezes’.  The verb shows how the rabbit 

reacts.  The reader knows there is fear. 

Here is my final version, with line breaks: 

A rabbit freezes. 
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The raptor's shadow 

darkens a stubbled field. 

(from “The Healing”) 

In this case, ‘darkens’ is a stronger verb than ‘stretches’ for the action of the 

raptor’s wings.  Ruthlessly eliminate any forms of the verb ‘to be’ (am is was 

were are) in your poetry.  Try to be diligent in limiting its use in prose.   

2.  Make unusual comparisons. 

There are three main ways to include unusual comparisons in your writing:  

simile, metaphor, and personification.   

Simile—comparison of two things using like or as. 

I revel in long winter walks, 

study lessons written by animal tracks 

like hieroglyphs in snow. 

(from “The Healing”) 

 Metaphor—comparison of two things without using like or as 

The male, the color of a child's 

valentine against fresh snow, tucks 
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a single black sunflower seed 

inside an orange beak. 

(from “Love Notes of a Backyard Naturalist”) 

Personification—giving living characteristics to non living things and or human 

characteristics to non-human things. 

Its brambles snagged  

my winter scarf, scratched  

nail marks along the flank  

of my car. 

(from “Early Morning Berries”) 

3. Engage all the senses in your descriptions 

Don’t limit yourself to visual description.  Even though we obtain the vast majority 

of our sensory data through the eyes, remember that senses like smell and touch 

are linked by strong connections to the limbic system in the brain which ties into 

memory.  These senses can evoke powerful responses in your reader. 

For two weeks  

I let the sharp sweetness implode  
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on my blue tongue, stain careful  

fingers. 

(from “Early Morning Berries”) 

  

A light 

breeze lifts damp feathers, breathes  

through my hair, brushes the invisible 

down of my son's arms. 

(from “Summer Requiem”) 

  

A hot wind roils the curtains.   Behind 

the scent of jasmine, the acrid  

residue of smoke. 

(from “The Price of Memory”) 

  

The Revision Process 
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When I teach the process of revision for poetry, I ask students to mark every 

line:  underline the verbs, circle the comparisons, and star where there are 

sensory-rich descriptions.  If after completing the process, there are lines with 

little or nothing marked, you have an opportunity to enliven the work.  This can be 

a powerful tool in evaluating your prose. 

So even if you run screaming from the thought of poetry, try some of the poetic 

tools at your disposal.  Poetry promotes punchier prose.  I promise.   

PS:  Extra brownie points to readers who can define alliteration, consonance, 

and assonance and can find examples of each in this article.    

Original poems used in this article: 

The Healing 

You knelt on the trail, 

hands cradling my head 

while I worried about you 

worrying about me.  The fear 

came later.   

A rabbit freezes. 

The raptor's shadow 
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darkens a stubbled field. 

They arrived quickly, 

but I could see your eyes 

marking the moments between 

steep slope, sled, and ambulance. 

Sometimes the falcon 

fails, hunger 

his only prize. 

The patrol moved carefully, 

bundling me in a rigid papoose. 

Later, you told me you winced 

with each turn and bump,  

but I welcomed the pain.  

The danger passes. 

The rabbit quivers 

and returns to feed. 
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The x-ray tech 

joked with me 

until the films emerged, 

damage stark silver 

against the black. 

Five years later, 

I revel in long winter walks, 

study lessons written by animal tracks 

like hieroglyphs in snow.  

  

Love Notes of a Backyard Naturalist 

The cardinals will not mate 

until early spring, but today 

I tell you about the pair in our yard. 

The male, the color of a child's 

valentine against fresh snow, tucks 
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a single black sunflower seed 

inside an orange beak. He swoops 

between the base of the feeder 

and the hedge that hides his shy wife 

to gift her with one morsel at a time. 

When the babies hatch, he will feed 

them also.  February is far too cold  

for eggs and she will not construct her nest 

until the sun lingers late in the sky. 

Like the cardinals, we mate for life. 

When the boys are asleep, you crush 

fresh berries on my tongue. 

  

Early Morning Berries  

Its brambles snagged  

my winter scarf, scratched  
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nail marks along the flank  

of my car. Etched tattoos  

on bare limbs of the unwary. It grew  

tangled and dark in the driveway  

that separated our houses; untamed,  

unrepentant. Hard black knots  

swelled in the spaces between thorns.  

We waited: Sparrows and starlings,  

blue jays, crows. Me with my cereal bowl,  

milk in a glass bottle. For two weeks  

I let the sharp sweetness implode  

on my blue tongue, stain careful  

fingers. I flew south  

searching for more exotic fruit,  

found papaya and banana, learned  

to eat fried plantains  
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with red beans and rice.  

But the tang of blackberries  

lingered on my lips, teased me home. 

  

Summer Requiem 

I hold the body in cupped hands,   

nascent wings tightly folded 

along its scrawny torso.  A light 

breeze lifts damp feathers, breathes  

through my hair, brushes the invisible 

down of my son's arms.  He wants 

to touch its beak, straighten 

the twisted neck.  We hear birds 

call from the maples that join 

their hands above our heads.   

In this green cathedral, my son 
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hums a half-forgotten lullabye. 

  

The Price of memory 

They whisper across the small bed,  

brown leathered hands clasped.   

A hot wind roils the curtains.   Behind 

the scent of jasmine, the acrid  

residue of smoke.  In a room 

bright with pop-star posters,  

a daughter strains to hear the cadence  

of the past, the sing-song rhythms--  

the language she only understands  

in the space between wakefulness 

and sleep.  She clings to her pillow, 

tries to put a name to what's been  

lost. But her tongue was never taught 
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to shape the sounds of bitterness.  

So many conversations broken 

by the silence of denial. 

She picks her way carefully;  

speaks in perfect imitation  

of her American schoolmates,  

watches her parent's amber eyes  

fill with longing and quiet pride.    

(all poems by Lisa Janice Cohen) 

ljcblue@aol.com 

www.bluemusepoetry.com 

mailto:ljcblue@aol.com
http://www.bluemusepoetry.com/
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How Writing Nonfiction Can Help 
Your Fiction 

By Christa M. Miller 
© 2005, Christa M. Miller 

 

"Start small. Don't expect to start your writing career with a breakaway novel." 

You've probably heard that quote more often than you care to. "Get practice. 

Send some short stories out. Build your publishing credentials." All good advice. 

But short stories aren't the only way to establish yourself. Think about this back 

door: trade magazines. 

Trade magazines, as opposed to consumer magazines, are published for 

professionals in particular industries: firefighters, church workers, computer 

programmers, and many others. Many of them are outlined in Writer's Market, 

and working for them can help your fiction. How? 

• They help you get to know the trade. This is critical if you have a 

plot or character that depends on a trade.  

• They help you network. Read the acknowledgments at the 

beginnings of many novels. Authors often thank their professional 

trade sources.  

• They help you establish your credentials. Publication is publication.  

• They pay.  

• They increase your confidence in yourself and your writing ability.  
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A caveat before I continue: I don't recommend writing for trades if a minor 

character works in the relevant field, or if you really aren't particularly 

interested in the trade. You're better off doing an interview under those 

circumstances.  However, if you intend to stick with the character and his 

trade over the course of several novels, and if the trade really resonates with 

you, then writing for (and reading) trade magazines could help you learn 

basics that will help make your story feel more authentic. 

