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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 
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Volume Six, Issue 32 
March/Aril, 2006 

Entire contents Copyright 2006, 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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About This 

Issue 

Issue # 32 

March/April 

2006 

 

This issue we have a plethora of interesting articles on all sorts of writing-related 

subjects.  Take a look at Darrell Bain's words of wisdom for epublishing, and 

Debbie Ridpath Ohi's words of warning when looking at on-line work.   We have 

articles on  writing action scenes, dialogue, avoiding procrastination, and 

overcoming writer's block. 

I think you'll find it an interesting issue!   

I'm also always happy to hear from readers who enjoy Vision.  It's nice to know 

when you find something that is helpful.  Suggestions for future articles is also 

welcome! 

Good luck with your writing in 2006! 
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Upcoming Themes: 

Remember that theme articles are only a small part of the issue, and I always 

need articles on other aspects of writing.  Please submit material!  We are open 

to writers at all levels of publication, and I'm as likely to publish a new author as a 

known one. 

May/June (Deadline April 10th) -- Creating Descriptions

Do you have a favorite bit of description from a book you've read?  Why not 

analyze why it works for you? Or write about how description works, and 

how to create it. 

July/August (Deadline June 10th) -- What are The Rules? And when can 

you break them? 

Don't use 'ly' words, don't write partial sentences, don't ... there are dozens of 

rules we see in writing all the time.  What are they?  Why do they work, and 

when don't they? 

September/October (Deadline August 10th)-- Learning from other 

genres 

Limiting yourself to one genre, both in writing and reading, is ignoring a 

treasure trove of helpful information. Your romance might benefit from a little 

mystery, and your science fiction from a little romance. What can we learn 

from genres outside our own? 
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November/December -- Children aren't stupid

Writing for children does not mean 'dumbing down' a story.  Characters, 

experiences, and voice play important roles in children's books.  What are 

some of the tricks that can help adults think like a child again, but

communicate like an adult? 
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Editor's Note: Expressing Yourself 

By Lazette Gifford 
© 2006, Lazette Gifford 

 

Writing is a wonderful excuse to say all the things you wouldn't say in real life -- 

to be rude, catty, and even occasionally brilliant.  We create characters to 

assume the qualities that appeal to us in some ways, and even our villains are 

manifestations of what we see as the worst qualities of being human.  This is true 

even when the villain isn't human -- we write creatures that we can relate to, for 

either good or bad. 

It's better than any role playing game because you really do get to make the 

rules... but you have to live by those rules during the book, too.  And sometimes 

it's hard for a character to continue to be brilliant, especially when the author isn't 

feeling particularly bright that day. 

But we have rewrites, the other part of writing that makes it better than role 

playing, and sometimes better than real life.   

Writing is your chance to say it all, though.  Throw caution to the wind and use 

words you wouldn't say in real life, and even let your characters explore the wild 

side. 

So go on -- write some characters that express everything you want to say and 

do.  Live a little -- at least vicariously.  You may find that the characters are some 
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of the more interesting and fun to write ones that you've created.  And you're 

readers will enjoy them, too. 
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Workshop: Painting a Scene 

By Lazette Gifford 
© 2006, Lazette Gifford 

 

Part One:  The Undercoat 

Most often when we write the description of a scene we use broad strokes, 

covering the word canvas with generalizations that set the reader in the right 

frame of mind, and give them a reference point to view the action.  Sometimes 

that's even enough. 

The rain fell relentlessly, sending small rivulets of water down the walls of Old 

Town, and gathering in a muddy slough along the curbs.  The sun, nearly down, 

cast shadows across the alley as Bailey stood at the edge of the building and 

watched for his contact. 

This is the undercoat.  It gives the bare necessity of description so that a reader 

would need to experience the surroundings, but the details are limited. 

Your Turn: 

Go to the nearest window and look out while you count to ten. Afterwards, return 

to your computer and write a single paragraph of what you saw.  Don't try for too 

many details.  This should be just enough to cue the reader about the basics of 

the scene. 
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Part Two: The Second Coat 

If a character were walking along a street, hurrying out of the rain, the details that 

I gave in the first part would likely be enough. Giving too much detail can slow 

the story down, and that, in turn, makes it feel as though the character is not 

hurrying.  Match your description to your mood; someone hurrying doesn't see a 

wealth of detail. 

But in my paragraph, Bailey is waiting for someone.  In that case, he's likely to 

notice more detail of his surroundings. 

 The rain fell relentlessly, sending small rivulets of water down the walls of Old 

Town, and gathering in a muddy slough along the curbs.  The smell of wet 

cement mingled with the scent of the fish fry place two doors behind him, and 

laughter barked from the tavern across the street.   

Bailey pulled his trench coat collar up trying to stop the water from gathering at 

his neck and running down his back.   The sun, nearly down, cast shadows 

across the alley.  Neon lights flickered to life as he stood at the edge of the 

building and anxiously watched for his contact. 

This combines not only the setting, but some information processed by Bailey -- it 

puts him in the scene and allows us to look at it through his eyes. 

Your Turn: 

Take the scene you previously wrote and expand on it in a way that would make 
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it interesting to a story.  You can add a character, add buildings, fields, a river -- 

whatever you want to the setting that may not be in the original scene, or you can 

go back to the window and note more details that you didn't use before.   

Part Three:  The Details 

The previous section added more details and under some circumstances this 

might again be enough.  However, you can still add at least one more layer of 

information -- the more minute details of the world.    

The rain fell relentlessly, sending small rivulets of water down the blue and white 

pealing-paint walls of Old Town, giving the buildings a look of oozing sores.  The 

water rushed across the debris-strewn and cracked sidewalk, gathering in a dark, 

muddy slough along the crumbling curbs.  The tangy smell of wet cement 

mingled with the inviting scent of the fish fry place two doors behind him, and 

laughter barked from the brightly lit tavern across the street... but no one else 

came out into the rain.   

Bailey tugged the ragged collar of his trench coat up, vainly trying to stop the 

water from gathering at his neck and running down his back.   The sun, nearly 

down, cast ebony shadows across the alley.  Garish neon lights flickered on in 

unnatural glowing greens and crimson reds, mirrored in the moving water and 

growing puddles.  Bailey stepped back from the illumination and stood in the 

darker shadows at the edge of the building, anxiously watching for his contact. 

In this final version I've added in details that only someone looking closely would 
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notice -- someone standing in a place who has time to uses his senses, or who 

knows the area so well that he's built up an accumulation of sensory data and 

can share it. 

Your Turn: 

Add one more layer of sensory information to your scene.  Don't limit it to sight 

and sound -- taste, smell and touch are just as important in some scenes.  In this 

case let your imagination play with the setting, and even if it isn't something 

specifically in your original scene, add in things that would make it more 

interesting. 

  

Remember when you are painting a scene to make the level of detail correspond 

to what your character has time to see.  Someone running through the dark, rainy 

night is apt to sense the more jarring aspects -- the bright neon lights, the barking 

laughter.  

Choose details with care, and always remember that you are painting a picture 

for your readers, so give them the details that will help them see what you see in 

your mind. 
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Interview: Darrell Bain -- Stepping into 

the Future 

By Lazette Gifford 
© 2006, Lazette Gifford 

 

  
Photo By Mary Nicklow 

If you haven't heard of Darrell 

Bain, here are two facts to 

consider: 

• He is Fictionwise.com's 

top selling author of the 

year for 2005.  

• His ebooks are 

outselling those of the 

'big name' authors.  

Obviously, he's doing something 

right, and Vision tracked him down 

so we can learn from his 

experiences. 

Darrell Bain etched a spot for himself in ebooks, a section of the writing world 

where it's hard to draw readers – at least, for most writers. His career clearly 

shows that ebook publishing can produce not only good books, but also turn a 
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profit.  Darrell Bain's novels include both humorous and serious works 

spanning many genres. Of course, Bain makes it look easy: He has thirty-six 

ebooks already published, and twenty-seven in print or soon to be scheduled 

to be printed.  

What are his secrets?  He shared a view with Vision's readers! 

Be sure to visit Darrell's Website at www.darrellbain.com/ 

  

Vision: You have been named Fictionwise.com's best-selling author of the 

year, beating out many authors who are in both print and electronic formats.  

What do you think the reason is for your success? 

Darrell:  Well, it's not only Fictionwise. My books have 

also enjoyed tremendous success at ereader.com, the 

other big electronic book store, and the competition 

with nationally-known best-selling authors is even 

fiercer there. 

I've been mulling this question over myself, and I'm not 

sure I can give you a definitive answer. It's not like I'm 

the greatest writer in the world. I know my limitations, and I don't believe I'm in 

the same league as King or Niven or Bujold when it comes to the technical 

quality of my writing. I'm getting quite a lot of mail from fans now, but I can't figure 
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it out from their letters, either. What I do gather from them is that my stories 

include subjects that are interesting and sometimes controversial, such as sex, 

race, religion, politics, and so forth. Mind you, I don't set out intentionally to be 

controversial, nor do I most of the time delve very deeply into those themes. 

However, those and other topics dear to the heart of our contrary species usually 

creep into the stories, perhaps because most of them are subjects I find eternally 

fascinating. But basically, I just try to tell a good story in the traditional fashion: 

create some characters, give them some problems,  get them into trouble, then 

get them out of it. 

So back to the question. Why my popularity? Here are the best answers I've 

been able to come up with. First, I don't write really long novels. They move 

right along and before you know it, you're finished and asking, "Is that all? I 

want more!" Lots of fans want to know if I'm going to do sequels to various 

novels (and I have for some of them), so perhaps length is some of it. It's like 

the news producers say: "Always leave 'em wanting more." Second, I write in 

more of a narrative style than a lot of other modern authors, probably 

because I like the narrative style when I'm reading a book myself. The 

narrative method of writing has sort of gone out of vogue, and I personally 

don't think it should have. Sometimes telling is better than showing and I don't 

care what the writing instructors say. I don't do all narrative writing, but I mix a 

lot of it into my stories.  

Anyway, the proof's in the pudding, as the saying goes, and my success, 
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when stacked against so many other notable writers, may be an indication 

that there's still a lot to be said for my particular style. Third, unless I'm doing 

pure space opera, I try not only to keep my science accurate, but to use 

things which have been in the headlines; prions, for example, or autism. 

Readers can relate to stuff they understand. I don't get really technical but I 

do give some explanation for how particular mechanisms might work if 

projected a little father into the future. And last, I try to throw a little humor into 

my books. Why make your characters so serious all the time? Everyone 

laughs and tells jokes occasionally, and I have most of my characters do the 

same, particularly the Williard Brothers in the series I'm doing with them. 

That's about all I can come up with, and I promise, I'm not this long-winded 

when I'm writing a book! 

Vision:  What drew you to electronic publishing? 

Darrell:  Oh, boy, I kind of hate to go back over this, but I may as well be 

honest about it. After I got my first computer back around 1990, the first thing 

I discovered was how easy it was to type using a word processing program. I 

had always fiddled around with writing, but my poor typing skills (I'm self-

taught) put me off. With the advent of computers, that changed (and as a 

sidebar, computers greatly expanded the number of prospective writers in an 

already overcrowded field; I'm no exception to this). 
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One of the first things I did after learning the ins and 

outs of my computer was to write a novel, The Pet 

Plague, the first I ever completed. I bought a writer's 

market book and looked at the list of agents, then 

picked one at random. I made as bad a choice as I 

possibly could have. In fact, I couldn't have made a 

worse choice had I tried! I picked the absolute biggest 

crook in the business, one with a line of blarney perfectly geared to my naivety 

and trusting nature.  

