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Introduction 

This little book was actually meant to be a podcast. In fact, it was a podcast while we were 
recording it. My guests, Karen Choi and Dan DeLonge, sat with me one afternoon in the fall of 
2019, talking about everything we know about writing novels and getting them published, but 
something I wasn’t prepared for was one of the California power outages that struck before my 
mp3 file made it to the cloud. When I powered up three days later, it had vanished completely. 

But not before I was able to make a transcript of it.  
It sounded so good too. You’d have loved it. I had some classic jazz to open the show with. I 

even put a little reverb on the recording so it sounded like we were in a small concert venue or a 
high-ceilinged coffeehouse. I could have thrown in ambient coffeehouse sounds to enhance the 
mood, but the thing was gone before I got the chance. 

Podcasts are all the rage as the new decade begins, and writers are supposed to be using them 
as part of their branding. What better way to talk about things that are usually seen in books or 
blogs? We might have reached peak podcast some time in the last couple of years, but I thought 
there’d be room for one more—and on a subject that so many people are interested in. How to 
write and publish a novel.  

This might sound like something that can’t be truly nailed down in a relatively short 
conversation (two hours, give or take), but Karen and Dan were remarkably informative—and 
frank. Both guests, by the way, are long-time writers and editors themselves, having been in the 
trenches of traditional and indie publishing alike for more than fifty years between the two of 
them.  

Both, incidentally, chose to use pseudonyms for this project so they don’t ruffle any industry 
feathers or put off any potential clients of their own. They did the podcast to help other writers, 
not to self-promote. Hats off to them.  

In addition to talking about the nuts and bolts of actually writing a novel, Karen and Dan get 
into the condition of being a writer—the psychological effects, the social discomforts, and the 
impact on identity. When someone has committed herself to the art (and not just writing—any 
art), it’s painful to hear friends or casual acquaintances say things like, “I figure I might write a 
book one day too. Can’t be that hard, right?”  

“No,” Karen says at one point, sharing her stock answer for this one. “Just tie a noose around 
your neck, attach the other end to a six-ton boulder, and drag it five hundred miles without 
passing out.”  

That just about gets it right.  
In other words, people who don’t write novels have no idea what goes into the writing of 

one. If they even read novels, they have a hard time imagining that it could take all that much 
longer to write one than to read one. Those of us who do write novels know that it can take years 
to get the first word onto page one. The concept might be swimming around in our heads for ages 
before it gels enough to be tinkered with. Then you need to figure out how to cast the thing: 
What kind of protagonists, antagonists, and peripheral characters will best showcase the themes 
you want to examine? Whose point of view will you use? Will it work better in first or third 



person? Or, if you feel like going out on a limb, second person? What tense is best for the 
material, past or present? Where do you start the action?  

You can see how paralysis often sets in early. But what the true novelist understands is that 
novel writing is, probably more than anything else, an exercise in problem-solving. These 
questions all get answered. We make adaptations as we go along. We sometimes start over. We 
put manuscripts away for long periods to allow our subconscious minds to work on the problems 
in the background, and when we go back to a piece we’ve put away we often find that the 
solutions were always there to be discovered.  

When you’re in the throes of it, sometimes it does feel like Karen’s metaphor. But when 
you’re finished and you have a book that’s close to perfect, it’s tempting to tell people that it 
comes pretty naturally.  

Maybe it does too. But that doesn’t mean it’s easy.  
I tried to keep Karen and Dan relatively corralled here by providing organizational topics for 

them to riff on, so they’ll approach the art of the novel under this structure:  

Origins 
Planning  
The First Draft 
Discovery and Adaptation 
Revision  
Editing and Polishing 
Publication Options 
Marketing 

Many fine points are made under each heading, and sometimes the conversation goes off the 
rails, but anyone interested in the real, day-by-day process of writing a novel will find a lot of 
great advice for tackling their own dreamed-of book.  

Because novel writing is something of a dream. We dream up stories. We imagine the worlds 
in which our imagined characters will live. And, maybe most boldly of all, we imagine that we 
can pull it all off. Creating a fictional reality that seems close to perfect is no walk in the park, 
but the process is the pleasure.  

I moderated the discussion and contributed at times, but for the most part, here are Karen 
Choi and Dan DeLonge in the podcast that never was: Close to Perfect: How to Write and 
Publish Your Novel. 



Origins 

KEVIN BRENNAN: So, one of the most frequent questions novelists get is, Where do your 
ideas come from? What do you two think about the origins of the novel? Not historically, but 
where the concepts emerge from and how they turn into stories?  

KAREN CHOI: In my own case—and I’ve written a few novels now—things usually just pop 
into my head. Like I’ll be on a bus or walking on a trail or something, and it’ll be like: This girl 
meets her doppelgänger at a party.  

DAN DELONGE: That one sounds pretty good, actually. Can I use it? 

KAREN: Knock yourself out. I tried. I couldn’t get it to go anywhere.  

DAN: And that’s the thing. Sometimes the idea sounds great, but the execution is impossible.  

KAREN: The novel is tough that way. You can play around with a short story and rewrite bits 
and pieces to try different things, but in the novel you’re flying blind a lot of the time. Someone 
compared it to chopping away at the face of a mine shaft.  

DAN: In terms of the writing anyway. But the basic idea—I think that can hit a writer in all kinds 
of ways. I’ve heard of people building entire novels out of a fortune cookie message. Out of 
newspaper stories—which is pretty common.  

KAREN: Or you might get inspired by another book you’ve read.  

DAN: Definitely. They always talk about Shakespeare’s source material. It’s like the old boy 
never had an original idea. He took classic Greek and Roman stuff and updated it. Medieval 
tales. There’s really nothing new under the sun at this point.  

KAREN: It’s all in the adaptation. The personalization.  

DAN: Or you can look at what’s going on in the world, in your world, and start to wonder what 
certain types of people are up to. Like, what’s it like to be a homeless mom with a couple of kids 
these days? Where do they sleep? What are the dangers she faces every day?  