For me, the relevant trade is emergency services -- law enforcement, 

firefighting, etc. The novel I'm currently working on is part police procedural, 

and I'm planning at least three others that also feature police work. I've been 

writing for police trade magazines for nearly a year, and there's no doubt in 

my mind that it's helped me with the five items I mentioned above. 

Writing for trades has helped me get to know the job. When I started, the 

ridealongs and interviews I was doing helped, but there was only so far I 

could take them. Like many other jobs, law enforcement's been evolving 

rapidly in terms of technology, operations, etc. One cop, or even one 

department, will not necessarily have a handle on all the trends in the 

industry. Knowing what's happening in a trade gives you an idea of the 

resources your character has -- or doesn't have. 

Another way trades help your fiction is with character and plot work. For every 

article I write, I interview between five and ten people for information. Each 

one is a potential advisor, even a potential part of a character. Likewise, each 

anecdote they give is a potential plotline waiting to add creative detail. 
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The more interviews you do, the better feel you'll get for the sources you want 

to come back to for future details. The way they answer your questions, relate 

to you, and talk about their jobs all demonstrate the extent of their 

enthusiasm, which indicates the likelihood of their talking to you again. I have 

sources I still talk to after two years (even if only to tell them how I'm doing); 

other sources lasted only for one article. The best sources become your 

partners; you end up feeding each other bits of information, helping each 

other in your respective jobs. 

How do you find sources? With law enforcement, I use a number of different 

modes of finding people: 

The Internet. For a piece on school resource officers, I typed "school resource 

officer" into a search engine and from there made a list of about a dozen 

SROs from around the country. I also belong to an e-group of law 

enforcement officers. 

Shadowing. I ride along on patrol with police officers; other authors have 

shadowed detectives or administrators (and many others). Most are very 

amenable to this activity as long as it isn't likely to harm you or them. 

Professional gatherings. Try to find conferences in your area to attend. You 

often don't have to pay if you explain you're just there to network for one day. 

Keep your eyes and ears open, no matter whom you talk to or where you go, 

to find potential sources. News (television and print); friends and family; even 

your mail carrier or grocer can give you names of potential sources. 
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Writing for trades can help you establish writing credentials. Although there's 

no question that nonfiction and fiction are two entirely different forms of 

writing, everything you put into play in fiction that came from nonfiction makes 

your work more accurate, more believable. 

Writing for trades pays. Maybe not enough to survive on, but depending on 

how much you do, it can pay a nice secondary income. This, however, carries 

its own caveat: do too much, and you may not have time for fiction! The best 

way around this problem is to start with only one or two articles, figure out 

your comfort level and your income needs, and go from there. 

Writing for trade magazines increases your confidence in yourself and your 

writing ability; or, at least, it did for me. When you write for a trade magazine, 

you have to think in terms of a target audience or else the piece won't sell at 

the end of the month. You have to think of the police chief who only has 

fifteen minutes at the start of his day to read an article, or the cop tasked with 

a new initiative who has to read a wealth of information on the subject to 

know what she has to do. The article that sticks in these readers' minds is the 

one that grabs their attention quickly, holds their attention with well-reasoned 

and thoughtful prose, and wraps the whole thing up by making them think. 

Doesn't that sound familiar? Put another way, I "noodled" on my fiction for 

years without really thinking of my target readers. Writing articles has made 

me think of what they will be interested to read -- and has made my fiction 

much stronger. 
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Writing for trades isn't a guarantee of publication. It will, however, broaden 

your scope of resources, strengthen your confidence, and benefit you in ways 

you may not have considered. 
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Letting Your Subconscious Do the 
Work 

By Lenny Kraft 
© 2005, Lenny Kraft 

 

I have found that writing a manuscript comes in two different flavors for me: 

writing from the mind and writing from the subconscious. 

The former is what I've done for a long time, and it has a simple concept. I know 

what I want to accomplish with a scene, so I start building it brick by brick. I put 

down a sentence, then I start thinking about the next one. What does my 

character say next? Or does she move? How does she move? Or should I 

include some piece of sensory information? And if yes, what? I can usually keep 

that up for an hour, get 400 to 500 words done, and feel exhausted afterwards. 

Then there is the other way, which I have found rather recently. Every day, I play 

the scenes I have planned for the next day in my head. Not just once, but three, 

four, five times or more. I watch the character in the same way that I watch a 

movie -- with the intention of being entertained, not of writing it down. Of course, 

every time I watch, they act a little differently, and to me that's a good thing. I 

don't try to cling to any particularly nice detail or turn of phrase. I just watch, and 

then let go. 
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And the next day, when I sit down to write the scene, I don't have to build it. It is 

already there. All I have to do is make my analytical mind step aside for a while 

and let my unconscious pour out what it has cooked up over the night. And it 

works. I don't have to worry about how my character would phrase a question, or 

how to show that she feels out of place. I just have to type what comes to my 

mind, and not think about it too much before getting it down. By writing that way, I 

can often do 500 words in half an hour and feel elated afterwards. And when I 

reread the scene later, I often think, 'Yes, that is exactly the way I wanted to write 

it.' 

And sometimes a tiny miracle happens. A few weeks ago, I was coming close to 

the climax scene of my book. When I started imagining it in detail, I realised that 

it wasn't working the way I wanted and that it didn't have enough impact. I 

thought of several things I might do, but none of them was what I really wanted. 

So I told myself that there were other scenes I could work on until I had the 

climax figured out, and let it go. The next day when I sat down to write, I thought 

about the scene again and the solution was there. Just like that. And it gave the 

scene exactly what it needed. 

How does it work? I don't really know. I think that by turning a scene over and 

over in my head, I am sort of telling my subconscious, 'Look, this is what's 

important to me right now. Please help me with it.' This seems to be especially 

effective in the evening before I fall asleep, maybe since that is the time that 

supposedly the mind and the subconscious are the closest to each other. I also 
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think it's important to give the subconscious at least a night's time to work on 

whatever it's supposed to. 

I know this approach isn't the cure-all for writing problems. It has done wonders 

for me for a while now, and I can only hope that it will continue to do so. 

Can it help you? It might, if you give it a chance. For a few days, take your 

mental idle time (on the bus, at the check-out line, and especially in bed before 

you fall asleep) to go over the writing you have planned for the next day. Imagine 

different perspectives, different courses of action. Give your subconscious 

something to play with. 

And then trust it to do the work. 
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What's Your Point? 

Seven Ways to Better Short Stories  

By S. J. Reisner 

© 2005, S. J. Reisner  

 
“What is the point of this story?  It goes nowhere.” Sincerely, Editor.  

“I didn’t care if your characters lived or died.” Sincerely, Editor.  

Let’s face it, short fiction can be tough to write. I received numerous rejects like 

the ones above before I finally figured out what I was doing wrong. The revelation 

came to me as I was critiquing another writer’s short story. After forcing myself to 

read the entire 6,000 words I put my pen to the manuscript and scribbled the first 

thing that came to mind, “This story has no point, and I could care less about the 

characters.”  