To make a long story short, over the next several years I was scammed out of 

a lot of money, and, unknown to me, my first manuscript and those of several 

other books I wrote in the meantime weren't even being sent to prospective 

publishers. When the house of cards finally collapsed, the crooked agents 

were sentenced to well-deserved prison terms, but it left me bewildered and 

despondent. I was in the same position as any other person who's been the 

victim of a bunko artist: I couldn't believe I had been so stupid. 

Anyway, for a while I was so depressed that I did no writing at all, other than 

short humorous stories about life on our Christmas tree farm, descriptions of 

my ineptitude as a househusband, and local events; a lot of them involved our 

pets... I made no attempt to publish those little stories and skits, but just sent 

them to friends and family to enjoy. They got a lot of laughs. My stepdaughter 

passed some of them out where she taught school and the other teachers 
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kept asking for more. Colleen and her friends finally asked me why I didn't 

collect the stories into a book and try to have them published. I did, and sent 

them to a few major publishers but got no bites. Desultorily, I posted the 

collection on a web site for prospective publishers and agents to look at, not 

really expecting anything to happen. But heck, it was free, so why not? Now 

this was just when e-publishing was getting started and there was a big 

demand for manuscripts of any kind. A few days later I got an e-mail from a 

publisher who wanted to publish the collection as an e-book, something I 

hadn't heard of at the time. Shucks, why not? I told myself. So I did. 

And the rest, as they say, is history. I went on to have all my novels and non-

fiction to date published, although at first the royalties were minuscule, to say 

the least. And then Fictionwise opened its doors, vastly increasing distribution 

of e-books, followed shortly by ereader (formerly known as palmdigitalbooks). 

My sales shot up and almost immediately my books became best sellers at 

both sites. All my science fiction and thrillers since then have been best-

selling e-books. 

So that's the story. I might mention here that most of my books are also in 

print as trade paperbacks. They're available at Amazon and B&N on-line and 

can be ordered by bookstores, but most of my sales are still coming from e-

books. 

Vision:  Has your career gone the way you thought it would? 



Vision: A Resource for Writers  19 
Issue 32 -- March/April 2006 

Darrell:  Not at all, considering that I started writing in about 1990, and other 

than a few shorts in obscure magazines had nothing published until the advent of 

the e-book industry around 1997 or 98. By the way, I'm still looking for a 

reputable agent. 

Vision: What sort of marketing do you do?  Do you think it's important for e-book 

authors to have a good web presence? 

Darrell: I don't do much marketing, mainly because I've never had to. As I said, 

almost from the day my first e-book made an appearance at Fictionwise, I've 

been a best selling author so far as e-books go. What marketing I have done with 

my trade paperbacks never made much of a difference, so far as I can tell. 

I do believe authors should have a web site and keep it up to date. Since opening 

my web site (www.darrellbain.com), I've seen a great increase in fan mail. A 

newsletter helps, too, but I'd suggest making it available at your site rather than 

maintaining a mailing list and sending it yourself. My newsletter certainly 

increased traffic at my web site. It comes out every month and is archived on my 

site. Here's a caveat: don't just talk about your books. In my newsletter, I try to 

write about subjects I think readers might be interested in other than myself or 

my books, though I do mention some of them from time to time.  

As an example, one of my newsletters told about our tool-creating and tool-using 

dachshund. Another went into love vs. lust and another talked about comic strips. 

And I always write about a number of subjects each issue, so if readers aren't 



Vision: A Resource for Writers  20 
Issue 32 -- March/April 2006 

interested in one thing, maybe they will be in another. I really like doing the 

newsletter, too, and have had a lot of positive feedback. One of my fans also 

started a newsgroup devoted solely to discussion of my books. It can be joined at 

darrellbain@yahoogroups.com. 

Vision:  I saw that you just signed a movie option for your book Sex Gates.  

That's unusual for an e-book.  How did it come about? 

Darrell:  Well, as I said, most of my books are also available in print. The Sex 

Gates is the only one of my trade paperbacks which has had noticeable sales, 

though still not that many. The e-book sales have been much higher. It's just a 

matter of the print books not being in a national distribution network, something 

few print-on-demand books manage. The Sex Gates was a huge seller as an e-

book and, including print sales, has already assumed the status of a science 

fiction cult classic. As you said, it's very unusual for an e-book to get a movie 

option, even one also published as a print-on-demand paperback. On the other 

hand, I felt from the day I finished the book that it would make a great movie, with 

all the room in the world for a series. 

Vision:  Do you foresee any changes coming in the e-book industry?  What 

would you like to see changed? 

Darrell:  Yes, I see the e-book market growing, but it's going to remain 

comparatively small until we see a good e-reading device at a reasonable price 

with a long battery life, one that's marketed in book stores and computer sections 
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of department stores and so on. I don't know when that will come. The new Sony 

e-book reader looks very promising. It will go hundreds of hours on a couple of 

AA batteries and the print has the look of paper books. It's based on E-Ink 

technology which is just coming on the market. 

Right now, the vast majority of the reading public still has no idea that e-books 

can be read on hand held devices as well as desktop computers. Shucks, you 

can even read e-books on the new Palm phones! Most are read on Ipaqs and 

Palms and devices like that. 

Vision:  What suggestions would you give to new 

writers?  

Darrell::  The best advice for any new writer is to write! 

And read! I've never run across a writer who isn't also a 

reader. But constant practice at writing is the real key. 

There are a few of us who have so much natural talent 

that they don't need the practice. Most of us do need to 

write a lot and keep writing as much as possible, myself 

included. I began writing fifteen years ago with not the slightest idea of the 

techniques taught in writing courses. In looking back at the manuscripts I wrote 

then and comparing them to some of my latest ones, I can certainly see the 

difference, although I will say I think they came out pretty well for first efforts.  

However, I'm not really sure how much good writing courses, as presently taught, 
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do for new authors. Heck, I was a ninth grade dropout and essentially stopped 

paying attention to anything at school past the seventh or eighth grade. I did take 

one college English course and skated through it, but my degree is in Medical 

Technology. I skipped all that stuff taught in high school and started college with 

a GED. It was only after I began having a lot of success with e-books that I went 

back and looked at some of the monkey tricks and techniques writers use to 

create a good story. I was able to put a few of them to use then, where I doubt I 

could have earlier. I repeat: if you want to be a writer, write! And keep writing! A 

couple of years ago I taught a community class in creative writing for a local 

college. I discovered that aspiring writers think there exists a magic formula for 

turning out good fiction. There just isn't one. Like any other craft or profession, 

you have to work at it to become good. Which would you choose for eye surgery, 

a beginning ophthalmologist or one who's done hundreds of the operations with a 

good success rate? You'd choose the one who's practiced a lot, wouldn't you? 

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

hand at any others? 

Darrell:  I do mostly science fiction and suspense/thrillers these days, along with 

humorous action/adventures, but I've already published work in most other 

genres, including romance. I believe experimenting with different genres makes 

me a better writer. Pure fantasy is about the only genre I haven't tried and I'm 

thinking about attempting it. The romance I wrote, Hotline to Heaven, was done 

at my mother's request. Out of curiosity, I tried my hand at erotica  -- and despite 
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what a couple of the reviewers at Amazon said, The Sex Gates is not erotica. I 

offer the opinion of the Science Fiction Chronicle, which reviewed it, as my 

authority. Taboo Love is the title of the erotica I tried. It didn't come out too well. 

Vision:  Who has influenced your writing? 

Darrell:  Without doubt, Robert A. Heinlein has been the biggest influence. He 

was a great storyteller, especially in his earlier novels. Having said that, I'll go 

back to what I mentioned earlier. A writer is a reader and I believe everything we 

read that we enjoy probably creeps into our creations in one form or another.  

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

be using it, if it is? 

Darrell::  Certainly the internet is a good tool. In fact, it's hard to imagine a writer 

not using it nowadays. There's a wealth of advice and support groups on the net, 

as well as help for just about any problem you can think of. I belong to numerous 

groups involved with and about writing, but the best part of the internet is how 

easy it makes your research. I used to get a lot of my facts wrong, but hardly 

ever do now. And if I do, one of my fans will be sure to let me know! The internet 

makes it much easier to submit queries and manuscripts, too. I just wish more of 

the major publishers would accept manuscripts by e-mail. I suspect some of 

them don't simply as a way of holding down the enormous amount of 

submissions they are inundated with. 

Vision:  How has writing changed who you are or how you see the world? 
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Are there themes that matter most to you? 

Darrell:  Yes, indeed. For one thing, writing helped me realize how many crooks 

and shady characters there are waiting to take advantage of gullible people, not 

just writers but in every endeavor. I will say that I took advantage of being 

scammed myself. I used the experience to write a novel about a scam artist, 

Hotline to Heaven. As another example, writing books with some political content 

made me get into politics more -- and, sadly, realize just how self-serving most 

politicians are. One more example: The Sex Gates made me delve much more 

deeply into how the other half of our species thinks and feels than I had ever 

done before. Themes which matter the most to me are the ones I've previously 

mentioned: sex, politics, religion, and race. Add war to that, along with medical 

care and probably a good many other themes. I read a great deal, including 

newspapers, magazines, and articles on the net about these subjects. All of them 

are at least touched on in my writing, some more than others. 

  

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

Darrell:  I've dabbled with writing since I was eleven or twelve, but only got 

serious about it after I got my first computer. I've been writing at a fast clip ever 

since, but my career certainly hasn't progressed as I thought it would. After some 

successes in e-books, I thought I could finally find a decent agent and/or have 

some of my books accepted by the major publishers. It hasn't happened. Agents 
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who are good are generally so busy they tell me they can't take on new clients, 

and with the plethora of prospective writers generated by the personal computer 

age, the major publishers generally won't look at unagented manuscripts. Catch-

22.    

Vision:  What is your average day like? Do you write every day?  

Darrell: I spend the first few hours of the day answering mail, reading the paper 

and articles of interest on the internet, and generally clearing up any leftover 

business. Most of my writing is done mid-morning and afternoon. I take breaks 

fairly often and relax in my easy chair with a book. I write just about every day, 

but it's nothing I feel compelled to do. I just enjoy writing. It makes a good second 

career for my retirement years, too!  

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?  

Darrell: I have a collaboration with Gerry Mills about a 

revolt in America, which should be published early this 

spring. It will be followed by, or perhaps appear at 

about the same time as, a science fiction novel dealing 

with a future where whites are discriminated against as 

much as blacks were during the Jim Crow days of the 

South. This is the other side of the coin from my most 

recent offering, The Melanin Apocalypse, where a man-made virus is in the 
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process of killing most blacks, and racial warfare erupts in America and the 

world. I'll be getting together a collection of the short stories I've done recently, 

and I have another Williard Brothers novel in the works.  