KAREN: I just saw a message on Nextdoor the other day—a woman asking very humbly for a 
little help getting some food for her kids. It was really tragic, and I started thinking, God, what’s 
she going to do? What would I do?  

DAN: Exactly. You start writing her story in your head. I mean, it’s almost writing itself already. 



KAREN: Not that I’d want to exploit her situation. 

DAN: All’s fair in love, war, and the novel.  

KAREN: But it’s a good example of where ideas can come from. Sometimes you start with a 
character like that woman, and sometimes it’s a scenario or a predicament. You might be stuck in 
an airport and you start to imagine what’s going to happen if you miss your connection. The 
beginnings of a plot, right?  

DAN: I guess the direct answer to the question is we get our ideas anywhere. And everywhere. 

KAREN: It’s just a matter of how much meat is on the bone.  

DAN: I’ve gotten some fairly cool ideas from dreams. You know what it’s like. You wake up 
like, Wow, that’s a great idea. I need to write that down. 

KAREN: Yeah. It can happen. Usually I wind up changing a dream idea quite a bit though. You 
start writing it down in the morning and suddenly a lot of it doesn’t make sense. Or doesn’t hold 
up when you try to flesh it out.  

DAN: This is pure subconscious stuff, of course. It’s totally unfiltered so, yeah, you have to work 
with it and not just assume you can translate it into fiction. But sometimes it’s awesome, right? 
Like you’d never have thought this thing up when you were awake.  

KAREN: Unless you were on drugs. Let’s not go there.  

DAN: It makes sense when you’re doing it, but you read that stuff later and go, I need to burn 
this.  

KB: What about autobiographical? I’m often asked if there’s anything personal in my books, and 
I have to say of course. Not that the book is literally autobiographical. Just that I think all writers 
use personal tidbits to round out characters, set up scenes, vent a little steam about their real life 
surreptitiously.  

KAREN: For sure. I don’t think it’s possible to write a novel that doesn’t have some personal 
details in it. Maybe you can avoid it in certain genres like fantasy or sci-fi, but even in thrillers 
it’s probably tempting to write yourself into it to some extent.  

DAN: I see a lot of novels in my editorial work that are clearly built on autobiography. Maybe 
the writer and the protagonist are both teachers, let’s say. Only in the novel, the teacher gets 
wooed by the new PE instructor who always seems to have his shirt off when she runs into him. 
Perfect book cover.  



KB: Don’t get me started on the naked male torsos.  

KAREN: I know. There’s more than one kind of fantasy novel.  

DAN: In a way, like they say about dreams—that everyone you see in your dreams is a 
representation of yourself—the novel is similar. The writer puts at least a little of himself in 
every character. But through a filter.  

KAREN: It’s like acting too. Method actors use their personal histories to put themselves in the 
emotional states of the characters they play. So writers put themselves in the skin of a character 
and go, What would this guy say right now? You can’t help but run that through what you would 
say in that situation. 

On the other hand, for characters to be believable, you can’t just run your own stuff through a 
sieve. You have to have in mind a backstory for your characters. How they got where they are at 
that moment.  

DAN: I’ve used little private details from my life too. Not personal as much as historical, or 
family-based. For instance, I have a character in something I’m working on now whose last 
name is the name of a park my mom used to take me to when I was little. Just an in-joke.  

KAREN: Or, getting back to where these ideas come from, you might take some kid in your 
fifth-grade class and project him into a fictional future. You start with a real thing and make it 
unreal.  

DAN: There’s actually a whole new trend in fiction that lets authors basically turn their current 
real lives into novels. European mostly. Karl Ove Knausgård is a good example, with his six 
autobiographical novels called, believe it or not, the Norwegian equivalent of Mein Kampf! I 
wonder if Americans are too stuck on the entertainment side of books to let a writer go on and on 
about his divorce and his prostate surgery and his hair loss and his mistresses.  

KAREN: Philip Roth did that kind of thing, didn’t he? He was popular.  

DAN: That was in the ‘60s and ‘70s. Now I think you have to disguise your biography and put it 
in something more genre-based. Real lives don’t have much of a plot.  

KB: I might get the quote wrong, but someone said that the short story is about a character, and 
the novel is about a character in crisis.  

KAREN: That’s kind of a generalization, but I get the point.  



DAN: So, does anybody take one of these ideas that pop into our heads and immediately say, It’ll 
never sell? I mean, you have to ask yourself up front if it will be worth working on the book for 
six months to a year, only to figure out at the end that it’s not what the marketplace wants.  

KAREN: Self-censoring.  

DAN: Sure. That might be what happened to your girl and her doppelgänger. You played with 
some possibilities but nothing came to life that would be marketable.  

KAREN: They say that writers should always have their target audience in mind. But I’m not 
really sure art gets made that way.  

DAN: That’s why there are so many unpublished literary novels. 

KB: Tell me about it.  

DAN: So we’re saying that ideas for novels come from anywhere. From the ether. But you have 
to step back before you plunge in and decide whether a particular idea is worthy. But worthy of 
what?  

KAREN: That’s right. Sellable isn’t the only factor. I hope. Can’t you write a book just to bring 
that book into existence?  

KB:You just blew my mind.  

DAN: There are different levels of sellable though. Some writers are happy with a small cadre of 
readers—readers who appreciate what they do. Some think they have to sell thousands of copies 
to make a book worthwhile. Sadly, a lot of publishers think that way. Which is how we get fads 
like vampires and zombies.  

KAREN: And lecherous college professors. That’s a whole genre in itself.  

DAN: Bottom line: A writer can have ideas coming to mind by the dozens, but he has to make 
some calculations, depending on his goals, about the best use of his time.  

KB: Do either of you keep files of ideas? Index cards? Spreadsheets?   

KAREN: I have a Word doc that goes back many many years now, just called “Ideas.” When 
something occurs to me I jot it down there, and usually I forget about it. Sometimes for many 
years. Then I might find myself looking for a new project and I’ll go to the doc and scan it for 
something that tickles me.  