That was when it hit me. I was not simply having a revelation about the story in 

front of me; I was describing my own short fiction. Now I should have known this 

was the problem because editors had been telling me as much for some time. 

But it took seeing the same problem in someone else’s work for me to fully 

comprehend it.  

Later that day I went through all my rejected short fiction manuscripts.  Much to 

my own surprise, my stories had too much back-story irrelevant to the plot. The 

story always started before something interesting happened. I often tossed in too 
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many characters. As a result, my characters had no depth, and no distinct 

voices. I was trying to shove too much into too little space. My plots often went 

nowhere, or were not interesting in the least. As my husband described it, “This 

happened, then this happened, etcetera, etcetera, he died.”  

I wasn’t really telling a story. Instead, I was simply sharing an irrelevant, and 

boring event in the everyday lives of a motley crew of characters. The main 

character, if the reader was able to find her amongst the variety of company, 

never changed or grew. The motivations behind my villains weren’t convincing. 

The resolutions were too simplistic and unrealistic.  

To solve this issue in my own writing, I came up with a seven-point checklist to 

make sure my latest masterpiece wasn’t just another bland story with characters 

that left the reader only feeling apathy.  

 

1. Make sure the first sentence throws the reader right into the middle of 

the action. The first sentence should be interesting enough to entice the reader 

to keep reading. “Janet’s hand met John’s face with a whip-like crack.” is much 

more interesting than, “It was a cool morning in mid-September.” The reader 

wants to know why Janet slapped John. A weather report is irrelevant and, in this 

case, has nothing to do with the story. 

2. Limit the number of characters based on their relevance to the plot. This 

gives the writer room to develop them. If Bill and Adam merely sit on the 
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sidelines watching Janet slap John, and do nothing to further the plot, they have 

no purpose. Get rid of them, or turn them into nameless bystanders. 

3. Make sure the plot is compelling. Janet and John have a fight, they break 

up, the end. This is not a compelling plot. Janet and John have a fight over his 

drug use. Janet walks out on John and as a result, he seeks help for his drug 

addiction. John tries to get Janet back, but slips into his old ways. At this point 

John realizes he has to leave Janet behind in order to overcome his addiction. 

This is much more interesting. Not to mention that John, the main character, 

grows and changes due to Janet leaving him.  

4. Make sure the information and detail you choose to add is relevant to the 

story. The fact that John has a pet ferret has nothing to do with his drug 

addiction. However, feel free to mention that John grew up in a bad part of town 

and learned quickly that selling drugs on the street was easy money. Keep every 

aspect of the story relevant.  

5. Make sure you have a clear antagonist the reader can easily identify. The 

antagonist in this story is John’s drug addiction. Janet is merely the catalyst who 

moves the story forward, making John realize he has a problem that he must 

overcome.  

6. Go through your story and make sure the protagonist’s solutions to the 

problem are realistic and not too simplistic. Make sure your protagonist 

struggles. Without struggle to overcome a difficulty, a story will fall flat. You want 
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the reader to cheer your main character on, feel bad when he fails, and feel joy 

when he succeeds. John simply walking into rehab one day and leaving clean a 

week later is too easy. Make him struggle with it. Make him yearn for the drug. 

Maybe even slip back into the habit for a short time.  

7. Make sure your antagonist has a realistic and clear motivation. Certainly, 

John’s drug addiction has no aspiration to take over the world, but it is fighting 

with John’s body and mind and ruining his life. If your antagonist is a person, why 

does he want to take over the world, kidnap the girl, or steal the Orb of Uvbah?  

Just because doesn’t cut it. Give him a real motivation. Something convincing.  

While meeting these seven criteria does not guarantee publication, it will certainly 

help you write more clear and concise stories. I’ve discovered that if I can look at 

a piece of short fiction and say, “Yep, I have all of these points covered,” it is less 

likely I will receive a rejection letter later asking, “What’s your point?” 
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It's Okay to Grieve 

By Darwin A. Garrison 
© 2005, Darwin A. Garrison 

 

Friends who write are wonderful creatures.  I happen to be blessed with one 

particular writing friend who possesses an ability to kick-start my brain (with 

hobnail boots, yet). 

One of those kick-started pocket-epiphanies occurred recently during an on-line 

chat.  The realization stunned me so much that I thought I should share it as a 

snapshot object lesson on the reality of writing. 

As I saw it, I had been experiencing some trouble putting together anything 

resembling decent prose. Of course, I am not a true professional yet, but I like to 

think that writing is one of my "natural" skills that has been polishing up nicely. 

Still, several months had passed since I had been able to string words together in 

anything resembling what I consider my "normal" mode.   

The situation did not feel like a case of writer's block. Rather, I seemed to view 

everything that hit the screen as lackluster and stodgy, obviously second-rate.  

So, I found myself pouring out my troubles to my friend. 

During the course of conversation, I tossed off a comment about feeling a lack of 

confidence since one of my submissions came back with a "thanks for trying" 

rejection. Now, I know that rejections are a necessary part of the game, and that 
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taking them in stride is required if you are going to be a writer of any sort. The 

fact is, I thought I had handled it pretty well considering that, in my opinion, the 

story had been a better than average effort. 

However, as my friend and I chatted, her probing questions made me realize 

something: I had suppressed my disappointment. 

There were a couple of things that ran through my head at that point. One is 

another published writer friend's rule for rejection: you get 24 hours to be 

mad/mourn after a rejection, then it's back in the saddle, but those 24 hours are 

for being unreasonable, not for rationalization and "moving on." The other is a 

saying of Colin Powell's: "Avoid having your ego so close to your position that 

when your position falls, your ego goes with it." 

Frankly, we all have heard expressed the dual reality that rejections happen and 

rejections hurt. You see it on all the writing boards and both published authors as 

well as aspiring authors say it all the time. Still, the temptation is to deceive 

yourself and say, "I can take it. It's all part of the game. A rejection of a story isn't 

a rejection of me." We try to accept the realistic necessity of receiving rejections 

but deny that those inanimate notices can cause us grief. 

Thing is, though, our stories are reflections of who we are. We use our memories 

and experiences, our morals and ideologies, as well as our professional skills to 

create them. Plus that little extra, the inevitable part of "me," that we inject to 

create a real and engrossing tale. 
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With all that we as writers put in, is it any wonder that having it tossed back in our 

face can be a crushing experience? 

In my case, I denied the pain, but my confidence wavered. I quit working on the 

collaboration with my friend, and other than a few paragraphs here or there, left 

writing behind. I no longer trusted my own judgment. The feeling of lingering 

inadequacy began to infect other parts of my life. My view of other efforts began 

to take on a decidedly negative tinge. 

In hindsight, I should have allowed myself that magical 24 hour grieving period. I 

should have yelled, growled, and been a complete grouch about it. The feelings I 

had needed to be acknowledged and vented. Instead, I clamped down on them 

and they festered. 

So, the lesson becomes "it's okay to grieve," with the added caveat of "for 24 

hours." I am sure there are lots of folks out there with stacks of rejections who will 

poo-poo such a sentiment but I see it as a therapeutic necessity if I am to keep 

the flame burning at all. 