I'll probably do a couple more short stories. I got back into writing short fiction last 

year and have enjoyed doing it more than I thought I would (a consequence of a 

lot of practice since my first ones, I believe). After that, I'm not sure. I'd like to put 

together another volume of the e-mail between myself and Will Stafford, similar 

to Toppers. Lots of readers thought the first book was hilarious and I have 

enough material for at least one more book in a similar vein. I'd like to do a semi-

biography about my brother (whose web site is www.videoexplorers.com), and 

there are a few more ideas for novels percolating around in my mind but not 

ready to break loose yet. I'll also be busy with the editing of a number of my 

books which are going into print. And, as mentioned, some of the fans want 

sequels to several of my books. If I do any sequels, they would be continuing the 

stories of either Savage Survival or Alien Infection, or yet another Williard 

Brothers novel (the fans of that series are really devoted to the zany, adventure 

loving,  politically incorrect characters). 

Vision:  Thank you for taking the time to do this interview. Any last words you'd 

like to say to our readers? 

Darrell:  Thank you for the opportunity to appear in your magazine. It's an honor. 

I sincerely hope the readers enjoy it. Mail to me can be sent from my web site, 

www.darrellbain.com or from the People Page at www.sff.net. And last but not 
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least, the views espoused by my characters are sometimes, but certainly not 

always, similar to my own. I'll leave it to readers to try to figure out which! 

Be sure to check out Darrell's website at www.darrellbain.com 
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Before You Respond to an Online Job 
Listing 

By Debbie Ridpath Ohi 
© 2006, Debbie Ridpath Ohi 

 

The Internet contains a wealth of information and can be a boon to the freelance 

writer looking for work. However, it's also home to countless scam artists hoping 

to take advantage of hopeful writers, especially on job boards where anyone can 

post for free. Be sure a listing you're responding to is legitimate. 

Clues that should make you cautious about a job or market listing: 

• Misspellings and grammar mistakes. 

   

• Fees to apply or to submit your work. 

   

• Recommendations to use a paid service (e.g. editing). 

   

• Buying a copy of the publication is required to see your published work. 

   

• A contact e-mail address that is not a primary domain. For example, if a 

company called "Foobar Press International" uses a Hotmail address. 

   

• Requests for personal financial info, like bank account or Social Security 

numbers.  

Do your research 

If you're concerned about the legitimacy of a company, ask other writers whether 
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they've heard of it. Check the Writer Beware site, run by A.C. Crispin and Victoria 

Strauss. Do a Google search on the name to see what comes up. 

Here are some other useful resources: 

Avoiding Writing Scams: Advice From Those Who Know By J.A. Hitchcock 

http://www.writing-world.com/rights/scams.shtml 

How To Sniff Out Literary Scams 

By Marcia Yudkin 

http://windpub.com/literary.scams/yudkin.htm 

Avoiding Online Job Scams 

http://www.privacyrights.org/fs/fs25a-JobSeekerPriv2.htm 

  

Other tips 

Even when you find what seems to be a legitimate market listing, be sure to find 

out the following: 

• What rights are they asking for? If you're not sure what the terms used 

mean, check out Moira Allen's article, Understanding Rights and 

Copyright. If it's a work-for-hire project, for example, be aware that you're 

giving away all rights to your work, including your copyright. The 

publication will have the right to edit, alter, reprint, or resell your material, 

and may also choose to run the piece without your byline. 

   

• How much payment are they offering? Don't assume they're paying cash; 

some publications "pay" in contributor's copies or a percentage of 

advertising income instead. 
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• Make sure you have contact info for the market or company other than just 

an e-mail address. That way you have another means of reaching them if 

things go wrong (if you're not paid, for example) and the e-mail address 

stops working. 

• Get a written contract, or at least save any e-mails detailing obligations of 

both parties. Never rely solely on a verbal agreement, no matter how 

much you trust the other party; one of you may innocently forget some of 

the details. I usually send a follow-up e-mail after a phone call or series of 

discussion e-mails to confirm the terms of our agreement. That way, if any 

question comes up about what was and wasn't in the agreement, I can just 

forward that one e-mail.  

Good luck with your job hunting! 

Debbie Ridpath Ohi 

http://www.inkygirl.com 
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Writing the Freelance Newspaper 
Article 

By Cliff Hightower 
© 2006, Cliff Hightower 

 

The woman walked into the newsroom, handed the editor her story, gave him a 

quick smile and left. He laid the story down and continued typing on an editorial. 

After he finished, he picked the story up, gave it a once-over and threw it back 

down on the desk. 

"This story is ..." he said, ending his sentence with an expletive usually not used 

for publication, but widely known in newspaper offices across the country. 

Within seconds, the boss rang up the freelance reporter on the phone, gave her 

a lecture on the basics of newspaper reporting and scolded her for not putting the 

most important information toward the top of the story.  

Yes, this is a true story. 

And all that fuss was over a religion piece. 

Newspapers across the world publish freelance material daily, intermixed with 

the writings of staff writers and correspondents. But most journalists do not share 

one dark, tightly held secret of many newsrooms with the public, and would 

absolutely not share it with the freelance writer. 
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It is one thing to be rejected. It is another thing for your story to be handed 

around the newsroom, perused by editors and reporters and solemnly 

acknowledged as the joke of the day. 

Many mistakes made by starting freelance reporters can be easily corrected. It 

takes analyzing the newspaper a bit and, most importantly, realizing that 

newspaper writing and reporting are completely different from writing a school 

essay. Here are some suggestions to solve the top mistakes freelancers or those 

who hope to become freelancers make: 

1. As mentioned above, a newspaper story is not an essay. I've seen stories 

come in with a lack of attribution and a lack of sources. Newspaper writing is 

about what other people say, not about what the writer says. 

2. Dumb down the words and get rid of the fancy adverbs. It surprises me to this 

day how many people want to write a newspaper article filled with flowery images 

or, even worse, take the technical jargon of their sources and stick it into the 

story. While the lawyer may understand Latin phrasing throughout the story, 95% 

of the reading public won't. Write for the reader. 

3. The most important rule of all: write for the reader. This is also the most 

controversial and problematic, and is where those in the newsroom often don't 

see eye to eye with those who are not. The source says, "You have to put 

something about Jimmy in the paper because Jimmy was instrumental in getting 

this together." Many freelance or beginning writers say, "Sure; I don't want to 
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make source mad at me or he might not tell me anything in the future." So, they 

put it in and an editor cuts it. The writer is mad. The source is mad. The writer 

calls the source and says, I put it in the story, it's the nasty newspaper people 

who cut it.  

First of all, if Jimmy was instrumental in getting the thing together, go talk to 

Jimmy and see what he says. If you're writing for a larger newspaper, the focus 

of the story is information, not people. Think of it this way: put your information 

through a test. Being a former police reporter, I use the accident test. Ask 

yourself, when people pass by a car accident and start rubber necking, what are 

they looking for? Do they want to know the name of the cop who's taking the 

accident report? Do they want to know the name of the ambulance driver taking 

the victim to the hospital? The answer to both questions is no. They want to know 

the name of the person in the accident to make sure it's not one of their own 

loved ones or someone they know.  

4. Beware of the New York Times lead: the 40- to 50-word lead that keeps going 

and going and going. It is the lead written by the avid newspaper reader who 

fancies his writing is equal to that of the likes of Rick Bragg and Jenny 8. I turned 

in a few of these leads myself during my first news writing class in college. I 

failed every time I turned them in. One, the Times has its own style that doesn't 

translate well to most other newsrooms. Two, most of those reporters have been 

writing newspaper articles for years and know how to turn a 40-word sentence on 

a dime and make it translate well to most of their readers. 
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I recommend that you pick up two books: The AP Stylebook and The Associated 

Press Guide to Good News Writing. When starting out in the world of journalism, 

first write for giving information. As you progress in your news writing, you'll be 

able to find ways to play with the language and develop your own style. 

It will keep your stories from being heavily edited. More importantly, it will keep 

them from being passed around the newsroom. 

Cliff Hightower is a newspaper reporter with the Chattanooga Times Free Press 

in Chattanooga, Tenn. He is certain the first news story he ever wrote and tried to 

freelance to the local paper ended up passed around the newsroom. Years later, 

they hired him for some reason.  

Contact Cliff Hightower at c_hightower@hotmail.com. 
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The 7-Day Blockbusting Crash Course 

By Filip Wiltgren 
© 2006, Filip Wiltgren 

 

The Marvelous 7-Day Blockbusting Crash Course is a product of caffeine, 

positive thinking, and an overdose of self-help books. It is the nightmare of 

writer's block and the bane of empty pages everywhere. And it actually works. 

Here's how. 

First of you need to set aside a week. If you have a tight schedule, try handing 

your assignments over to someone else, pushing them forward, rearranging the 

deadlines, or simply forfeiting them. Why? Because during this week you won't 

be doing any writing. That's right, no writing whatsoever. No fiction, no faction, no 

journal entries. Nothing. The keyboard is for chatting and sending instant 

messages -- if you absolutely must. But if you can beat your internet addiction, 

don't write anything at all. 

The next step is best done in the bathroom. Every morning when you wake up, 

go stand in front of the mirror. Look at yourself and touch yourself in the chest 

with index and middle fingers (imagine a drill instructor poking a recruit), and say 

in a loud and clear voice, "This will be a wonderful day."  

That's affirming, making positive statements. Affirmations work on the principle 

that if you say something often enough it will become true. And, strangely 
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enough, they do work, which says something about the power of the mind -- or 

the lack thereof. 

Now smile at yourself. You like yourself, and if not, the least you can do is 

pretend. Say, "I'm the greatest writer in the world. I can write anything, anytime, 

anywhere." Say it again. Loud. If you feel silly doing this (and if you've never 

used affirmations before, then you will) try screaming it. Or saying it in the 

shower where no one will hear you. 

If you've got someone you trust to support you, like a partner or very good friend, 

say it in front of them. Make them agree and confirm it. That makes the 

statement even truer. But don't leave anything to chance. Tell them beforehand 

what you expect them to do, so they won't be surprised or act inappropriately. 

And don't think this lets you off the hook about talking to yourself. This is only an 

addition. 

Say it. "I'm the greatest writer in the world." Say it every time you're about to 

open a door, every time you sit down and every time you wash your hands. And 

every time you see yourself in the mirror smile at yourself and say that this is a 

wonderful day. 

These affirmations prepare your subconscious, peppering it with positive images, 

erasing all those "can'ts" and "don'ts" you've been deluged with for your entire 

life. They level the ground for the big one, the major affirmation that will set your 

writing mind free. More on that later. 
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You also have to start moving in the morning. Do the Sun Salute, do calisthenics, 

or jump up and down every morning. Get yourself into motion, get your heart 

pumping, and flush the sleep hormones from your mind.  

Find something that works for you, whether it's pushups, aerobics, or running a 

mile before breakfast. Anything will do as long as you give your fitness a quick 

boost. The goal is to get you ready for the day and raise your base fitness. 

Remember, if you're fit you'll rest while writing, and if you aren't you'll be doing 

some serious physical labor even while sitting perfectly still. And if writing is both 

psychological and physical work then you're twice as unlikely to do it. 