DAN: I also have a manila folder where I stick material that might inspire me eventually. 
Newspaper articles, like we said. Photos. Ticket stubs. Personal letters. Anything that I can pick 
up one day and review the “worthiness” factor.  

KB: You have to be careful too. Sometimes your idea gets picked up by someone else and you’re 
screwed. I’ve had that happen a few times.  

KAREN: It’s weird that speed is of the essence in publishing. You can write a book only so fast. 
But there are established writers out there who have gotten pretty good at taking a current social 
meme or theme and running with it—idea to publication—in a year or so. Less, if they’re uber-
famous.  

DAN: So yeah, competition.  

KB: Let’s wrap up this section by saying that fiction is beautiful for its comprehensiveness—
fresh ideas are plentiful—but there are a lot of real-world factors that limit the potential of some 
of them. If you’re going to finish a hundred-thousand word novel, you have to really believe in 
the genesis.  

KAREN: True.  

DAN: There’s a lot of dead and half-dead novels out there … 
 

  



Planning 

KB: Okay, on to planning the novel. There’s a question out there for writers: Are you a plotter or 
a pantser?  

KAREN: I actually hate that.  

DAN: A pantser is flying by the seat of his pants, I guess.  

KAREN: Yeah, I get it. I just hate it. I bet most writers do something of a combination anyway. 
One thing I’ve discovered is that when I try to plot out an entire novel in advance, something 
usually goes awry in the execution. I mean, don’t get me wrong. If you’re writing an exquisitely 
complex mystery, you’ll want the important details to be worked out to make sure they hold up. 
But for literary novels or even romance or fantasy or sci-fi, you have to leave some room for 
spontaneity.  

DAN: A true plotter would warn that spontaneity could cause your whole spider web to collapse 
in on itself.  

KAREN: Some writers have all these color-coded Post-Its on the wall, or a whiteboard, or 
spreadsheets with all the interconnections laid out. I can’t work that way, personally.  

DAN: There are even apps that help you with that stuff. You label everything like “exposition” or 
“action” or “backstory” and the software keeps it all organized for you. What’s that popular 
writing app called?  

KAREN: Scrivener?  

DAN: Yeah. Right. I tried it for a while, but I lost a lot of the feeling of freedom that I love about 
writing. It actually encourages rigid plotting—at least for me it did. And you feel like you’re 
fiddling with a house of cards when you alter something.  

KB: I use a notes doc for my plotting and planning. I do a lot of improvising there to see if 
something might pan out or not. And backstory—I lay it all out in notes rather than injecting it 
into the book, so it’s in my mind but not on the page unless it adds a useful dimension.  

KAREN: I think a lot of writers do that. I do too. These note files become like the real journals 
of my life when I’m writing a book. I mean, I don’t consciously drop my emotional state into 
them, but I bet it works its way in there sometimes.  

DAN: I think you need to have confidence while you’re, let’s call it “composing,” that you’re not 
wasting a lot of time on something that’ll fall apart later. You can plot all you want, but 



sometimes you can’t come up with viable scenes that do it justice. Or you hit your midpoint way 
too soon, which means you’ll have to put in some filler, which is like death for a novel. There’s 
no room for filler, we are told.  

KAREN: Nothing’s more depressing than thinking you’re working on a novel, only to find out 
it’s a novella. Or worse, a long story.  

KB: I’m not sure why, but I usually have a sense of the final word count as I go. It might be kind 
of vague, but based on my own already-written books, I’ll tell myself this new one feels like it’ll 
come in around eighty thousand words, eighty-five thousand. Then things fall into place about 
how to structure the story.  

DAN: One of my favorite writers, back in the day, was Tom McGuane. He was the master of the 
two-hundred page novel.  

KAREN: That is a misconception—that novels are necessarily long.  

DAN: Some people like getting a lot for their money. They need the book to have heft.  

KB: But there’s always a suspicion, to me anyway, that the author indulged in a lot of padding 
when there’s that much heft.  

KAREN: I still have trouble with Victorian or Russian novels. But then I remember that’s all 
people had for entertainment back then. The books were usually serialized too. So over the 
course of a year you’d get the latest Dickens, and it didn’t seem so long when you finished. I had 
to renew David Copperfield at the library three times the first time I read it.  

DAN: Stephen King.  

KAREN: Hefty books.  

DAN: I have to think when he’s planning out a book he leaves a lot of room for long bouts of 
nicotine-fueled improvisation. You know, they always say that every word should be essential in 
a novel, but— 

KAREN: I’ve always bristled at that. You can look at some pretty famous and respected novels 
and come up with objective criticisms.  

DAN: We’re getting a little offtrack on the whole planning thing, but the writer’s style is always 
part of the story too. You can’t plan spontaneity, so someone like Jack Kerouac would have said 
he was a pantser, I guess. He might even wonder why you’d want to plan out a novel.  



KAREN: Good point. Some writers seem to put their consciousness of the moment onto the page. 
It even works for some of them.  

DAN: Planning would definitely help some writers. But then again, it can be genre-dependent to 
some degree, like you said. Literary novels probably have more leeway when it comes to letting 
the story wander into cul de sacs. They’re more focused on that thing about “what’s it like to be” 
so and so. Of course, they’re also more likely to be referencing classics or archetypal figures like 
“the hero” or Odysseus or the prodigal son, so there’s some structure built into that.  

KAREN: They’re also not as formulaic as the genres.  

DAN: Absolutely. That sure affects planning.  

KAREN: We all know there are writing how-to books out there that map out almost down to the 
percentage level where turning points have to occur, where the big realizations need to be, all 
that stuff. They have technical names too, which I never bothered to learn about because I try to 
resist formulas. It was Jane Smiley, in her book Thirteen Ways of Looking at the Novel, who said 
that great novels have turning points at ten and ninety percent, which isn’t quite as rigid but still
— 

DAN: I know what you mean. But writers of genre novels know what their readers expect. And 
they want to deliver it. Literary writers—Kevin can say something about this I bet—probably 
know that their readers want a good story, but they’re looking for originality, depth of character, 
moral dilemmas …  

KB: Maybe it’s a function of when I was coming of age as a writer, but being original was 
always a major goal too. I grew up on writers like Robert Coover and John Barth and Stanley 
Elkin, and to my mind what they were doing only drove home, You’ve got to come up with 
something different. The whole point of literature, I thought, was to take what came before you 
and extend the wave forward with your own work. Or Karen’s mining metaphor works too.  