As an addendum, please note that being grouchy, loud, and angry is not 

everyone's prescription for the 24 hours. Some folks need quiet time, tears, and 

chocolate. Some need exercise. The actual reaction depends on the individual. 

The key, I think, is to openly acknowledge the disappointment, and allow yourself 

to experience it; but at the end of 24 hours you move on. Like all things positive 

and healthy, the key is moderation. 
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And maybe a ready supply of Kleenex or a handy punching bag.  Ooh, lookie!  

Chocolate! 
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Alternative Keyboards 

By Paula Offutt 
© 2005, Paula Offutt 

 

I recently began researching keyboard alternatives. I don't have carpal tunnel or 

any other RSI. For other reasons, however, I do need arm support, including for 

the elbow and shoulder. I evaluated my situation to determine just what I needed. 

Where am I sitting when I do most of my writing? Where are my arms in terms of 

angle and support? What position are my wrists in? What are the angles of my 

neck and head? 

I determined that I needed arm support first. I have an excellent laptop table but it 

only offers support for my wrists, not the arms. Since a supine desk (which would 

take care of the rest of the body) is out of the budget, I looked into keyboard and 

arm options. 

Some of the arm supports out there are usable. The Wrist Wizard looks odd but 

I've heard it works. The Ergo Rest and the True Arm Support are similar and 

come with several options such as mouse support. Another option, without the 

clamps, is a support such as the Safe ForeArm, which can be used in a variety of 

positions and places. The Ergoport by DataHand is expensive but more 

contoured. It also works with non-proprietary keyboards. The problem with 

contoured arm supports is that they might not be contoured the way you need, 

since there are different kinds of contours. 
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While surfing around Office Organix, a major drool site, I came across 'split 

keyboards,' which are not one continuous piece. Some are still connected at the 

top and pivot on a point, such as the Kinesis Maxim and the Goldtouch. Others 

are completely separated into two and even three pieces. This type of keyboard 

could be positioned to fit my body and my needs. 

I found a variety of split keyboards available at different sites. The ErgoFlex, the 

ErgoMagic, and the Comfort Keyboard were intriguing. The ErgoFlex consists of 

three interchangeable pieces. The ErgoMagic is the same, except that each 

piece has its own stand, so the pieces can be tilted to different angles. The 

Comfort Standard has the three pieces on a single long platform. Each piece can 

be 'twisted' to accommodate almost any hand position (such as that required by 

someone with a fused elbow). 

Kinesis makes a keyboard called the Evolution, which can be mounted in three 

ways as well: on certain desk chairs' arm rests; on a track which looks like a 

keyboard tray; and on a desk mount, meaning it lays flat. The pieces can be 

separated to a distance of up to 17" apart, and the desk mount has the option of 

a longer cord between them. 

The pieces of the Pace Adjustable are split but attached to a single long base. 

Each piece, resting on ball joints, moves independently of the others on the 21.5" 

platform. 
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I also investigated longer keyboards, such as Kinesis's Contoured, 16.5" long. 

This keyboard has separated keys on a place for each hand. Your hand can be 

placed on any of several impressions, which place the fingers and wrists in a 

relaxed, curled position. Maltron has a similar keyboard that is available for one 

handed use. 

Some alternative keyboards are interestingly shaped. The SafeType is a good 

example of this. It is in the shape of a block 'U' (putting your hands in the 

'handshake' position) and includes mirrors to see the F keys.  

The Touchstream is foldable, can be separated, and has no buttons, just 

membrane keys. It employs the 'gesture' input method for its mouse. It also 

comes in a mini version that is recommended for one-handed use. 

The keyboards discussed so far have a low learning curve and it normally would 

not take long to learn how to use them. However, there are others that are quite 

different. The BAT keyboard has only seven keys. Input is done in what they call 

'chords'. The BAT was designed for those with limited movement and for those 

who can use only one hand. 

The DataHand is a bizarre one. Each finger fits inside 'wells' and the thumb is in 

a contoured pocket. Each 'well' has five possibilities: the four compass directions 

and down. Virtually no hand movement is required; only the finger tips move. I 

have heard that once you learn it, you can easily increase your typing speed. It 

also has a single hand version called the DataProof. 
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The orbiTouch also has no keys. It has two small mounds that your palms rest 

on. The direction of each hand determines the character input. It can even be 

used with your feet. The company that produces it claims that average users 

reach 52% of their previous typing speeds within five hours of use. 

Most of these split and/or alternative keyboards also employ macros (up to 64), 

cutting down even further on finger movement. Several have optional foot 

switches that are programmable, such as the ALT and CTRL keys. More are now 

available with USB connections. Several of them come with the option of using 

the Dvorak layout. 

The biggest obstacle to these keyboards is their cost. The DataHand starts at 

$995 at some sites, while the orbiTouch is 'just' $695. The Kinesis Evolution 

ranges from $299 to $699, depending on mount and mouse location. The Maxim, 

the split keyboard with the pivot point, is just $149 (the average cost for the 

Microsoft Bluetooth wireless keyboard). The arm supports, ranging in price from 

$130-$299, were not much cheaper. The Support for Humans website has a 

rental option that makes it possible to try one out first. The rental costs range 

from $59-$100 and go toward the cost of the keyboard if you decide to buy it. 

As for myself, I will most likely get the Kinesis Evolution Desk Mount keyboard. It 

is in QWERTY with only a few keyboard modifications and the base of each half 

is wide enough to be its own support. But because of its cost, I will have to wait a 

bit longer. Meanwhile, I dug out my old wheelchair particle board tray and will 

mount it to the laptop table. Cost? A few screws and some wood glue. 
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When I sell my first book or perhaps the second, I will spend big bucks and get 

the ErgoQuest  500 ($3695) from Office Organix or the EasyChair Workstation 

from MB Enterprises, each with a 'zero-gravity' recliner. 

The point to this article, in case you missed it, is that there are alternatives out 

there to the keyboards you find at Best Buy or CompUSA. If you consider your 

writing a career, even a career possibility, think about keyboard solutions. Yes, 

they are expensive, but so is carpal tunnel surgery. 

  

Resources: 