Let's return to the first rule again. Absolutely no writing! I mean it. You might start 

feeling good after a day or two, but don't fall for the temptation to sit down and 

write. You're supposed to energize your mind into a frenzied craving to writing. 

Don't waste that on a single afternoon of messing around with your latest 

manuscript. You'll wake up the next day and feel like you're back in the grind. It's 

simply not worth it. Go jogging instead, or read a good book. 

Even better, find a friend you haven't spoken to in a while and hug him. Physical 

contact is vital to humans. If you give someone a hug you'll lift their spirits and 

your own. And it's not every day that you're able to lift two people at the same 

time. 

When the affirmations start to feel all right you can try inserting other affirmations. 

Do you feel that you're procrastinating? Try saying, "I do what I need to do right 
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away." 

Those are in addition to "I'm the greatest writer in the world. I can write anything, 

anytime, anywhere." Remember, you're the greatest writer in the world. Not a 

good writer, not a great writer. The greatest. That's important. 

Your mind has been steeped in our negative society your whole life. If you're a 

great writer or, heaven forbid, a good writer, then your subconscious will find 

cracks in your armor to slip the negative thoughts through. "I'm good but I'm not 

that great." "I'm great but there are bound to be people who don't like my writing. 

I need to be sure that everyone will love my work or nobody will like me." And so 

on and so forth. 

But if you're the greatest writer in the world those things don't matter. You're the 

greatest. There are poor analphabetic children in Sudan learning to write by 

scratching a stick in the sand just so they'll be able to read your book. Madonna, 

the Pope, and the ghost of Theodore Roosevelt are waiting to read your book. 

And they'll all absolutely love it. They'll be sending you fan mail. That's right, 

you'll get fan mail from the Pope. Probably an absolution as well. Positive sharks 

like that swimming around in your subconscious will gobble up any doubts it 

might otherwise have spawned. 

And while you're at it, try some visualizing. See yourself writing "the end" and 

sending your manuscript off. See the glorious reviews, the hordes storming 

Barnes and Noble to get a copy, and the desperate 3 A.M. calls from publishers 
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begging you to sell them the fifth reprint paperback rights. 

Ok, you've been affirming yourself for six days. You've read Dynamic Characters, 

The Courage to Write and Writing the Breakout Novel. You're full of enthusiasm, 

or at least a mild curiosity to see what all of this will generate. Now's the time for 

the coup de grace. 

Starting right after you've had your morning affirmations you'll start affirming 

"Tomorrow I'll write a lot." Affirm it as many times as you can and in addition to 

your usual affirmations. The closer you get to turning in for the night the more 

you should affirm it. When you put your head down on your pillow, think, 

"Tomorrow I'll write a lot, I'll get up and write a lot." Don't leave room for doubt. 

Make sure it is the last thought in your head before you fall asleep. "Tomorrow..." 

During the night your subconscious will be working on all the things you'll write on 

the morrow. Soaked in hundreds -- nay, thousands -- of positive affirmations, it 

won't rebel at the thought of you doing great deeds. It will listen to what you've 

said, spit in its metaphorical hands and say, "Let's do it." 

You'll wake with the perfect sentence tolling like a great bell in your frontal lobes. 

So what are you waiting for? Go write it down! 

  

Works Cited: 

Dynamic Characters. Nancy Kress; ISBN: 1582973199. 

The Courage to Write. Ralph Keyes; ISBN: 0805074678. 
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Writing the Breakout Novel. Donald Maass; ISBN: 158297182X. 

  

Filip Wiltgren is an on-off writer. When he's on, he spews forth pages so fast a 

million monkeys hacking away at a million typewriters randomly writing the 

collected works of Shakespeare would be envious. When he's down, he can't get 

himself to touch the keyboard even if everything else is covered in razor wire. 

Such days he does a lot of relaxations and affirmations and, when everything 

else fails, curls up in his wife's lap and complains. 

When he isn't imitating Dr. Phil, Filip works as a freelance writer and game 
designer. He's based in Sweden. 

Comments are appreciated at filip[replace with at-sign]wiltgren.com 
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Thriller: Writing the Action Scene 

By Linda Adams 
© 2006, Linda Adams 

 

One of the things I like the most about thrillers is action, action, and more action.  

The story is exciting, dangerous, and suspenseful all at the same time.  Action, 

high stakes, and a ticking clock.  What could be better? 

But action is one of the most difficult types of writing.  Too fast-paced, and the 

reader gets lost; too slowly-paced, and the reader gets bored; too over the top, 

and it starts to lose credibility points.  Worse, some writers simply duplicate what 

they saw in the last Hollywood film. 

However, Hollywood films are not good examples of action scenes for books.  

Action scenes in movies are eye candy, designed to give the viewer a visual 

"Wow!" at the awesome feats.  But all these action scenes flash by in just a few 

seconds.  The viewer doesn't have time to even think about how impossible that 

stunt is.  In a book, the reader is with that scene a lot longer.  She has more 

opportunity to say, "Wait a minute.  They can't do that."  And the moment she 

does, you've lost her. 

So what goes into an action scene?  More than just writing a lot of chaotic things 

going on at once and punctuating it with short sentences. 

Stakes 
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The best way to write an action scene for a thriller is to start with the stakes of 

the story.  The stakes have to fit the payoff of the action at the end.  The reader 

won't believe it if a villain kills 100 people, tries to kill the hero five times, and 

blows up a bridge during rush hour -- and all he wants is money.  The stakes 

must justify the action. 

Planning 

Plan for the action scenes well in advance.  Let's suppose your heroine needs to 

know judo for the action scene at the end of the story and maybe even one 

particular judo move that saves her life.  That means that, throughout the story, 

her judo skills need to be brought up again and again.  Particularly pay attention 

to anything that will ultimately be critical for the reader to "get," and keep bringing 

it back in where appropriate. 

Likewise, if the story demonstrates that the heroine has all these fantastic skills, 

have her use them at the end to help herself.  One of the most disappointing 

books I read was Dying to Please by Linda Howard (spoiler alert).  The author 

sets up that her heroine is extremely competent -- a bodyguard who knows 

martial arts and is an expert marksman.  Even when she gets into trouble near 

the end, the author continues to suggest that the heroine is going to use her skills 

to find a way out.  I'm expecting the heroine to do some serious action against 

the villain, and instead she is rescued -- and uses none of her skills. 

Plan for the action scenes and follow through with the plans. 

Pacing 
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Pacing doesn't apply to just the action scene itself; it also applies to the scenes 

before and after.  Too much sustained, uninterrupted action for too long can 

actually tire out the reader.  Eventually, it becomes boring.  The intensity of the 

action is heightened by having peaks and valleys -- places where the story 

changes pace and slows down.   

I treat it like a roller coaster ride.  When I know I have a big action scene coming 

up, I'll slow the pacing down, and then start to ramp it up at the end of the 

chapter.  Then, before readers starts feeling overwhelmed by the action, I'll slow 

the pacing back down again to break the tension and give them a breather.  And, 

of course, as the story nears the end, everything should come together in a major 

rush of action and speed (it is a thriller, after all).  But a functioning story structure 

is necessary for this type of pacing to be possible. 

Goal 

Each action scene should have a goal.  Sometimes it's easy to say, "Well, I need 

an action scene," and drop one in.  But that disrupts the story.  Like any other 

element of the story, there should be a story-related reason why an action scene 

exists. 

Credibility 

For the scenes themselves, start with the credibility.  Make sure the action is at 

least credible enough that the reader can suspend disbelief and believe that it's 

possible.  Particularly with thrillers, it's easy to go overboard and shoot past the 

credibility line in the attempt to be more thrilling.  Dan Brown's Angels & Demons 
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has a scene (spoiler alert) where a character jumps out of a plane using a small 

square of cloth as a parachute.  I had a hard time believing the character would 

survive such an action.  You want people remembering the great book, not the 

over-the-top action scene that didn't work. 

Unnecessary Details 

Watch out for unnecessary details that can disrupt the flow of the action.  In one 

of Clive Cussler's books, he interrupts a scene where a helicopter is about to 

crash to explain why the helicopter has to crash on a particular side.  This stops 

the fast pace of the action scene, and it isn't needed for the reader to understand 

what's going on. 

Other unnecessary details include descriptions of setting, descriptions of 

characters, and explanations of how something works.  These are better left to 

sections of the story where they can be more effectively used and the reader can 

enjoy them.  In an action scene, they're just distractions. 

  

Ticking Time Bomb 

Whenever possible, use a "ticking time bomb" to create a deadline that will be 

devastating to the hero.  It can be the real thing -- a bomb ticking away -- or 

some other deadline, as long as something terrible will happen if the heroine is 

too late.  Imagine your hero trying to reach the heroine before the rope breaks 

and she falls to her doom -- and he has to cross a field of bad guys who are 

determined to stop him.  Suddenly the scene takes on new dimensions as the 
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reader grips the arms of her chair wondering what's going to happen next. 

Keep It Simple 

Let's face it: it's both a strength and weakness of the thriller genre that the stories 

can get very complex, and this comes through in the action scenes.  There can 

be so many different elements that it can be hard to keep track of what's what.  

Too many things, and the reader has trouble staying in the story.  Matthew 

Reilly's Temple had such an overcomplicated plot that it ultimately overwhelmed 

the final action scene for me. 

Select a primary point of view character for the scene, and then focus on the 

thread for that character.  Some "channel surfing" between scenes may be 

necessary, but as stated above, each in-between scene needs to have a strong 

reason for being there. 

Again, overall story structure plays a huge role.  If the rest of the story isn't 

working well, the final action scene of the book can become chaotic and 

confusing, and can fall apart. 

Dot the I's and Cross the T's 

Choreograph the action scene through a character's eyes, working out all the 

details.  The details go right down to how many bullets there are, the layout of the 

room, where the gun lands when it's dropped -- anything at all that influences the 

battle one way or another.  This can be such a complex process that it might 

actually take longer to work through the writing of the scene than to live through 
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it!   

There isn't a black and white solution for writing an action scene; it's something 

that is affected by how the entire book is plotted and paced.  Start planning your 

final action scenes as soon as you write the first chapter. 

Books Referenced: 

Angels & Demons, by Dan Brown.  Published by Pocket Star, 2001.  ISBN 
0671027360 

Dying to Please, by Linda Howard.  Published by Ballantine Books, 2003.  ISBN 
0345453409 

Temple, by Matthew Reilly.  Published by St. Martin's Paperbacks, 2002.  ISBN 
0312981260 
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Have Bias, Will Write 

By Scott Warner 
© 2006, Scott Warner 

 

Bias has become a four-letter word. CNN and the New York Times are biased; 

so are Fox News and National Review. Are they inaccurate? Bias means slanted, 

one-sided, prejudiced, predisposed, and bigoted. It reeks of deliberate ignorance. 

And it divides the nation. So I hear. 

Bias is intellectual pornography. It has no legal definition, but we all know it when 

we see it. We don't want to pay for it with tax dollars, and our children must be 

protected from it. It turns people into drooling degenerates, presenting viewpoints 

that elect Presidents, kill the innocent, and drown the poor. Obviously it must be 

stamped out. 

However, bias is inevitable if you want your writing to be interesting. 