KAREN: So if you’re planning a novel, even as a pantser—you’re at least playing with the ideas 
you’re going to put into it—you ought to have freshness in mind?  

DAN: Depends on what kind of book you’re writing. Literary fiction should always be forward-
thinking. Not gratuitously, but just with an eye toward trying new ways of telling a story. Look at 
James Joyce. Faulkner. Even someone like Jennifer Egan today …  

KAREN: Right, but if you’re working on a cozy mystery, you know you have to hit certain notes 
if you’re going to sell the thing.  



KB: I guess we might as well ask the question now: We’ll talk more about this later, but is selling 
books the be-all and end-all? Or do writers dare to take all the time that’s necessary to write a 
book that’s close to perfect only to say, I had to make it real? That’s all.  

KAREN: Personally, speaking as someone with one traditionally published novel—I never give 
a thought to selling a book. I think about my audience, like you’re supposed to do, but my first 
goal is to make the thing exactly what I want it to be.  

DAN: That’s why you only have one published novel.  

KAREN: Ouch!  

KB: In terms of planning, writers do have to make that choice. There’s probably a fine line 
between being true to your artistic vision and being self-indulgent, but the only people who can 
make that call for you are readers. And the way to reach readers is to at least throw a nod to what 
they’re after.  

We’ll talk later about reaching the gatekeepers—agents and editors—because they’re the ones 
who seem to know what readers are looking for. That introduces a whole host of issues about art 
vs entertainment, but while you’re planning a novel it’s important to know who you’re writing 
for. And writing for yourself is perfectly reasonable.  
 



The First Draft 

KB: This touches on some of what we were just talking about—plotting or pantsing—but what 
are some ways to approach a first draft? 

KAREN: Everyone’s heard it before, that you shouldn’t shoot for perfection in your first draft. 
You’re fleshing out the story. You’re getting to know your characters. True, if you’ve plotted out 
the whole thing much of this is going to be more like building a house from blueprints, but I’ve 
always thought that the first draft is a process of revelation.  

DAN: Sometimes with a first draft, you start to tease out themes and symbols that weren’t part of 
your planning. And I mean themes not in the sense of  “man’s inhumanity to man” but more like 
recurring images or ideas. You don’t necessarily know what these are going to be when you start 
writing, right?  

KAREN: Almost never! Like I was working on something last year, and in rereading what I’d 
already done, I saw that a bunch of images of coils were running through it. So I started putting 
in more coils as I finished the writing. They started to be associated with a certain character’s 
feeling that he was always covering the same emotional territory over and over.  

DAN: That’s pretty good. But yeah, it can be anything. And I bet you took out a lot of the coils 
when you revised so it didn’t seem like you were hitting the reader over the head.  

KAREN: You got it. There were too many.  

DAN: But see, this is what the first draft is all about. Trying shit.  

KAREN: You might learn that your precious plot spreadsheet has flaws too.  

DAN: I can’t remember where I heard about this, but someone wrote to a bunch of famous 
writers in the ‘50s or ‘60s and asked them if they had their symbolism in mind when they wrote 
their books or if it just sort of emerged. To a person, they all said it was accidental.  

KAREN: That’s fascinating. Probably true most of the time.  

DAN: Here’s another problem: How many writers have plotted out the whole thing on Scrivener 
or something, started writing, and realized that there’s this major hole they didn’t think about 
before and now the rest of the book needs to be reworked?  

KAREN: Lots. Of course, it’s no better if you just jump in and write. There’s always the danger 
that the impetus of the book has no legs. You take it as far as you go, and sometimes that gets 
you to the end, sometimes not.  



DAN: Like we were saying about where do the ideas come from, another question has to be, 
Where do they take you?  

KB: Speaking of Stanley Elkin, I remember an interview of his back in the ‘80s, when he was 
asked what does he start with vis-a-vis his characters, and he said their jobs. Something about 
their jobs gave him enough to work with. But you can see how that can really help set up your 
first draft because of all the peripheral places, people, and activities that go along with someone’s 
profession.  

KAREN: Definitely. Like, I’ve edited some medical thrillers over the past few years. They’re 
chock full of settings and characters, everyone from surgeons to anesthesiologists to orderlies. 
And there’s always a lot of movement because hospitals are kinetic places.  

DAN: Right, and you can sprinkle all these details into your first draft to get all that white space 
covered. Then take some out in revision if you have to.  

KAREN: Some writers don’t write their first drafts in chronological order. What’s up with that?  

DAN: I can see it working for some kinds of scenes. Climactic scenes—maybe they hit you first 
and you just want to get the vivid immediacy down on paper before you lose it.  

KAREN: Maybe so. Or key turning points. But I’m not talking about nonlinear narratives. 
What’s that book in a box you love, Kevin? I remember you singing its praises some time back.  

KB: Right. The Unfortunates. From 1969, by a British writer, B. S. Johnson. It comes in a box, 
printed in twenty or thirty separate pieces that you can assemble in any order you want. Who 
knows what order he wrote it in? It doesn’t matter. The idea is that maybe a different kind of 
experience comes out of different chronologies.  

DAN: I bet he wrote it chronologically. The he cut it up and tossed it in the air.  

KAREN: It’s a cool idea. Spontaneity again. Which I really think is important to a first draft. 
Remember that idea of “the fictive dream”?  

DAN: Yeah, like the writer needs to kind of lose himself and inhabit the world he’s making. Not 
literally. He’d wind up in an asylum, but I’ve definitely had writing sessions when I’m so 
immersed that when I snap out of it I see that four or five hours have gone by.  