Forearm support: 

 http://wristwizard.com  

http://ergorest.com/eng/  

http://truearmsupport.com  

http://officeorganix.com/SafeForeArm1.htm  

Ergonomic Keyboards and trays: 

http://officeorganix.com  – mostly ergonomic furniture and computer gear 

http://infogrip.com  – all computer adaptable products 

http://wristwizard.com/
http://ergorest.com/eng/
http://truearmsupport.com/
http://officeorganix.com/SafeForeArm1.htm
http://officeorganix.com/
http://infogrip.com/
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http://infogrip.com/category_view.asp?option=keyboard   

http://officeorganix.com/Keyboardquickview.htm  

http://enablemart.com/default.aspx?store=10&dept=24  – their keyboard and 

mice page 

http://sforh.com/furniture/ergoport-tray.html  – the Ergoport tray 

http://kinesis-ergo.com/  - Kinesis website 

http://datahand.com/  - DataHand website 

http://www.maltron.com/  - Maltron website 

Supine desks and information: 

http://officeorganix.com/Eropod500.htm  – the supine desk of my dreams 

http://ergoquest.com/  - makers of the ErgoQuest 

http://members.ee.net/mdbailey/products2.htm  – the Easy Chair Workstation 

http://bb.1asphost.com/supine/default.asp  – plans for a homemade supine desk 

Other resources: 

http://safecomputing.com  

http://ergodirect.com  

http://infogrip.com/category_view.asp?option=keyboard
http://officeorganix.com/Keyboardquickview.htm
http://enablemart.com/default.aspx?store=10&dept=24
http://sforh.com/furniture/ergoport-tray.html
http://kinesis-ergo.com/
http://datahand.com/
http://www.maltron.com/
http://officeorganix.com/Eropod500.htm
http://ergoquest.com/
http://members.ee.net/mdbailey/products2.htm
http://bb.1asphost.com/supine/default.asp
http://safecomputing.com/
http://ergodirect.com/
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http://backworks.com  

http://backbenimble.com  

http://sforh.com/index.html  

http://snow.utoronto.ca/technology/products/alternate-keyboards.html  – an 

excellent resource site; also has information on how to determine your need 

http://backworks.com/
http://backbenimble.com/
http://sforh.com/index.html
http://snow.utoronto.ca/technology/products/alternate-keyboards.html
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Market Report:   

Mar's Market Report #9 

By Margaret McGaffey Fisk 

© 2005, Margaret McGaffey Fisk 

 

Publication announcements from members of online writing communities are 

valuable resources for writers at the beginning of their careers. Though the 

communities may contain members at many levels of publication, overall, 

markets listed in these announcements tend to be open to new writers. 

All the markets presented in this column came from a publication 

announcement. I receive announcements from various sources including Vision; 

The Critter's Workshop; Online Writing Workshop for Science Fiction, Fantasy, 

and Horror; and the SF and Fantasy Workshop. These announcements are all 

available online. They list markets at varying levels of payment so if you use 

these resources, be careful to research the market yourself before submitting. 

Even the list below should be used as a signpost, rather than a definitive 

answer about any market as situations do change. Reputable sites such as 

www.ralan.com are good places to get the latest news. Ralan's and Quintamid 

Market Database have been known to have information not yet listed on the 

publisher website. However, always check the publisher's guidelines as well. 

http://www.ralan.com/
http://www.quintamid.com/q/mdb/list/TA------
http://www.quintamid.com/q/mdb/list/TA------
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While not all the markets that appear in this column might offer "pro" rates, 

they all provide some compensation.  In my opinion, offering payment is an 

indication of the editor/publisher's commitment and so, in many cases, markets 

with some compensation are more likely to stay around because they have 

considered the economics of running a publication. 

  

Genre Science Fiction 

Title Analog 

Editor Stanley Schmidt, Editor 

Address 
475 Park Ave. South 
11th Floor 
New York, NY 10016 

Sub Email analog@dellmagazines.com 

Specifics 

Looking for any type of science fiction story, whether the 
science is physical, sociological or psychological, where 
the story would collapse if the scientific element were 
removed. The stories must be realistic and strong as 
well as believable. Note: Overbooked on long stories so 
looking for stories under 7,500 words. 

Requirement 
Looking for short stories between 2,000 and 7,500; 
novelettes between 10,000 and 20,000; and serials of 
40,000 to 80,000 words. 

Payment 

Pays $0.06-$0.08 (6-8 cents) per word up to 7,500 
words, $450-$600 for stories between 7,500 and 10,000 
words, and $0.05-$0.06 (5-6 cents) per word for longer 
than 10,000 words. Fact articles are $0.06 per word (6 
cents) 

URL for site http://www.analogsf.com/ 

URL for 
guidelines http://www.analogsf.com/information/submissions.shtml

mailto:analog@dellmagazines.com
http://www.analogsf.com/


Vision: A Resource for Writers  93 
May/June 2005 

  

Genre Dark Fantasy and Horror 

Title The Third Alternative 

Editor Andy Cox 

Address 
TTA Press 
5 Martins Lane 
Witcham, Ely, Cambs CB6 2LB, UK 

Sub Email None 

Specifics Looking for modern dark fantasy and horror as 
well as borderline mainstream material. 

Requirement Up to 40,000 

Payment 2 pence per word ($0.037 US or about 4 cents 
per word) 

URL for site http://www.ttapress.com/publTTAcurrent.html 

URL for 
guidelines http://www.ttapress.com/publTTAguides.html 

  

http://www.ttapress.com/publTTAcurrent.html
http://www.ttapress.com/publTTAguides.html
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Genre Science Fiction, Fantasy, Horror, and 
Unclassifiable Stories 

Title Tales of the Unanticipated 

Editor Eric M. Heideman 

Address 
PO Box 8036 
Lake Street Station 
Minneapolis, MN 55408  

Sub Email submits@totu-ink.com (questions and queries 
only) 

Specifics 

Looking for strong stories with interesting 
ideas, believable people and good writing, 
especially those that retell an old idea in a new 
way. Willing to help promising writers hone 
their craft. They do provide feedback for every 
submission. To understand their editorial 
preferences, read the magazine. Check the site 
for specific reading periods. 

Requirement  Stories up to 10,000 but no serials 

Payment $0.015 to $0.02 (1.5 to 2 cents) per word 

URL for site http://www.totu-ink.com/ 

URL for 
guidelines http://www.totu-ink.com/guidelines.phtml 

  

mailto:submits@totu-ink.com
mailto:submits@totu-ink.com
http://www.totu-ink.com/
http://www.totu-ink.com/guidelines.phtml
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Genre Flash 

Title Flash Me 

Editor 

Jennifer Michaels: Senior Editor 
Cal Bates: Editor 
Elizabeth Hull: Editor 
Laura E. Comerford: Editor 
Comateta M. Clifton: Editor 

Address None 

Sub Email flashmemag@yahoo.com 

Specifics 
Open to any genre of fiction as long as it is a flash 
piece, but excessive gore, violence, profanity or sex 
are not acceptable. 

Requirement All stories must be under 1000 words. 

Payment See guidelines. Between $5 and $20 for flash 

URL for site http://www.angelfire.com/biz5/authors/flashme.html 

URL for 
guidelines http://www.angelfire.com/biz5/authors/guidelines.html

  

mailto:flashmemag@yahoo.com
http://www.angelfire.com/biz5/authors/flashme.html
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Genre Sword and Sorcery, Sword and Planet, or 
Swashbuckling Historicals 

Title Flashing Swords 

Editor Howard A. Jones 

Address None 

Sub Email sandseditor@sigecom.net 

Specifics 

Looking for swashbuckling historicals, sword and 
sorcery or sword and planet stories with 
definitions in the guidelines. Stories available to 
review on site. 