Should a writer be objective and present all points of view? Tom Sawyer would 

have been very different had it been equally sympathetic to Injun Joe. After all, 

he was likely a disadvantaged, alcoholic, and uneducated man beaten down by 

authority, a true victim of social circumstances and therefore not entirely 

responsible. These days, a villain like Injun Joe would be politically incorrect. 

Indeed, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer has been removed from school libraries 

with regularity for being everything from racist to Communist. (Doesn't that just 
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make you want to read it?) It's number 84 on the American Library Association's 

100 Most Frequently Challenged Books of 1990-2000 list. Bias of one kind or 

another is not only alive and well but kicking. 

Yet Tom Sawyer is a classic. Mark Twain has a point of view that is presented 

honestly. The story is one example of bias. It isn't meant to be objective and 

wouldn't be nearly as great if it was. Reaction to it is another example. 

But, you say, Tom Sawyer is fiction. The news is what matters, where any 

perceived bias damages a journalist's credibility. Isn't the real danger when a 

story's bias ignores an obvious truth? 

That sounds reasonable if you agree with the journalist. The fact is, news 

consumers aren't objective people. They have families, jobs, and debt. They are 

from all walks. And a journalist's views align with those of the news organization, 

or all reporting would be the same. What matters is, is the story interesting? 

Ask yourself if reporting after and about the events of 9/11 was unbiased, for 

example. Should a news story have viewed the event as an unprovoked attack, 

the fault of a government who didn't respond strongly enough to previous attacks, 

a global issue, or some combination of these? American media seemed to 

largely ignore the political milieu that gave rise to terrorism, and educated Middle 

Eastern people must have seen American coverage as hopelessly biased. The 

fact that strong emotions ran through the coverage indicates implicit preferences. 

Bias is apparent when you disagree with a viewpoint. And if only one side is 
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understood by the audience, there is no bias other than in an Orwellian sense. 

Rather than be seen as a divergence of view, bias is seen as a deviation from an 

absolute truth in which a writer isn't influenced by personal opinion. But is that a 

writer's job? 

No. It isn't necessary to portray ontological truth. Writing needs to be interesting. 

A writer should present a version of the truth. Presenting all viewpoints equally is 

the literary equivalent of an eye exam. Commit to a viewpoint, and you'll be 

interesting. Does your writing pass the bias test? 

·                    Does it present a side as preferable? 

·                    Does it present a moral viewpoint? 

·                    Does it attempt to persuade? 

·                    Does it value a people, place, or tradition? 

(Disagreeing with this and insisting that your own writing is objective is, by the 

way, a blind spot. Someone is bound to disagree with you.) 

Biases come from values, which, by definition, are positions one cares about. 

These may include hard work, honesty, putting family above all else, or making 

money. A piece of writing includes the writer's values as he or she settles on an 

issue. In doing so, the writer is interesting not only to those who agree but to 

those who disagree. One need only look at Tom Sawyer and other novels (The 

Catcher in the Rye, for instance) to know that a writer's enemies keep him as 
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well-read as his friends. 

But one needn't be extreme to be interesting. As often as bias divides, it can 

enlighten. In fact, there's a good chance that readers with divergent views will be 

interested if you're interesting regardless and even because of your bias. Like 

everything in life, it's all in how you look at it. 
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Defeating Procrastination  

By BJ LaChappelle 
© 2006, BJ LaChappelle 

 

You have your dreams of stardom, your wonderful ambitions, and your fantasies 

of making the New York Times' Bestseller list.  Good for you.  Everyone needs 

dreams.  But too much dreaming and not enough working is procrastination. 

 Procrastination leaves you with no book, no money, no fame, and no results. 

Television 

You know how it is.  "I'm going to watch just one show!" somehow morphs into 

two or three hours in front of the television.  It really wastes a lot of time you 

could be using for writing.  

Here are a few solutions that might help you get rid of this problem: 

1. Record the show to watch later. 

2. Unplug the TV -- and don't plug it back in for a month or so.  See how much 

you can get done without having it on. 

3. Don't get cable or satellite.  If you already have it, call the company and ask 

to have the service turned off.  There's a lot less to watch when you only get 

two or three channels.  

4. Don't have your writing space and the TV in the same room.  If someone 

else is watching TV in your house, you can go into your writing room and shut 

the door.  You won't get distracted by what is on TV.  

Internet     
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The Internet is another big time-waster.  This can also be a tricky one -- a form of 

procrastination you might not recognize.  Reading articles about writing is not 

writing.  Talking to people in chat rooms about writing is not writing.  Posting 

things about writing is not writing.  All these things are very useful, and they 

make writing better and easier, but they must not take the place of writing.  

Doing endless amounts of research on the internet for your story isn't writing, 

either.  Read the article "Seek and Ye Shall Find -- How to Use the Google 

Effectively" by Alfred PM to help you cut time spent researching to a minimum.   

Set a time for using the internet, and stick to it.  Write your daily allotment of 

pages, and then you can go online. Make time to write.  

Books 

Reading books can be procrastination in disguise.  Don't get me wrong, I like 

books. Reading books is really good for you.  It helps you learn from other 

writers, and reading increases your vocabulary.  Books let you travel to places 

you've never been. They let you see the world through the eyes of someone 

other than yourself.  But reading books doesn't replace writing them.  Reading 

books shouldn't compromise your career as a writer.  Set a time for to read in, or 

try writing a certain amount of pages before letting yourself read.   

Pre-Writing and Editing 

Of all the forms of procrastination, these are the hardest ones to spot.  Pre-

writing is a necessary part of writing a book, but when you spend years doing 

world-building, research, character development, and plot outlining, then you've 

got a problem.  

 I know some people who say "I'll start writing soon, but first..." Don't get caught 

in that death trap.  It's a guaranteed dream-killer, unless you can pull yourself out 

before it's too late.  
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Imagining a scene in you head is not the same as writing it.  "But I want it to be 

perfect," you say.  Don't worry about it.  Just write.  It doesn't matter whether 

what you write now is flawed or not.  There is no such thing as a perfect first 

draft.  That's what editing is for.   

However, editing doesn't have to take years, either.  You don't have to do ten 

revisions to get a perfect, polished jewel.  Check out Holly Lisle's One Pass 

Revision Technique, or Lazette Gifford's article on revision, "Re-Writing the 

Beast."  The purpose of revision is to finish a book so you can send it out to the 

publishers and start another.    

Note: I find that it is best to write the entire book and then start revision. 

 Revising the first chapter without writing the rest of the book isn't very helpful, in 

my opinion.  Firstly, your plot could change by the time you finish writing, and 

your first chapter could be utterly worthless by then.  Secondly, perfect first 

chapters don't sell, unless they have a full book attached.  

Beating Procrastination 

Check out Holly Lisle's workshop, "The Magic of Goals," and set yourself some 

writing goals.  Make them big, and stick with them.  Goals help get rid of 

procrastination.  "50 Strategies for Making Yourself Work," by Jerry Oltion, is 

another article that may help you stay on track.   

It can be tough to avoid distractions that keep you from writing.  Remember that 

nothing worth doing is easy, and your dreams are worth pursuing.  Your dream of 

being a bestselling author won't come true unless you write your book first.  Good 

luck, and see you at the top!  
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Speaking of Dialogue 

By Lisa Wroble 
© 2006, Lisa Wroble 

 

"Frankly, my dear, I don't give a damn!"  

Who isn't familiar with Rhett Butler's famous line from Gone with the Wind? Or 

"Where's Papa going with that ax?"  --  Fern's question at the opening of 

Charlotte's Web? Dialogue is often the most memorable part of a story because it 

engages the reader. Carefully phrased dialogue shows what's happening. Even 

when writing memoirs or personal experience, dialogue helps break up blocks of 

narrative, making the story more accessible to the reader. 

Basics & Punctuation 

Dialogue is easier to read and follow when it's properly paragraphed. Start a new 

paragraph for each  speaker. Each speaker's paragraph is called a dialogue 

block. 

                          DIALOGUE                    TAG LINE                               DIALOGUE 

"Kaia! Finally, I found you," said Bede. "We've been searching the 

crests and hollows for hours. Are you all right?" 

Punctuation should also aid the reader. Use quotation marks to indicate words 

spoken by the character. Separate the dialogue from the tag line using a comma 
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unless a question or exclamation concludes the dialogue segment.  

"Never mind. I believe you," said Bede. He put on his nav helmet and 

adjusted the visor comfortably over his eyes. "Let me get back to the 

station and I'll send someone for you as soon as I can." 

"Wait! What? Take me with you!" said Kaia. 

Note that punctuation goes inside the quotation marks, and commas are not 

used with question marks or exclamation marks. When the tag line interrupts the 

flow of dialogue, it is surrounded by commas: 

"Goodness," she said, leaning a bit into the aisle, "it's taking an awfully 

long time for the colas to arrive."  

The purpose of a tag line is to identify the speaker. The dialogue is the important 

element, though, so it's best to limit tag lines to "said" or "asked." If the reader 

knows who's speaking, his eye skims over "said." This doesn't happen when the 

author gets creative in using synonyms for "said." Synonyms drag down the story 

flow. Using action is another way to identify the speaker. In fact, it's a good idea 

to balance dialogue and action. 

Tag Lines Vs. Actions 

If dialogue is carefully phrased, it will show what a character is feeling and there's 

little need to tell in the tag line –- she chirped cheerfully –- for example. Drop the 

adverbs in the tag lines. They tell the reader how the dialogue is spoken. Use 
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action balanced with dialogue to make the reader feel the character's emotions, 

such as disappointment, enthusiasm, or nervousness. 

Ryan grinned and sat down, his own nervousness evaporating. "Not at 

all. When the waiter brings yours, I'll order a glass as well."  

New writers often confuse actions (smiled, shrugged, laughed) with the spoken 

word. We can speak words, but not shrug, smile, or laugh them. The tag line 

includes with to show those actions:  Hayley said with a shrug. Action statements 

used to show who is speaking are punctuated like a sentence. 

"Oh, Dad!" She laughed. "You take this too seriously. Dating is 

not like a job interview." 

  

"Bede?" She turned back to him, but thought better of sharing 

what she'd just heard. 

"I can't take you with me, Kaia. I promise to call for help as soon 

as I'm near enough for someone to hear me." The set of his 

mouth showed how torn he was, how apologetic, but the visor 

blocked her view of his eyes. She needed to see all they might 

reveal. 

Thoughtful Dialogue 
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Thoughts and dialogue are great ways to follow one writing rule of thumb: "show, 

don't tell." Indirect dialogue, such as Tommy told him to get busy or they'd both 

be in trouble, is telling. In most cases it's best to use direct dialogue (complete 

with quotations and tag lines) and engage the reader in the story. Thoughts may 

be direct or indirect, though. Thoughts are not surrounded by quote marks 

(except when writing for beginning readers). Remember that quotation marks 

indicate words spoken aloud.  

Direct thought using "wondered" as tag line:          

Chuck had commented that Donna had a laugh that reminded him of Calli's. 

Should I give the woman a call? Ryan wondered. It would certainly please 

the girls. 

Indirect thoughts woven into narrative. 

He entered his study and headed for his desk. He hoped he hadn't 

thrown Donna's number away. When he found it, he stared at it for a 

long time. Would she even remember what Chuck had told her about 

him? He finally decided the only way to find out was to give her a 

call. 