KAREN: First-draft brain. For sure. It feels really good when you have sessions like that. 
Especially when you see that what you’ve written is pretty good.  



DAN: I’ve had it the other way. When the writing sucks. One time I had too many Bloody 
Mary’s of a Sunday morning— 

KB: As one does … 

DAN: Yeah, as one habitually does—and I wrote for a couple of hours in this manic, fictive 
dream. I had to toss almost all of it. Pure garbage! 

KAREN: But that’s the whole point. In the first draft there’s room for experimentation. For 
throwing spaghetti against the wall. You want your mind to be open to possibilities. 

DAN: There’s that aphorism: Write a really shitty first draft.  

KAREN: Another piece of writing advice I’ve always bristled against.  

DAN: Really? 

KAREN: Yeah! I’d never set out to purposely write shit. I know that’s not the real meaning of it, 
but if you have no filters at all as you write you might end up with a ball of junk that can’t be 
worked with. I say be free but not self-indulgent. Self-indulgence has killed so many writers.  

DAN: We were touching on that earlier. But isn’t the first draft a good place to let some self-
indulgence sneak in?  

KAREN: Maybe a really raunchy sex scene. You can always take it out. There’s no such thing as 
a great sex scene.  

DAN: You can’t really believe that.  

KAREN: I do. I’ve never read one. They all feel self-indulgent, and more of them than not cause 
laughter instead of, whatever it is they’re supposed to do.  

DAN: Erotica writers are so disappointed in you right now.  

KAREN: But go ahead and put one in your first draft. Knock yourself out. But omit it when you 
revise.  

DAN: Baby got backstory.  

KAREN: You did not say that. Kevin? Help us out?  



KB: Let’s face it, the first draft is where the long haul is. This is the part that a lot of writers can’t 
handle, the discipline it takes to lay down a hundred thousand words. It takes months. The 
discipline is the “no matter what” factor, the production of x-many words per day, every day.  

And the math doesn’t always add up, because if you figure a thousand words a day, then your 
book ought to be done in a hundred days. It doesn’t work like that.  

DAN: Seldom anyway. I do think it’s good to have daily word goals though.  

KAREN: Me too. And if novels weren’t so damn long, we could wrap them up in six weeks. So 
what’s a good word count for you guys?  

KB: For me, usually five hundred to a thousand. Depends on if any problems arise. But usually I 
have a pretty good idea of what’s required of the scenes I’m working on.  

DAN: I’ve always been comfortable with five hundred. I tend to edit as I write though, so I’m 
pretty confident that those five hundred are keepers.  

KAREN: You hear of people who crank out a couple thousand a day.  

DAN: “All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.”  

KAREN: Exactly.  

DAN: But whatever word count you pick or are comfortable with, do we all agree that writing 
every day is even more important?  

KB: I do. It was the only way I could break through and finish my first novel. I started getting up 
at four o’clock in the morning and writing till I had to go to work. And I got shit done.  

DAN: It seems extreme, but I know other writers who have done that. I usually write in the 
evenings because I can’t stand what’s on television.  

KAREN: Whatever works, right? It’s about commitment. It’s about consistency. And I think it’s 
also about training your brain.  

DAN: Exactly. You get your brain into the habit of writing at a certain time every day, and then 
it’s actually working on the book while you’re doing other things. I believe that.  

KB: Me too. I’ve gotten up in the morning many times with the answer to the prior day’s writing 
problem. My brain fiddled with it overnight and delivered the solution in time for today’s 
session. I see the inside of my head filled with all these pneumatic tubes for messages back and 
forth. It’s like that movie Brazil in there.  



KAREN: I wish I didn’t know that about you.  

DAN: The idea being, a lot of writing comes from the subconscious.  

KAREN: I’ve always thought of it like your computer running maintenance programs in the 
background. Which is cool. It’s almost like you have a collaborator.  

DAN: Not that the solutions your subconscious comes up with always work. You still have to test 
them. And like with every idea, sometimes they flop.  

KAREN: But it’s true, really, that all ideas must come from your subconscious one way or 
another. That’s why one newspaper story appeals to you as the source for a novel but not the one 
next to it. Or why you named a character after some kid in school who died or something. Your 
whole psyche gets put to use.  

KB: Changing direction a little bit now. I think it was the British writer, Terry Pratchett, who said 
something like, “The first draft is you telling yourself the story.” That sounds pretty close to a 
useful attitude.  

DAN: I agree with that. All the things we’ve already said about having your target audience in 
mind, when you’re writing the first draft the only audience that matters is you. Writers are 
always their worst critics. Especially during the first draft.  

KAREN: I think that’s what kills so many novels. You’re just trying to get the story out, but all 
these doubts keep popping up as you go along. You forget that you’ve given yourself permission 
to write that shitty first draft. You compare what you’re doing to the polished novels of your 
favorite writers.  

DAN: You feel like a fraud.  

KAREN: Seriously, every writer says that at one time or another. They have no business writing 
novels. Well, the truth is, nobody has any business writing novels! Nobody asks you to do it. 
There’s a certain presumptuousness about declaring yourself a novelist in the first place. But to 
my mind, it’s mainly a form of expression, like all art. It’s not a very efficient form of expression 
because it takes so long to write one, and the reception of it is totally subjective. But, especially 
in the first draft, you’re coming to grips with what it is you’re trying to say.  

DAN: And that’s not always clear. That’s why the first draft is a discovery process, like you said, 
Karen. Only rarely do I start page one knowing what’s going to happen on page four hundred and 
one. Sure, some writers happen onto their last scenes or their last lines early on—that whole 
“popped into my head” thing—but for the most part you’re feeling your way toward the ending. 
You have to go through a process to get there.  



KAREN: It’s like you can’t beam yourself to Paris. You have to be able to stomach modern air 
travel.  

DAN: That reminds me, speaking of endings. I always remember the advice I heard somewhere
—I never remember where I hear these things—that the ending has to be surprising yet 
inevitable.  