Requirement between 3000 and 6000 words 

Payment $0.01 (1 cent) per word up to $60 

URL for site http://www.swordandsorcery.org/fs/vol1-iss1-
cover.asp 

URL for 
guidelines http://www.swordandsorcery.org/guidelines.asp

  

mailto:sandseditor@sigecom.net
http://www.swordandsorcery.org/fs/vol1-iss1-cover.asp
http://www.swordandsorcery.org/fs/vol1-iss1-cover.asp
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Book Review:   

The Marshall Plan for Novel Writing 

A 16-step program guaranteed to take you  

from idea to completed manuscript 

Reviewed By Julie Anne Eason 
© 2005, Julie Anne Eason 

 

Okay, I have to get something off my chest.  I am sick to death of being told I 

can't write fiction for money.  You know, the cliché advice in too many how-to 

writing books --"It's about the art, not the money."  Don't get me wrong, I 

understand the sentiment behind this advice.  After all, you're about as likely to 

make real money off your novel as you are to walk out your front door and have a 

stork drop a tidy bundle of $1,000 bills on your head.  So you'd better enjoy the 

process, or why bother?   But I only have so much time, and I don't want to waste 

it guessing at how to write a novel that will sell and pull in the kind of numbers 

that will allow me to sell my next book.  

If you, like me, would enjoy writing as a career rather than a hobby, then The 

Marshall Plan is the book you've been searching for.  It does not recycle the 

same old platitudes and advice that have circulated university classrooms and 

how-to books since the invention of the printing press.  What it does is set out an 

actual step-by-step plan for how to formulate an idea, generate characters, plot 
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the entire story, interweave plot lines, insert plot twists in the right places, format, 

write a synopsis, and, heaven forbid, actually sell the manuscript. 

Now, if you are the type who likes to fly by the seat of your hand-me-down jeans, 

hates the "O" word (outline), and wouldn't dream of telling your muse to take a 

hike because you have deadlines to meet, stop reading right now.  This book is 

not for you.  You will feel imprisoned by all the structure.  I like structure; it keeps 

my fertile mind from running away with me and wasting precious time.  I like 

knowing where I'm going, though I admit freely that I will take a detour if it looks 

interesting.  But I always have a map in the car, just in case. 

The author, Evan Marshall, is a novelist and an agent -- a successful agent who 

knows what sells and what doesn't.  I checked his website, sales, and client list 

 just to be sure he knew what he was talking about and that the information was 

pertinent to today's industry.  He does and it is. 

The book starts at the beginning, where all good books should, although this is 

not with characters, plot, or even setting.  It starts specifically by asking what 

genre you should be writing in,  Every novel will be put into a category at some 

point.  Sound restricting?  It isn't.  If you think you're writing a "genre-less" book, 

you just haven't taken a good look at all the genres out there.  Marshall lays out 

four pages of them to make the point that genres aren't there to label you or 

pigeon-hole your work.  They are there because each one has its own set of 

rules.  If you want your book to sell, you better know what those rules are.  How 

do you find out?  Read books in the genre. 
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The next few chapters cover precise methods for creating your premise, themes 

and characters (including special tips on romantic involvements).  One of the 

most useful pages in the book contains a chart breaking a book down by genre 

what the expected word count is and how many scenes you should have per 

character for the beginning, middle, and end of your story.  Let's be realistic here; 

Harry Potter aside, no publisher is going to buy a 400,000 word fantasy novel.  

There are rules; you have to follow them... at least the first time.  

The real meat of the book discusses plot, and specifically outlining.  Marshall's 

method uses terms and concepts I've never seen in a how-to book before.  

Concepts like action sections, reaction sections, connectors, and story modes.  

He takes you step-by-step through his outlining process.  He teaches exactly 

how to interweave plot lines of major and minor character for maximum impact, 

as well as how to keep track of them so you don't forget to tie up loose ends.  He 

tells how to create conflict in every single scene, escalating tension and 

suspense.  He describes how and where to create those plot twists and surprises 

that you have always been told need to be in the story.  He explains viewpoint 

writing, so you know how much description, emotion and backstory is enough.  

When you finish writing your outline, you have what most writers end up with as 

their first draft, only you haven't even started writing yet.  You have saved time 

and energy by planning ahead.  What's more, you have no excuse for writer's 

block because everything is right there in front of you.   

Solid roadmap = faster writing = more novels = more money.  Yeah! 
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Beyond the plotting techniques, the second most useful piece of information in 

this book is how to write a synopsis.  This information is so often glossed over in 

how-to books, and it is the one thing most writers hate to do more than anything.  

Marshall walks you through step-by-step and provides an actual sample synopsis 

for a published book.  I used his instructions to write the synopsis for the novel I 

had just finished.  It worked like a charm.  This one chapter alone is worth the 

purchase price of the book.  He also briefly discusses agents and queries, but 

most of that is a re-hash of what other writing book says about the subject. 

Marshall makes no bones about the fact that this is only one way to write a book.  

It is not for everyone.  But I, for one, feel like I found the Holy Grail, the secret 

rulebook of writing successful commercial fiction.  I've read enough to know that 

there are rules, patterns, and structures that every book follows.  I spent years 

and years trying to figure them all out on my own.  All I ever wanted was for 

someone to tell me what the rules were so I could concentrate on the creative 

part.  Now I know.  Thanks, Mr. Marshall. 

The Marshall Plan for Novel Writing 

By Evan Marshall 

Writer's Digest Books 

ISBN# 1-58297-062-9 
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Website Review:   

A Treasure Trove: www.HollyLisle.com 

Reviewed By Valerie Comer 
© 2005, Valerie Comer 

 

www.hollylisle.com  

Just over three years ago I decided, for the umpteenth time, to get serious about 

my life-long dream of writing.  As I had done many times before, I went to the 

library and started taking out all the books on writing, several at a time.  Some of 

them were simplistic while others were challenging, and I began to notice that 

many of the better ones were published by Writer's Digest.  I found their website 

and discovered that very little information there was free.  I couldn't afford to start 

buying memberships or books on a whim.  What if nothing ever came of this little 

idea of mine?  Writer's Digest did, however, have a list of links to 101 best sites 

for writers, and that is how I found http://www.hollylisle.com. 

Holly Lisle, in case you didn't know, is the founder of Forward Motion (FM), and 

at that time she was actively leading the FM writing community.  I didn't figure 

that out for several weeks, however.  HollyLisle.com is a treasure trove of 

information all by itself.  Without the valuable tidbits found within its virtual walls, I 

can guarantee my writing would have been much slower to take off, if it ever 

had.  If you've never had a good look around, come with me.  We'll take a tour 

together.  Be warned: if you are a serious seeker of good writing skills, you may 

http://www.hollylisle.com/
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need a hard hat.  There is much more to be discovered than what shows on the 

surface.  Steel-toed boots and a pickaxe may be needed when performing the 

hard labors demanded by the interactive areas.  Ready? 

Holly's site is loosely divided into five parts.  First is the introduction to her as a 

person and as a writer.  Here, you will discover how Holly made the leap into full 

time writing and the ups and downs along her path since then.  Her 25th book will 

hit the stands this summer, so she has done something right; this site is a 

monument to the 'how' of her success.  This first section also includes Holly's 

bibliography.  If you enjoy fantasy and science fiction, be sure to pick up some of 

her novels and give them a read.  Her most recent foray has been into romantic 

intrigue. 

The second section, called Tangible Magic, is for her readers.  Holly's fans will 

find not only many first chapters of her novels, but also several short stories, 

poems, and even two complete novels in free downloadable form.  That, 

however, is just the tip of the iceberg. 