Historic & Fantastic Dialogue 

When writing fantasy, science fiction, or historical fiction, keep vocabulary in 

mind. All stories wrap the reader in a cloak of imagination, transporting the 
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reader to a specific time and place, and engaging her in the events and struggles 

of the characters. Any detail that causes the reader to stop and question 

something or  threatens to uncloak the reader breaks the suspension of disbelief, 

and the reader must work to re-enter the fabric of the story. Contemporary 

language in genre writing, especially, could break the reader's immersion in the 

story. Words and phrases that are too modern (such as "shut up!") or too 

American (such as excessive use of "like" or "just") break the reader's 

suspension of disbelief. 

Be careful about merging contemporary expressions into genre fiction. For 

example, in a story set in Colonial times, "Hold your tongue" or "Quiet!" might be 

replacements for the modern "shut up,"  which would catapult the reader out of 

the cushion of the historic setting.  

Avoid the Bantering of Talking Heads 

Dialogue needs to serve a purpose. It needs to move the story forward, provide 

background details, or reveal something about the characters. When dialogue 

offers information for the reader that helps her understand the story, it adds to 

the story. Bantering -- the back-and-forth dialogue common in everyday speech -

- makes the story drag.  

Good dialogue should sound realistic without reading like a court transcript. Note 

how published authors use dialogue to advance the plot. How do they use tag 

lines? Are you having difficulty following who is speaking when tag lines are 
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dropped (as in "Hills Like White Elephants," by Ernest Hemingway)? How are 

actions woven between dialogue blocks? You'll learn more when you read and 

study what published authors have done well. 
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Writer's Postage Chart 

By Gene Stewart 
© 2006, Gene Stewart 

 

It happens all the time.  You've just put the final touches on your latest 

manuscript.  You've researched markets.  You've decided on the best place to 

send it.  You've found out the current editor's name and preferences.  You've 

reworked your story so it is a perfect fit.   

You've written a concise covering letter mentioning your name, address, 

telephone number, email address, and website URL.  If the editor likes it, he or 

she needs to be able to get in touch with you right away, after all.  You've also 

included a brief sample of any credits you have, and have maintained a 

professionally polite tone throughout. 

Everything's ready to go.  You've spell-checked and proofread, you've printed it 

out in clear typescript, and you've gotten the right kind of manila envelopes.  

You've professionally printed, either using a typewriter or carefully by hand, the 

addresses for both the outgoing envelope and the self-addressed, stamped 

envelope you hope never to see again. 

All that remains is a trip to the post office, a long wait in line, and the awkward 

explanations about needing it weighed two times, since the return will be minus 

one envelope and, maybe, the covering letter. 
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Wouldn't it be nice, you think, if there were a way to figure out how much postage 

will be needed ahead of time, so the trip to the post office won't be needed, and 

the long wait in line and the explanations won't take up a good chunk of your 

day?  A chunk you might use better by writing some more? 

Well, wish no more: it is here.   

One of the most useful sites I've found for writers is the Writer's Postage Chart 

at: http://www.mirror.org/terry.hickman/Postage.html    

Put together and maintained by Terry Hickman and Gregory Koster, it's a great 

place for calculating how much postage one needs for those unavoidable snail 

mail submissions. 

Clearly arranged, they cover postage to and from USA, Canada, Australia, Great 

Britain, New Zealand, and Singapore.  By following the prompts, one is guided 

through the process effortlessly.   

One first answers:  What country is your manuscript originating from?  By clicking 

on a country, one is taken to the page that asks:  Where do you want to send it?  

From there, one reaches a page with a chart on it.  Above the chart one finds an 

explanation of which postage rate it falls under, and why.   

One simply follows the chart, which is calculated by weight, by the number of 20 

pound bond pages, and by postage.  Everything's calculated in American dollars. 

By using this chart, you can save yourself much time and many headaches.  
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Even better, you can take on an even more professional attitude toward your 

work.  Budgeting for postage can become part of your everyday writing routine.   

You've gone to all the trouble of bulletproofing your manuscript, and making sure 

your story's presentation is as clean and clear as possible.  Isn't it simply 

reasonable to take that last step toward writing autonomy by having your material 

ready to go as soon as it leaves your desk? 

This becomes easy when you use the Writer's Postage Chart.  Now all that's left 

is for those editors to get back to you with good news and, best of all, a check.  

Good luck, and good writing. 
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A Question of Style 

By Kathy McNarie 
© 2006, Kathy McNarie 

 

I'm not my story.  But am I my style? 

It's true.  A writer is not his story.  Sometimes that's a hard thing to realize.  When 

you get critique, you're always told to take the good advice and ignore the bad.  

It's difficult, but you have to remind yourself, "They are not critiquing me."   

A story is a story, and while I feel about mine as a mother would about her 

children, they are not me.  When critters suggest that I do something -- move a 

sentence to a different place, or add a comma, or even break a paragraph for 

better pacing -- I know they're offering enhancements.  Just like the Sylvan 

Learning Center, a way to get help for your kid.  I can see this.  This is good. 

However, where I have trouble is when people critique style.  Up to now, I've 

been handing out my work to any fellow writer who will read it and following most 

advice -- at least the parts I agree with.  But because I'm not sure what my style 

is, I let people influence me in so many different ways, both good and bad.  To 

make a parallel, it's a bit like going to one of those beauty make-over places.  

Critters (or beauty experts) offer tried and true methods for dressing me up to 

look like a movie star.  As I contemplate my reflection, I realize that in some ways 

I actually am beautiful.  But in other ways, I merely look like a cheap imitation of a 
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celebrity.  There's nothing left of my uniqueness.  This person I see in the mirror 

isn't me.  I'm not flashy, nor beautiful.  Nor am I flowing with grace and flair.  I am 

merely me.  And what's more, this movie star façade is an illusion that will be 

impossible to maintain without constant advice from others.   I can't even get my 

hair to look the same as it does when my favorite stylist fixes it.  How can I 

expect to keep up with all these other things?   

I think I see the problem.  I've been trying to win beauty contests with this 5'2", 

plain, "made over into someone else's version of great" body.  That's not what I 

intended to showcase, because I shine the most when people get to know me. 

 Let's take that idea further.  It does no good putting night cream on my face and 

cucumbers on my eyes.  Nor does it do any good starving myself to have a 

teeny-weeny little waist.  Even if I accomplish these beautifications, I have 

neither the height nor the grace to be a model.  So, what's the answer?  I need to 

let the inner me show.  I must wow you with the depth of my emotions, the 

strength of my determination, and the glow of my personality.   

Okay, let's apply that back to writing.  That means I must create characters you 

fall in love with, root for, or hate.  That means I must use my preference for 

person and tense, no matter how many people say it's not what sells, because 

it's an integral part of how I write.  And mostly, that means I must show exactly 

what my characters go through and how they feel about it.  Anyone can come up 

with a story.  A good writer takes you on a journey. 

So, that's what I will do.  But what do you do about those critters that continually 
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go after your style?  You know them.  They're the ones that have critiqued five 

pieces of your work and the most important thing they've said is that they didn’t 

care for your use of first person.  Is it a personal attack?  It sure feels like it.  

Ahhhh... I think I get it.  This is the part of critique you ignore, right? 



Vision: A Resource for Writers  67 
Issue 32 -- March/April 2006 

Technology for Writers, Part Two:   

Performing a Personal Technology Audit 

By Mary Winter 
© 2006, Mary Winter 

 

Technology changes at an alarming rate.  New products enter the marketplace 

rendering more and more items obsolete.  In the last article, the price of 

obsolescence was discussed, and here, I’ll tell you how to evaluate your own 

technology needs.  This article won’t tell you what you need, or how to obtain 

what you need – that’s for experts.  What I will tell you is how to determine 

whether you need to upgrade and how to recognize you’ve outgrown your current 

technology. 

With the advent of electronic publishing and the internet, the world has opened 

up for writers.  Now in addition to being able to craft good prose, we have to be 

promotion geniuses, web site developers, and more.  So, instead of an old 

electric typewriter or word processor, the technology writers need has expanded 

considerably. 

Let’s take a look at the basics.  A writer needs a program in which to write.  An 

internet connection for sending and receiving email as well as web searches has 

become a necessity.  A spreadsheet can help balance profit and loss 

statements.  A means to create and update a website also has become a must, 
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especially for writers who don’t wish to pay for or can’t afford professional 

website development.  This means the average writer needs four items, plus the 

computer on which to run everything. 

Are you wired? 

No matter how you’re published, you need an internet connection.  Dial-up, DSL, 

cable, or satellite, the how you get connected doesn’t matter so long as it works 

for you.  But how to you evaluate your current connectivity needs?  A few simple 

questions are all it takes. 

1)  How many emails do you send/receive on average?   

2)  Do you spend a lot of time on the web for research? 

3)  Do you often send/receive or download large files (files larger than 1 MB)? 

Each person is different, but if you receive a limited number of emails (friends, 

family, and publisher, but few mailing lists), you don’t use the web for much 

research, and the only files you send/receive are your manuscript(s), then dial-up 

will most likely work for you.  However, if you are on large volume mailing lists, or 

several mailing lists, and spend extensive time on the internet (including 

participating in chats), then high speed makes things much easier.  Now, if you 

have dial-up at home, but can go to places such as cafes or bookstores where 

high speed is available, then the need to change may not be as pressing.  The 

decision between DSL, cable, and/or satellite, will most likely be decided by your 
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location and what’s available in your area.  Unfortunately rural areas may have 

limited options or even no access to high speed internet. 

  

How slow can you go? 

Your computer’s speed is determined by several factors including processor 

speed, hard drive space, RAM, and operating system.  Thankfully, you don’t 

need to become a computer technician to determine what you need.  Simply 

think about your computer.  Does it take fifteen minutes to start up?  Are you 

constantly waiting for windows and screens?  If you are, then it may be time to 

think about updating your computer.  You may want to discuss your needs with a 

computer professional to determine what you do, and don’t need.   

For example, a writer will not need a high-end graphics card or sound card, not 

unless he or she spends a lot of time playing computer games.  In fact, most “off 

the shelf” computers designed for home or family use also work just as well for 

writers.   

Prose, Profit, and Loss 

The software packages you chose depend a lot on personal preferences and 

what came with the computer.  Some people adore WordPerfect and Corel 

products, while others swear by Microsoft Office.  OpenOffice is a free alternative 

to both suites of programs, and a search of the internet reveals numerous 
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programs for tracking money and composing written documents.  I won’t say 

much here except as long as the program can convert the files into an industry 

standard format (such as Rich Text Format) and you like it, stay with it.  A writer’s 

software choice may be influenced by what her peers are using or by what her 

editor uses.   

Surfing in Style 

There’s no doubt that an internet presence helps an author.  Online promotion 

can make, or break, a writer’s career.  While the “how to”s of creating a website 

would take up an entire article on their own, and there are as many ways of 

creating websites as there are people who create them, a few questions will help 

determine your needs. 

 
   

1)     Are you really comfortable creating a website? 

2)     If you currently maintain a website does your program allow for easy 

changes and upgrades? 