KAREN: Easier said than done. But it’s a good thought to have in mind as you write your way 
through the first draft. I wonder if too many books are overly focused on the surprising part.  

DAN: And maybe the inevitable part is off a little bit too. In real life, all kinds of outcomes are 
possible, but because the one that happened did happen, it might seem inevitable. Like that 
notion that lovers were destined to meet because of all the things that had to happen to put them 
together. It’s really just an accident.  

KAREN: What a romantic.  

DAN: But since a good writer could probably make all kinds of different endings seem 
inevitable, maybe the real trick is that it has to feel realistic and possible. That gives it the air of 
inevitability.  

KAREN: You hear all the time of editors signing a novelist and telling her, You need to change 
the ending. But if the ending was inevitable, how can she change it?  

DAN: If you were lucky enough to sell a book to a New York publisher, you’ll change the 
ending.  

KAREN: That’s why we’re poking holes in the “surprising but inevitable” thing. They change 
the endings of movies all the time based on focus groups. Maybe the right way to think of it is 
that as you work your way through a first draft, lots of possible endings can be eliminated while 
others become more and more likely. Because they fit what’s been going on. They feel more 
satisfying.  

KB: But do all endings have to be satisfying?  

DAN: If you want people to read your books they do.  

KB: What happens if you get through your first draft, land on that surprising but inevitable 
ending that fits the story, but you know it’ll irritate readers?  

DAN: Tough one. I think a lot of books probably fall into that category, and here we’re talking 
subjectivity too. Some readers might actually find it satisfactory.  



KAREN: Still, I don’t think novels should be written toward focus-group approval, do you?  

DAN: It’s a genre thing again. What are the readers’ expectations? With literary fiction, the only 
expectation should be to be wowed by the writer’s craft and vision.  

KAREN: But yeah, like we said, in the genres the audience is a lot more demanding in terms of 
fidelity to the standards. So, in terms of the first draft, a genre writer is thinking that way, 
whereas a writer of literary fiction is like, This is going to piss some people off, but here we go. 

DAN: And he remains unpublished to this day.  

KB: Maybe this is a good place to talk about the writing life. Since the first draft is the actual 
writing. What’s it like to be a writer? And how does it look to the outside world?  

KAREN: This is when I really love being a writer, when I’m hammering out a manuscript, 
flooded with ideas, not sure all the time where I’m going, but totally stimulated. It must be like 
when a musician is improvising.  

DAN: I also think there’s something really satisfying about being able to say, “I’m a novelist.” I 
don’t know what it is. Not that I tell a lot of people. I’ll say I’m an editor before I’ll say I’m a 
novelist, because you never know what the response is going to be. Oh, that’s nice. Or, Cool, I’m 
a cyclist. 

KAREN: I don’t think people quite get what it takes to write a novel, what kind of sacrifices you 
make. You know what I mean. You tell someone you’re a writer and they’re like, “I figure I 
might write a book one day too. Can’t be that hard, right?”  

And I want to say, and sometimes I do say, “No, it’s not hard. Just tie a noose around your neck, 
attach the other end to a six-ton boulder, and drag it five hundred miles without passing out.” 

KB: That’s perfect! Nobody realizes how many hours we invest in a single book, so to them it’s 
just getting an idea down on paper. Then there’s the psychology of writing. Not just the doubt, 
but what kind of person says, I’m going to make up a world and populate it with imaginary 
people?  

DAN: I’ll admit it. You have to be kind of narcissistic. You’re saying that the contents of your 
head need to get out into the world and shared by as many people as possible.  

KAREN: Or you’re hideously shy and the only way you can express yourself is by shutting 
yourself in a room and making stuff up.  



KB: Or we can be more self-respecting and borrow Henry James’s idea: “The artist [writer] is 
one on whom nothing is lost.”  

DAN: Yeah, let’s go with that one. 
 

  



Discovery and Adaptation 

KB: I’m calling this section “Discovery and Adaptation,” though we might use it to talk a lot of 
different aspects of writing the novel. We’ve touched on some ideas already, like how the first 
draft should be approached in terms of freedom. 

DAN: One thing that might fall into this category is something I’ve always kind of doubted. That 
characters can come to life for the writer so fully that they start doing things on their own. What 
do you guys say about that?  

KAREN: To be honest, I do sometimes experience that. I’m not one of those marionette masters, 
because I don’t think you get depth in your characters by just bouncing them around from scene 
to scene. But every once in a while, my characters really surprise me. They say something 
unexpected, or maybe something from their past pops out that I literally did not think about.  

DAN: Again, it’s a subconscious thing. You can say it’s your character doing whatever he feels 
like doing, but your subconscious is feeding you the moves. I think.  

KB: I’ve always felt that way too. The ingredients have been on a slow simmer in your brain, 
and things come together away from your conscious decision-making. Like, I won’t dish out any 
spoilers here, but in my novel, Eternity Began Tomorrow, one of the characters does something 
unexpected toward the end, and although it seemed to come to me like a lightning bolt, as if the 
character did it on his own, it was really just one of the many possibilities my brain had been 
cooking up.  

KAREN: So are you saying that writers who feel like their characters are autonomous are 
bullshitters?  

DAN: No. Just deluded.  

KAREN: You’re going to lose fans, you realize. Me, for one. Kidding. 

DAN: I don’t have any fans. I have rubberneckers who can’t look away.  

KAREN: But in that infamous “fictive dream,” whether it’s your subconscious or not, there can 
be a sense that your characters have something like free will. There’s that idea that the writer is 
kind of like a god to the characters, right?  

DAN: Maybe the writer sets up the conditions and then presses “Start.” The machine is set into 
motion. 
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KAREN: The cosmic clockmaker. I don’t know. If a character has free will and does something 
that screws up your story, you just edit it out. I know I do.  

DAN: But in some books it does feel like the writer is a vengeful god messing up the lives of his 
people. I always thought of Thomas Hardy that way. You always knew the very worst that could 
happen to them was going to happen.  

KAREN: This might not be the right time to bring this up, but where does point of view fit into 
this stage of things? Development and adaptation. Because sometimes I start writing in one point 
of view and realize somewhere along the way that another one would work better.  