Like many writers, Holly does in-depth world-building before ever beginning a 

novel.  Much of this information does not appear in the books themselves, but is 

available here for the avid reader.  Some of the tidbits she shares are maps of 

her worlds, sketches of her ships, floor plans of houses, and workings of magical 

systems.  She also describes in detail calendars and curses that pertain to 

specific works. 
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As interesting as fans will find these nuggets that are not explained in the books 

themselves, they are also of great use to the writer who is looking to learn craft.  

For instance, here you can compare the background information with what 

actually appears in the novels.  Although only a portion of the world-building that 

she does for her novels is put out on public display, it is still a useful glimpse into 

a challenging profession. 

The third section is for writers, and this is where your steel-toed boots and 

pickaxe will come in handy.  Many gems are located here, but they are not lying 

around just waiting to be picked up and put into a fancy setting.  Instead, most of 

the jewels can only be discovered, cut, and polished by thought, imagination, and 

hard work.  I highly recommend that you download Holly's free ebook, called 

Mugging the Muse: Writing Fiction for Love AND Money.  You can either save it 

to your hard drive for quick access or print it out in order to refer to it for writing 

how-to's at any time.  If you have read every writing book on the market and are 

starting to get jaded by "five things every writer should do," rest assured that you 

will find Holly's book to be practical.  It is not meant to be an exclusive treatise on 

writing a novel; it is a collection of essays and workshops on various aspects of 

writing.  Holly provides tips that have worked for her in the past in the hope that 

her experience may give another writer a helping hand.  She knows each tip will 

not be for every writer every time, including herself. 

Also listed in the sidebar are various essays and workshops.  Some of these are 

duplicates from what is found in Mugging the Muse; others have been added 
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since the ebook was last updated.  Many of them were also published in Vision: 

A Resource for Writers.  Although there are repeats, it is worth your time to 

double-check both lists.  Where else can you learn How to Write Suckitudinous 

Fiction, or How to Create Scenes that Move Your Story Forward?  How about 

subjects such as Notecarding: Plotting Under Pressure, or Honing Your Talent: A 

Workshop, or the newest addition, Creating Conflict: or, The Joys of Boiling Oil? 

Not incidental to the writers' section of Holly's website are links to Forward 

Motion Writers' Community.  Remember that she is the visionary and founder of 

the site. 

The fourth section of the site is Free Stuff.  Here you will find the link to Mugging 

the Muse.  Two of Holly's novels are downloadable through Baen Free Library 

(links provided) in various file formats.  While there, check out the many other 

free ebooks by other Baen authors.  

Finally, the last section of Holly's site includes various about-the-site links.  

Awards, copyrights, site hosting and programming specifics are found here.  

Other links include her former weblogs as well as her current writing diary.  

Watching the day-by-day progress and frustrations of a full-time novelist through 

the diary is an education all in itself. 

Some readers who find their way to HollyLisle.com may think they have 

discovered just another author's website.  They peer through the window and see 

a writer at work, then go away with a warm fuzzy feeling of knowing they have 
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seen something special, and yet remain unaware of what it is.  We writers know 

that this site is far more than warm fuzzies.  To us, it is like a working museum.  

We come with our hard hats on, and our pickaxes at the ready.  Here we can 

learn how to recognize the jewels of good writing, dig them out, bring them to 

light, polish them  
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New on the shelves! 

As a writing community, we are always pleased to announce publications by 

site members.  Check out the Forward Motion Bookstore as well! 

Help a 
deserving 

author! 
Preorder  

Holly Lisle's  
Last Girl 

Dancing today! 
Barnes & Noble 
Amazon.com  

  

Midnight Rain  

By Holly Lisle 

is available at your local bookstore  

  

 

 

  

http://www.fmwriters.com/fmbookstore/enter.htm
http://search.barnesandnoble.com/booksearch/isbnInquiry.asp?userid=Fq7pwZ3BWu&isbn=0451411978&itm=10
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0451411978/qid=1114877371/sr=2-2/ref=pd_bbs_b_2_2/002-8851153-2908813
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Ghosts in the Snow  

by Tamara Siler Jones  

is available at your local bookstore. 

 

  

 

Dog Warrior  

by Wen Spencer  

is available at your local bookstore. 
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Catie (Site member CEMurphy) has just confirmed the titles for 

her Bombshell novels. They will be The Cardinal Rule, The 

Firebird Deception, and, assuming they buy it, The Phoenix 

Law. The Cardinal Rule will be out in December 2005 from Silhouette 

Bombshell! under the pen name Cate Dermody. 

Her first book, Urban Shaman, will be out in June.  Be sure to check out this 

issue's Interview with her as well! 

 

Lynn Viehl's (S. L. Viehl) If Angel's Burn made it to the U.S.A. 

Today Best Seller List! 

She has just signed a contract for four devotional novels.  

  

http://lazette.net/vision/Issue27/Interview.htm
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Sarah Jane Elliott's (Site member Dolphin Girl) short story, 

Blood Ties, will appear in Fantastic Companions, edited by 

Julie E. Czerneda. It has an April 2005 release date from 

Fitzhenry & Whiteside. 

And that's her story that inspired the cover! 

  

 

Lazette Gifford sold her second chapbook collection to Yard Dog Press.  Star 

Bound will be out soon.  She will also have half of a Yard Dog 'Double Dog' 

edition (Think Ace Doubles).  

She also signed a contract for two science fiction books with Aio. 

Between a Rock and a God's Place will appear in the October 2005 issue of 

Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine. 

The Rites of Spring is available at Twilight Times Ezine and will be available in 

a print edition soon. 

 

 

http://www.twilighttimes.com/apr05/l_Gifford28.html
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Carter (site member arrvee) has a dark mainstream/borderline horror short 

story, Real Monsters, appearing in volume 8, number 2 of The Harrow. 

 

Site member Welder of Fire (Nemesis) has a poem, Waking Up, that will be 

appearing in the June 2005 issue of KidVisions 

 

Site Member Violet's short story, To Chase the Dark, appeared under the name 

Michelle R. Rasey in the Gothic Revue. 

 

Site Member Gisele L.'s poem, Magic Cure, will appear in the September issue 

of KidVisions. This is her third consecutive poem published there. 

 

Justin Stanchfield (Site Member Justinvs) received the James B. Baker Award 

for his short story Steel Birth. Also, another story, Winter's Touch, will appear 

in Black Gate #8. 

 

Site Member DreamingArrow's debut story, Just a Bet, will appear in the 

September 2005 issue of KidVisions. 

 

http://www.theharrow.com/
http://samsdotpublishing.com/kids/main.htm
http://www.gothicrevue.com/
http://samsdotpublishing.com/kids/main.htm
http://samsdotpublishing.com/kids/main.htm
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Erin Hartshorn (Site Member Erin_M_H) sold her first short story, Snake in the 

Grass, to Carnifex Press for their Clash of Steel: Book 2 - Assassins chapbook. 
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Submissions 
One of the fun aspects of working on Vision is helping a new writer find an

article subject, and then helping them through the steps of refining the idea

and writing and editing it.  However, as I pointed out previously, I have less

time to do that if I have to rework too many articles just to fit the guidelines.  