3)     Do you find your internet work goes quickly? (For example, are you 

fighting for instructions on how to do something or trying to work with a 

program that won’t do what you want it to?) 

If you answered yes to those three questions, then it sounds as if your internet 

setup works for you.  If so, great.  If not, now is the time to talk to other authors 
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and internet professionals to find a system that fits your budget, technical 

expertise, and ambitions. 

Fun and Games 

In addition to these four items, there are other components the technology savvy 

author might want to have.  A handheld makes updating stories or reading 

ebooks handy, and a laptop makes your writing portable.  Obviously you can find 

as many, or as little, electronic gadgets that make your life easier.  Again, here’s 

where talking to other authors comes in handy.  What do they use and why?  

What don’t they use and why?  Such conversations might reveal ways in which 

you can streamline your writing process. 

Thankfully, most people will find they have exactly the right technology for the 

job.  Most of us don’t need super fast computers or a myriad of additional 

gadgets to get through our day.  However, just like cars, computers can fail, and 

when that happens, it’s imperative to have a good backup, and that is the subject 

of the next article. 
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Market Report:   

Mar's Market Report #14 

By Margaret McGaffey Fisk 

© 2006, 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 or reputation 

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 because 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. 
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While not all the markets that appear in this column offer "pro" rates, they all 

provide some compensation.  In my opinion, offering payment is an indication 

of the editor/publisher's commitment. In many cases, markets with some 

compensation are more likely to stay around because they have considered the 

economics of running a publication. 

Genre Speculative Fiction 

Title Writers of the Future 

Editor Varied 

Address 

L. Ron Hubbard's 
WRITERS OF THE FUTURE CONTEST 
P.O. BOX 1630 
LOS ANGELES, CA 90078 

Sub Email None 

Specifics 
Accepts all speculative genres: science fiction, fantasy 
and horror, but excessive sex or violence can disqualify 
a piece from the contest. 

Requirement Up to 17,000 words. 

Payment Prizes range from $500 to $5000 between quarter and 
annual levels. 

URL for site http://www.writersofthefuture.com/index2.htm 

URL for 
guidelines http://www.writersofthefuture.com/rules.htm 

  



Vision: A Resource for Writers  74 
Issue 32 -- March/April 2006 

 

Genre Heroic Fantasy/Fantasy-Based Horror/Exotic Mood 
Pieces 

Title Weird Tales 

Editor 

Editors: 
George Scithers 
Darrell Schweitzer 
John Gregory Betancourt  

Address 121 Crooked Lane 
King of Prussia, PA 19406-2570  

Sub Email None 

Specifics 
Looking for the best heroic fantasy, fantasy-based 
horror and exotic mood pieces. Also willing to look at 
the occasional odd story that is hard to place. 

Requirement Up to 9999 words. 

Payment $0.03 (3 cents) per word. 

URL for site http://www.weirdtalesmagazine.com/ 

URL for 
guidelines http://www.weirdtalesmagazine.com/ 
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Genre All Genres with Christian Values 

Title The Sword Review 

Editor 
Editors: 
Bill Snodgrass 
Cameron Walker  

Address 
The Sword Review 
9618 Misty Brook Cove 
Memphis, Tennessee 38016 

Sub Email Online Form 

Specifics 

Looking primarily for fantasy and science fiction but 
willing to look at any good, well-told stories with 
compelling characters and interesting settings. Though 
for adult audiences, material should be appropriate for 
14-year-olds and older. All works should be consistent 
with Christian values and preferably illustrate a point or 
raise a question. Violence and sex should not be 
described in graphic detail. Note: they have a unique 
submission format and an online submission process. 

Requirement No length limits specified. 

Payment 

$0.005 (1/2 cent) per word up to $25 ($5 minimum). If 
a work appears in either the normal contents or print as 
well as for a BONUS FEATURE, then an additional $5 
payment applies. 

URL for site http://theswordreview.com/ 

URL for 
guidelines http://theswordreview.com/guidelines.php 
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Genre Scifaiku and Related Poetry Forms 

Title Scifaikuest 

Editor Teri Santitoro, Editor 

Address None 

Sub Email gatrix65@yahoo.com 

Specifics Looking for original scifaiku, tanka, horrorku, senryu 
and haibun as well as articles about these forms. 

Requirement 
Articles are less than 1000 words and specific 
guidelines for each form of poetry are provided on the 
site. 

Payment $1 per poem, $4 per article, $3 for black and white, or 
$5 for color illustrations. 

URL for site http://samsdotpublishing.com/scifaikuest/cover.htm 

URL for 
guidelines http://samsdotpublishing.com/scifaikuestguide.htm 
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Genre Dark Fiction 

Title The Dark Krypt 

Editor C.L. Carnley, Editor 

Address None 

Sub Email darkkrypt@consolidated.net 

Specifics 

Wants all types of horror across many genres including 
satirical fiction. This magazine contains mature content 
with significant violence, but does not accept gore for 
gore's sake or pornographic material. 

Requirement 
7,500 words for fiction, poetry up to 100 lines, non-
fiction up to 3000. 

Payment Short stories $25, poetry $5, non-fiction $15. 

URL for site http://www.darkkrypt.com/ 

URL for 
guidelines http://www.darkkrypt.com/darkkryptguide.htm 
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The Research Shelf 

By Lazette Gifford 
© 2006, Lazette Gifford 

 

History 

The Cults of the Roman Empire 

Robert Turcan 

Translated by Antonia Nevill 

Blackwell Publishers 

ISBN 0631200460 

  

The Romanization of foreign Gods is a 

fascinating subject, and one that makes it 

easy to understand how Christianity so 'easily' won a place in the most powerful 

empire of its age.  It is also a very good way to study the creation of a religion for 

a fantasy or science fiction novel.  

Turcan takes a look at a number of foreign cults that were popular with the 

Romans, including Cybele, Isis, Mithra, Dionysus and more.  He includes a brief 

history on the origin of each cult,  how it came to Rome, and how people 
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celebrated their beliefs. 

This is an expensive book and is probably best found at a library! 

 Science 

A Perfect Harmony 

Roger A. Caras 

Simon and Schuster 

ISBN 0684811006 

  

Caras believes that without the animal help-mates 

that humanity has domesticated down through the ages, we would not have 

become civilized.  While he may have some points in his favor, the book tends to 

be heavy-handed in the praise of animals and the evils of humans.  He even 

questions if the animals didn't, in fact, domesticate us -- and he has a point, in 

some ways.  It was probably a cooperative effort in some cases. 

The book does offer some interesting views, and for the worldbuilding-writer, 

there are a few possibilities -- even in his over-the-top way -- that can spark ideas 

for writing.  This need not be just for the science fiction and fantasy crowd.  

Anyone writing a (Pre)Historical fiction novel might want to look into some of 

these ideas. 
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Book Review: The Plot Thickens by 

Noah Lukeman 

Reviewed By Erin Hartshorn 
© 2006, Erin Hartshorn 

 

  

In The First Five Pages, Noah Lukeman discussed what agents and editors are 

looking for so they can reject your manuscript. The Plot Thickens, on the other 

hand, is about plot. In Lukeman's words, "It is the purpose of this book to show 

that plot is not just about having a single great idea." As with his previous book, 

this is a distillation of what he has learned through reading tens of thousands of 

manuscripts in his years as an agent. 

The first three chapters are devoted to characterization -- outer, inner, and 

applied. I am not a fan of laundry lists of character traits. These lists have about 

as much personality as a police description: "male Caucasian, mid 30s, short 

brown hair, blue eyes." Even with height and weight, that is pretty generic, unless 

it is something like 5'1" and 320 pounds. But here, the lists are the merest 

starting point. 

Outer characterization starts the process of "[quizzing] yourself fastidiously about 

every last detail of your character's inner and outer life." It begins with 

appearance and runs through medical history, family background, education, 
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employment history, police record, etc. This is not compiling a list; it is creating 

an abridged biography, trying to capture the telling details of the character's life 

without any knowledge of motivation. It is a lot of work. It will not appeal to writers 

who get to know their characters through writing scenes or listening to the voices 

in their heads. For those who do create character sheets, however, this may 

provide a source for overlooked material. 

The questions Lukeman addresses in the inner life chapter include such things 

as "Will he refuse to hold a job, [or] pay his bills?" and "Does he write poetry or 

frequent bars? Or both?" The first exercise for this chapter does require 

compiling a list, but Lukeman uses further exercises to expand on it. One such 

exercise is to create a character list for a friend or family member and think about 

what makes them unique that is not included in the list, then apply that 

knowledge of oversight to your character profiles. 

The chapter on applied characterization has many bits of wisdom that are not 

apparent from the chapter title, such as discussing the impact of a character's 

frequent appearances, elaborating on the three objectives of a narrator or 

viewpoint character, and discussing what effects character interactions have on 

our perceptions of them. This is, by far, my favorite of the chapters on 

characterization because it involves context with nary a list in sight. The 

distinction Lukeman draws between creating a multidimensional character and 

relying on "realism" for characterization is worthwhile reading for everyone. "Art 

has become less an escape and more an embrace of the mundane." Regardless 
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of one's writing style, reading and rereading this chapter when embarking on a 

new project can only give strength to one's writing. 

Journey, the fourth chapter, takes a rather different approach than one finds in 

Christopher Vogler's The Writer's Journey, which Lukeman does refer to. Again, 

the difference between internal and external comes up (called "profound journey" 

and "surface journey"), as well as the need to create parallels between the two. A 

journey requires a goal, a destination, and a beginning. "Story telling is not about 

giving away information but about withholding it; the information itself is never as 

important as the path you take in disseminating it." The path, the journey, is what 

leads to satisfaction in the reader. Journeys provide inspiration, catharsis, 

change, and purpose. Lukeman discusses how multiple journeys can interact, as 

well as speed and pacing for the journey. 

The topic that affected me the most in this book was suspense. He discusses 

how to create it, how to lengthen it, when it is appropriate, and how to recognize 

if you have too much of it without a break. After reading this chapter, I sat down 

and wrote out an entire chapter for my current novel that simply created 

suspense because the main character did not make a decision. Later, I realized 

the entire chapter had to be cut, but it was a great exercise in applying what I had 

read. Ways of adding suspense that he discusses include raising stakes, danger, 

a ticking clock, inability to take action, the unknown, and sexual tension. 

It seems that no book on writing can do without a discussion of conflict. Lukeman 

examines thirteen of the more basic forms of conflict. Anyone with any family at 
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all (which is probably most of us) should not be surprised to find family on the list 

of conflict-generating situations, along with romance, work, and time. 

Sooner or later all writers face the need to "murder their darlings," and Lukeman 

addresses this issue as well. We must cut out words carefully chosen, passages 

beautifully honed, and scenes that no longer work. They do not fit into the piece, 

and no matter how much we love them, they must go. The chapter on context 

discusses how to decide when things do not fit, or when they detract from the 

work as a whole. This is the shortest chapter in the book, but well worth reading. 

The last chapter is on transcendency. It is hard to view this as having universal 

applicability. Not all works can stand out and become classics. This chapter looks 

at what transcendent works have in common. However, Lukeman points out that 

if these elements are to be incorporated into a piece of writing, it must occur 

organically rather than by force. Writing with an agenda is not transcendent, nor 

is writing a morality tale. Having said this, he goes on to include practical things 

to consider, such as emotion, the writer's motivation, and goals for the work. The 

two-plus pages on the audience arc should be required reading for every author 

as a reminder of where we are trying to go with our writing. 