DAN: You mean first person vs third person, right? Not one character vs another.  

KAREN: Right. This happens to me quite a bit: I’ll start in third person, but sooner or later the 
voice is so close to the character that it’s really just first person with third-person pronouns. But 
there’s a real difference in how these work.  

DAN: Even with omniscience. But since you bring up first person, let’s talk about it for a minute. 
I think it’s a heavily abused point of view.  

KAREN: Especially first person present tense. I hope that fad dies away eventually.  

KB: Why?  

KAREN: For one thing, though I get the whole immediacy thing?—we might experience life in 
the present tense, but there’s no such thing as telling your story as it happens. Not in real life. 
Whether you’re telling someone about something that happened days ago or minutes ago, it’s 
always in the past. Writers use present tense to create the illusion that this is happening right 
now. 

KB: I remember the great novelist/philosopher, William Gass, wrote a treatise against present 
tense, back in the mid-80’s. Almost all short stories were in first person present tense back then, 
and he saw it as something MFA programs were forcing on us.  

DAN: People don’t realize how complex it really is. A first-person narrator in his or her own 
present has even less information than one speaking in past tense. A lot of writers also don’t get 
how limited first person is. And it’s meant to be.    

KAREN: Exactly. You can’t know what’s going on offstage. Or in someone else’s head. I see a 
lot of errors in first-person narratives in terms of the narrator “knowing” what another character 
is thinking. You don’t know unless they tell you.  



DAN: On the other hand, skillful writers can use first person, past or present, super effectively 
because they understand the fine points. But since it’s such an easy go-to point of view, so many 
writers just jump right in and crank out a first draft with not much of a feel for it.  

KAREN: They also forget that the narrator is telling us her story from a later time, even if it’s in 
the present tense. They fail to plunk the narrator down in that time. I mean, it can change, as the 
book goes on, but since stories take place in the past, you need to know what perspective the 
narrator has on the action. Is it fresh and immediate? Or is it filtered through years of 
contemplation? That affects a lot more than the tense.  

DAN: If someone is telling you their story, maybe it seems more real.  

KAREN: That depends on the writer’s abilities, don’t you think?  

DAN: Oh, for sure. But in a general sense, isn’t first person like meeting some guy at a bar who 
launches into his life story? Because the events aren’t filtered through another consciousness.  

KAREN: And then you get into the whole “unreliable narrator” business.  

DAN: Yeah. In a way, though, all first-person narrators should be unreliable to one degree or 
another. Since they’re telling their story, they get to put themselves in the best light, they get to 
arrange the story to their advantage, or they can even make themselves into the flawed martyr.  

KAREN: Right, and as you develop a first-person novel you can look for ways to exploit the 
tendency to do those things. We’re all the heroes of our own story.  

DAN: But the better-understood “unreliable narrator” is a sticky wicket in its own right too. It 
implies that the narrator is lying to us somehow, and the nature of that lie has to come out 
eventually. So by the end of the book we realize our host was a fraud.  

KB: Unless there’s a wink-wink quality to it. Humor.  

KAREN: That’s true. We like our imps. Mark Twain’s boys, for instance. Lots of rogues and 
scoundrels you wind up loving in spite of their flaws.  

DAN: Going back to the perspective of the narrator, there’s also the matter of who is she talking 
to? Is it always the unfortunate bar-mate who doesn’t know what he’s getting into when he sits 
down? Or is it a universal “you”? Like, some narrators say things like, “You might be wondering 
why I killed my father and slept with my mother …” Who does the narrator think that “you” is?  

KAREN: This is the kind of thing so many writers don’t think about. You don’t have to be literal 
about it, but you’ll make decisions about your approach that depend on a general feel for the 
listener. Think about something like To Kill a Mockingbird. The narrator, Scout, is speaking 



years after the action, so there’s a wistful quality about it. The “you” she’s addressing could be 
all of us. It could be herself. Or it could be someone who comes from a place other than the 
small-town South who might not have known about the things she’s describing.  

DAN: These problems don’t come up with third person. That has other issues, but I always find 
it easier to manipulate things in third person.  

KAREN: Depending on how close in the point of view is. You see a lot of third-person books, 
like I said, that are really modified first person.  

DAN: True. They follow one character through the whole book. But with third person you can 
also have more than one pov character. That’s where we get into how important it is to pick the 
right pov, preferably from the get-go. Because so much can be done with these different angles 
of view.  

KAREN: It’s always useful when a protagonist doesn’t know what’s going on elsewhere. Or you 
set up a problem, or a moral dilemma, then you look at how several characters are handling it.  

KB: There are quite a few books now that use several different first-person narrators. I like that 
approach sometimes. It allows you some freedom in terms of voice, and it gives the reader 
different aspects as to who’s reliable and who’s not.  

DAN: It can be hard to pull off though. If the voices aren’t different enough the reader will have 
a hard time knowing whose world is front and center.  

KB: That can be a challenge. Whereas, they say, third-person narration that’s somewhat removed 
from the character shouldn’t be too distracting. In other words, tonally it should be “authorial” 
rather than pinned to the character’s persona.  

KAREN: If you want to follow rules, that is. There’s a lot of “they say” out there. But especially 
in the first draft, I give myself a lot of leeway in tone. Who knows? You might find just the right 
voice for the material if you play around a little bit. Then you unify it all in revision.  

DAN: Then we come to omniscience. Does anybody use true omniscience anymore? I mean in 
the way Victorian novelists used it.  

KAREN: I’m hard pressed to think of many examples. Modern writers tend to think of 
omniscience as the ability to pin themselves to any character, and the ham-handed ones jump 
from one to another in a single paragraph. There’s a certain finesse you have to master to make it 
work. But real omniscience was more like a storyteller sitting with people around a fire and 
telling tales from a high angle, with his own thoughts intruding sometimes, his take on the moral 
of the story, even preferences about who to root for.  



DAN: Maybe it was just a phase.  