Vision generally runs, in the PDF version, between 160 and 200 pages. That's a

lot of material to edit, format, and make into three distinct versions (html,

PDF and Palm) every two months.  

So, here are the things I want the rest of you to consider when you're writing

an article for Vision:  

Read the guidelines and follow them.  If you have a question about the

guidelines, email me at zette@cableone.net and ask. 

Don't write an article and send it off without proofing.  In fact, read it more

than once.  Let it sit for a day or two, even if you are running late.  I would

rather have a well edited late article than a messy one sent on time. 

Don't worry about the theme of the upcoming issue and think that your article

won't fit in.  I want anything that has to do with writing, from how you think up

a story to finding a proper pen. 

If you love writing and have anything at all that you can offer to other writers,

consider writing 500-2000 words for one of the upcoming issues.   

mailto:zette@cableone.net
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Have favorite writing-related books or web sites that you think could help

fellow authors?  Consider writing a short review of them.  I am especially in

need of web site reviews! 

Did I mention reading the guidelines? 

 

Writing for Vision is a lot easier than most people assume, and a few of our

writers have gone on to sell material they first published in Vision, or to use

the 'sale' as part of a resume to get a job at some other publication.  

So, let's work together and get the next issues done.  

Oh, and do go read the guidelines...  

I am interested in all facets of writing, from first-person experience articles to 

genre-specific how-to’s and informational articles about your area of 

specialization – whether that be history or science or nursing or long-distance 

running – and how and where your specialty can be used correctly by writers. 

Write something that will help other writers, and I'll be interested in taking a 

look. 

Starting in 2004 Vision will pay half a cent per word for articles.  That's not 

much money, and I'm going to be asking a lot for that half cent -- both ezine 

rights as well as the right to publish anything we choose in a POD 'Best of' 

Anthology at the end of the year.  By printing the anthology, we hope to make 
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back the funds that I will be putting into Vision to buy the articles and perhaps 

even make enough to fund the following year's article acquisitions. 

I will be limiting the number of articles bought, and 2000 words ($10) will be 

the cut off point for payment.  All the other guidelines remain the same.  I will 

be looking for articles on theme-related, general writing and genre topics.  If 

you have some suggestion that you think might help another writer, consider 

writing it into an article and submitting it to Vision. 

We strive to maintain professional standards.  Manuscripts must be 

professionally formatted, as free from spelling and grammatical errors as you 

can make them, and in what you perceive to be final draft form. We will not 

welcome massive rewrites of a piece after we have accepted it – when we 

accept it, we consider it pretty close to finished, and will only edit it to our 

standards. If we feel that it need massive rewrites, we won’t accept it. 

If you have any questions, or wish to query about an article, email  

Vision@lazette.net  

Please note that Margaret Fisk is now the Features' Editor and will handle all 

the review articles.   

Guidelines: 

Articles must be at least 500 words with 2000 words as the 'soft' top.  I'm 

willing to go over that count if the article needs it, but payment stops at 

mailto:Vision@lazette.net
mailto:margaretfisk@comcast.net?subject=Vision%20Articles
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2000 words.  

Check your spelling and grammar!  Also, if you are from a country that does 

not use US spelling conventions, let me know in the email.  That will stop me 

from making several 'corrections' before I realize they aren't mistakes.    

PLACE YOUR TITLE AND YOUR NAME AT THE TOP OF THE DOCUMENT.  I 

hate having to go search through emails, checking attachments, to figure 

whose article I'm actually reading.   

Title 

By 

Your Name 

Use one of these fonts: Courier, Courier New, Times New Roman, Verdana or 

Arial, 12pt.  

Double space your manuscript.  

Do not indent . 

I would like submissions to be made in either Word Doc files, or .rtf files, 

and as attachments to the email. (I believe that WordPerfect allows .rtf 

saves, doesn't it?)  If you use Works, a regular file will do, although (at least 

in the 4.5 version I have), this program also allows for an .rtf file save.   
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A plain text copy (.txt) can be sent, but be certain to mark any italics like 

this: *before and after the section in italics*, and bold likes this: _before and 

after anything in bold._  If you cannot do attachments, use the body of the 

letter as the last resort.   

Indicate book titles with italics.  And yes, that means if you are doing a Word 

doc or rtf that you can use actual italics and not an underline to indicate 

italics. (This is not common submission procedure, but it's far easier for me 

since I can cut and paste to my wysiwyg web page editor.)   

Do not use an underline for emphasis.  Underline on websites indicates a 

link, and people often send emails to say the link is not working.  Use italics 

or bold.   

NO HTML code except for links, and those written in this fashion:  

http://www.whatever.com/this.htm  

Provide the ISBN #s and publishers for all books mentioned or reviewed.  Do 

this by adding the title, author, publisher  and ISBN# at the bottom of the 

file.  The same is true for articles -- be certain to cite them.   

An additional note to Word users: You should turn off the 'smart quotes' 

option in Word which can be found under Tools-AutoCorrect and then the 

tabs AutoFormat while you type AND Autoformat.  Also uncheck the symbol 

replacement for --.  While Smart Quotes look really neat on the screen, they 

sometimes translate to funny little squares that cannot be taken out with 
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the 'find-replace' feature, but have to be hunted down by hand.  If you are 

submitting anything electronically, you will very likely hear back from the 

editor on these.  And remember -- a lot of print publishers are now asking for 

electronic copy for their end as well. 

We've been receiving very good articles, and I hope that all of you look at 

the list of upcoming issues at the bottom of this page  and choose something 

you feel comfortable with writing about.  

We are also still looking for general genre-related articles.  If you would like 

to write an article on how to research romantic settings, the proper use of 

codes in spy thrillers, etc., let us know.  The genres we like to cover in each 

issue are:   

  Fantasy  

  Historical Fiction 

  Horror  

  Poetry  

  Romance   

  Science Fiction  

  Suspense & Mystery  

  Young Adult & Children  

  Young Writer's Scene 

Upcoming Themes:  
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• July/August #28 Types of publication (Deadline June 10th) 

The world of publication has changed drastically with the advent of the 

Internet.  What are the different venues in both print and electronic 

formats, and what should writers know about both?  

• September/October #29 Celebrating Genres (Deadline August 10th) 

Romance, fantasy, sf, mystery, horror and more -- the world of genres is 

filled with wonderful treasures.  As a writer, what are your favorites and 

what do those genres included?  

• November/December #30  Character creation (Deadline October 10th) 

Characters can talk to us in our heads and keep us awake at night, but 

what does it take to make them live on the page?  

And remember that I'm always interested in any writing-related articles! 

Thank you!  

Lazette Gifford 

Managing Editor 

Questions?  Queries?  Submissions?  Email me! 

 

mailto:vision@lazette.net
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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@comcast.net  

Copy Editor: 

 Ellen Wright  

Copyright Information 

http://lazette.net/vision/submit.htm
mailto:Vision@lazette.net
mailto:margaretfisk@comcast.net
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Entire contents Copyright 2005, Forward Motion E-press. 

All rights reserved. Reproduction in whole or in part without 
permission is expressly prohibited, except that the entire issue 
may be freely distributed, so long as it remains complete and 
unchanged. 
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