This book is a valuable addition to every beginning writer's bookshelf. I cannot 

say how much value it would have for those who have already published multiple 

works, who have demonstrated they already know that plot is more than a single 

idea. This examination of, as the author says, "age-old principles of story" does 

provide new ways of thinking about character and conflict, suspense and journey. 
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I may have to reread this next week. 

The Plot Thickens: 8 Ways to Bring Fiction to Life by Noah Lukeman 

St. Martin's Griffin paperback published 2003, also available in hardback. 

ISBN 0-312-30928-7 (pbk) 0-312-28467-5 (hbk) 

The Writer's Journey (Paperback) by Christopher Vogler 

Pan MacMillan (February 28, 1999)  

ISBN 0-330-37591-1 
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Website Review: Critters Workshop 

By J. G. Williams 
© 2006, J. G. Williams 

 

www.critters.org  

We've all experienced the rush of excitement upon finishing a piece, a euphoria 

so all-encompassing that it blinds the author to mundane errors and 

inconsistencies that would smack her upside the head if she were reading 

anyone's writing but her own. Or perhaps you've gone over your work with a box 

of fine-toothed combs, revising and rewriting so many times you don't care if it 

works or not, as long as it's done. Most of us have sent out writing that wasn't 

ready, whether because we couldn't wait to share it with the world or because we 

were itching to move on to the next project. And almost always, such work meets 

with the same result: rejection.  

The answer seems clear: put your story away for a day, a week, a month--for 

long enough to be able to come back to it with fresh eyes. But what if you're still 

not sure? 

Objective feedback is one of the most powerful tools for increasing your chances 

of selling that short story or novel. Writers instinctively gravitate toward one 

another to get opinions on their work or foist their masterpieces onto family and 

friends. Unfortunately, loved ones often don't know what kind of feedback is 
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needed and writing groups run the risk of losing objectivity as members become 

emotionally involved with one other, and with each other's work.  

That's where Critters Workshop can help. Critters (http://www.critters.org) is an 

online critiquing community for writers of fantasy, science fiction, and horror. With 

an estimated five thousand members around the world, Critters is large enough 

to provide an almost inexhaustible pool of new readers for members' stories. It's 

also governed strictly enough to increase the chances that the feedback an 

author receives is both useful and tactfully phrased. 

"What if I don't know how to critique?" you might ask. No problem. Dr. Andrew 

Burt, former vice-president of the SFWA (Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of 

America) and "Critter Captain," has compiled a wealth of information on what 

kind of feedback writers need and how to phrase responses so that negative 

information is transmitted helpfully, rather than hurtfully. 

I won't lie. It's a scary proposition to stand your baby up in front of thousands of 

strangers and ask, "What do you think?" But if you want to sell your work, it's 

likely going to be strangers, and not your mom, to whom you address your 

submissions. And if your story doesn't cut the mustard, wouldn't you rather find 

out through specific, gently phrased suggestions than from a boilerplate 

rejection? The payoff can be well worth the discomfort of facing the imperfections 

of your work: a fact to which the extensive list of member accomplishments can 

attest. 
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How is it possible to maintain a quality experience for such an enormous group of 

people? That's a good question, and yet at the time of this writing, Critters has 

been helping writers for nearly a decade. In my opinion, the community's owes its 

success to the dedication of its members, as well as to very few, but strictly 

enforced, rules of engagement. 

First, in order to receive feedback, members must provide feedback. Those who 

fall below the minimum 75% participation rate will have their submissions held 

until they have brought their rate back up to snuff. In addition, harsh words are 

not allowed. This is not to say that reviewers can't point out things they think 

need improvement. Rather, suggestions must be phrased constructively. 

Members who are unsure whether they have expressed their opinions tactfully 

can run their review through an online "diplomacy checker" before sending it, and 

anyone who feels they've received an insulting review has recourse to alert the 

moderator. Feedback must be given within one week of the distribution of the 

manuscript and only critiques of 200 words or more will receive full credit. 

Automated functions make it easy for members to upload critiques and 

manuscripts, keep an eye on their participation rates, see how many critiques 

each manuscript has received, and more. Thirty or so manuscripts go up for 

review each week, and members have the option of viewing them online or 

receiving them by email. 

The site's utilitarian design won't win any beauty contests, but it's easy to 

navigate, free of irritating scripts and animations, and accessible to darn near any 
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browser. What's more, the site contains links to an impressive amount of 

information about writing, critiquing, markets, response times, workshops, and 

more. 

How do I join?  

Go to http://www.critters.org. Click on the link marked "join." After filling out a 

very short web form (name and email address), you'll receive a password that will 

enable you to access member manuscripts and the site's administrative 

functions. 

How much does it cost? 

Unlike commercial workshops, Critters is free.  

What are my responsibilities as a member? 

1. Read and critique. To keep an active membership, you must maintain an 

average of 75% participation, that is, an average of one critique per week 

for 75% of the weeks you have been a member. Only critiques of 200 

words or more receive full credit.  

2. Submit your work. Stories typically take about a month to percolate to the 

top of the queue, and they receive an average of 10-20 critiques each. 

You may also submit finished novels and even screenplays for review, 

though the process is slightly different.  

Won't someone steal my story? 
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Although it's always possible for a story to be stolen, whether online or off, there 

are several factors that make this unlikely. First, manuscripts are password 

protected and available only to members (which also protects against your piece 

being considered "published" online). Second, by requesting assistance for your 

story, you're admitting that it's not ready for publication. If someone is looking for 

writing to steal, they probably won't choose a piece that's needs work. If you're 

still worried, members also have the option of issuing a "request for dedicated 

readers" (RFDR) rather than posting their stories. In this way, the author has 

control over who sees his or her work. 

What kind of writing can I submit and how often?  

Critters is specifically for works of fantasy, science fiction, and horror. You may 

submit stories, novellas, novels, and screenplays -- even novel synopses and 

query letters. Novels are either sent through the queue in chunks or handled 

through an RFDR. Only one manuscript at a time per author will be placed in the 

queue, but you can have ones waiting for your top manuscript to clear.  

If you're serious about improving and publishing your writing, Critters Workshop 

is a site not to be missed.  

Find out more at the Critters website: http://www.critters.org 

Critters has also been profiled by Salon magazine: 

http://www.salon.com/tech/log/1999/09/07/open_fiction/index.html  
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 New on the Shelves! 

Forward Motion for Writers has many published authors as members.  Here are 

just a few of the currently available materials that they have had published: 

Lazette Gifford's current publications include: 

Available 
through the 
Holly Lisle 
Bookstore 

Between a Rock 
and A God's 
Place 

Andromeda 
Spaceways Inflight 
Magazine 

Issue # 21 

  

Available here  

Freedom and 

Fame 

Book Six of the 

Dark Staff 

Series 

Available from 

DDP 

Blood of the 

Clan 

SpirosBlaak: 

Treasure Trove 1

And Available at 

the SpirosBlaak site: 

Available here   
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Holly Lisle's novels, available in bookstores and online: 

 Last Girl Dancing 

By Holly Lisle 

Midnight Rain 

By Holly Lisle 

 

Talyn  

By Holly Lisle 

  

Create a 

Character Clinic 

Available soon at 

HollyLisle.com 

  

 

S. L. Viehl's novels, available in bookstores and online: 

The Way of 
the Cheetah 
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Available from OneMoreWord 
Afterburn 

By S.L Viehl 

  

BioRescue 

By S.L. Viehl 

  

If Angel's Burn 

by Lynn Viehl  

If Angel's Burn made 

it to the U.S.A. Today 

Best Seller List! 

Private Demon: A 

Novel of the Darkyn 

by Lynn Viehl  

  

  

 

Tamara Siler Jones' novels, available in bookstores and online: 

Treads of Malice 

by Tamara Siler 

Jones 

  

Ghosts in the 

Snow  

by Tamara Siler 

Jones 
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Wen Spencer's novels, available in bookstores and online: 

A Brother's Price 

by Wen Spencer 

Dog Warrior  

by Wen Spencer  

Tinker 

by Wen Spencer 

Wolf Who Rules 

by Wen Spencer 
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C. E. Murphy's novels, available in bookstores and online: 

Urban Shaman 

by C.E. Murphy  

Including Banshee 

Cries 

by C. E. Murphy 

The Cardinal Rule  

by Cate Dermody 
C.E. Murphy (Site Member cemurphy) 
will also be releasing a second urban 
fantasy series through her publisher 
Luna Books. The first title will be Heart 
of Stone, available late 2007 in mass 
market paperback. This new series will 
be released concurrently with her 
Walker Papers series.  

  

 

 

Left Horse Black 

by S.J. Reisner (Site Member Stephjr)  

is available at your local bookstore or from the ArcheBooks in ebook and 
hardcover. 
 
  

   
 

Kristen Howe (Site Member angelscribe)'s flower poem Tussock Bellflower will 



Vision: A Resource for Writers  95 
Issue 32 -- March/April 2006 

appear in the spring/nature issue of Westward Quarterly in April 2006. 

 

Her poem Safety Net is available now on Illogical Muse here: 

http://www.geocities.com/illogicalmuse/howe.html.  

   

Who Remembers Molly by Richard S. Crawford (Site Member rscrawford) is 

now up at The Harrow here: 

http://www.theharrow.com/journal/viewarticle.php?id=357&layout=html.  

   

Sandra Barret (Site Member sbarret)'s first romance novel, Lavender Secrets, 

will be released as part of the Yellow Rose lesbian romance imprint of Regal 

Crest Enterprises. The tentative release date is set for February 05, 2007.  

   

Justin Stanchfield (Site Member Justinvs) will have his YA science fiction novel, 

The Hidden Ones, released as an ebook by Double Dragon Publishing in 2007. 

   

Gisele LeBlanc (Site Member Gisele L.) has an article, Habitats for Odonates, 

scheduled to appear in the July/August 2007 issue of Wee Ones.  
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Paula Offutt (Site Member HolyRoller) is awaiting the print of her first novel, 

Butch Girls Can Fix Anything, by the Yellow Rose line of Regal Crest 

Enterprise. The novel has a tentative release date of February 05, 2007.  

 

Erin Hartshorn (Site Member Erin_M_H) debuts in Clash of Steel: Book Two - 

Assassin from Carnifex Press with her short story Snake In The Grass.  

The anthology is available here: http://carnifexpress.net/store.php 
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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,
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consider writing 500-2000 words for one of the upcoming issues.   

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' 
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Anthology at the end of the year.  By printing the anthology, we hope to make 

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 
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willing to go over that count if the article needs it, but payment stops at 

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 
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least in the 4.5 version I have), this program also allows for an .rtf file 

save.   

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: Turn off the 'smart quotes' option in 

Word, which can be found under Tools-AutoCorrect and then the tabs 
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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 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  
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  Young Adult & Children  

  Young Writer's Scene 

I'm always interested in any writing-related articles! 

Thank you!  
Lazette Gifford 
Managing Editor 

Questions?  Queries?  Submissions?  Email me! 
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