KAREN: Could be. I think the modern reader likes to identify with characters so much that 
omniscience feels too distant. They don’t like being told what to think. They like the intimacy, 
even though technically an omniscient narrator has access to any character’s thoughts and 
history.  

DAN: It’s interesting, and ironic, because most TV shows and movies are actually omniscient in 
point of view. The camera is the narrator. Or the witness. There’s no commentary from it, but it 
can see anything the director wants it to see, regardless of what characters are involved. Why do 
we accept it so well visually but not in books?  

KAREN: People don’t think of it that way, I guess. There’s usually a star character in a TV or 
movie scene, so the viewer is like, “Oh, here we go, Mabel’s fighting with her boss again.” She’s 
rooting for Mabel even though we’re not in Mabel’s head. We’re a fly on the wall watching the 
fight.  

DAN: Maybe people digest visual media and books differently.  

KAREN: And maybe it’s killing literary fiction, because literary novels offer much more interior 
material, whereas visual stories are what you see is what you get.  

DAN: Unless characters tell you what they’re thinking. Or what they’ve been through.  

KAREN: Yep. And you have to step back sometimes and ask if you’ve ever had conversations 
like that in real life, where you dump super private thoughts on some unsuspecting friend. So 
much of real life is inside our own heads, and we protect our privacy instead of broadcasting all 
our motives.  

DAN: Don’t forget flashbacks. You can build backstory or add some depth that way.  

KAREN: But you gotta be careful with it. Sometimes a flashback is really just a memory, but 
I’ve seen writers use gobs and gobs of dialogue and sharp detail, even though we don’t 
remember things that way. Other times, you’re really jumping out of your story to show the 
reader a scene that took place before the action of the book.  

DAN: It always has to help the story of the book. It’s easy to fall back on flashbacks to help with 
something like pacing, but if it feels gratuitous …  

KB: So all of this stuff is going to come up in the development of a novel. Even if you’ve 
charged through a first draft, you’ll be thinking about it, and how to adapt your draft so that it 
evolves into a finished, close-to-perfect novel. What’s the most important element? Point of 
view? I think so.  



DAN: I’d agree. Because even if you’re a plotter, you need to know if you can have scenes that 
don’t include your protagonist.  

KAREN: Right. Which means you have to have done a whole lot of thinking about the protag 
before you even start. Like the girl who meets her doppelgänger. Even though that didn’t go 
anywhere, I knew it was going to be in first person. I wanted it to have a claustrophobic feel. A 
woman looking in the mirror.  

DAN: Actually second person might have been pretty interesting with that setup.  

KAREN: I already gave it to you. Let’s see what you can do with it, champ.   

DAN: Sometimes first person feels too claustrophobic though. You get halfway through the first 
draft and realize there aren’t enough scene opportunities, or you’re getting repetitive. And you 
go, Shit, I need to switch to third person. 

KAREN: And then you risk losing the confidentiality of first person. It feels like the character is 
talking to you, right? Only you. You’re in on it. Whereas third person shows you the more 
complex interactions and consequences of the protag’s choices.  

DAN: Novel writing is hard. And speaking of second person, how often is that even attempted 
anymore? There used to be occasional stabs at it, but it’s so striking that I think readers have a 
hard time getting into the story when the voice is “you.”  

KAREN: I find that I sometimes use it for short bursts within third- or first-person pieces. It’s a 
good way to move in and out of focus, since we’re using the camera metaphor. But when the 
whole work is in second person, it’s disorienting. Remember Bright Lights, Big City?  

DAN: I wonder if, in retrospect, McInerney thinks it worked.  

KAREN: Well, it was so fresh at the time, I imagine it seemed to work. Sold a lot of copies 
because it was so strange-feeling.  

KB: As long as we’re talking about development and adaptation, let’s get into character 
development. How it’s accomplished. How it works.  

DAN: When I was young, someone advised me to take psychology in school. I guess it might 
have helped, but instead I just try to open my mind to things like a character’s motivation and 
self-understanding. Often a book is about the character’s coming to a higher level of self-
understanding. Catharsis.  



KAREN: Literary again. In the genres it’s more like achieving a goal, finding the treasure, 
getting the killer—all of that stuff. Don’t you think ideas like self-realization are pretty literary?  

DAN: Usually. Not always. Or in genres the self-realization is more literal than literary: Turns 
out you’re the king’s lost son! The ghost that’s been pestering you is your great-grandfather!  

KAREN: There’s a lot of wish fulfillment going on out there. But back to character development 
in general, I think there are different levels of it. There’s superficial stuff, like appearance, 
wardrobe, hobbies, where she lives. Then there’s some personality factors, like who her friends 
are, what her job is (vis-a-vis Elkin), how she comports herself in the world, language, behavior. 
And then there’s the deep level, the backstory details that essentially make her what she is. How 
she was raised, how her parents loved her (or didn’t), bad things that happened to her. And the 
intimidating thing about writing fiction is that you make all of this stuff up! 

DAN: You make it up, but there has to be an inner consistency if you’re shooting for a realistic 
character. That’s where the psychology comes in. I mean, it doesn’t have to be totally true to the 
science of psychology, but if you’re going for some degree of authenticity—and why wouldn’t 
you?—there has to be cause and effect. Your doppelgänger girl was neglected by her mother, so 
she’s shy out in public and afraid to assert herself. I just made that up.  

KAREN: Sounds good. Maybe she stalks the doppelgänger at a distance because of that.  

DAN: She’s a loner and has a problem with intimacy. But this doppelgänger seems to be 
vivacious and happy.  

KAREN: So it’s not her looks that have screwed her up. She starts asking herself why she is the 
way she is, and it sends her into a reevaluation of her mom. But she loves her mom.  

DAN: Recovered memories start coming in. She flashes on a period when her mother used to 
lock her in the walk-in closet so she could go out some nights.  

KB: I already wrote that story, but that’s okay.  

DAN: We’re just improvising. I won’t use it.  

KAREN: This is called brainstorming. It’s important for character development, don’t you think? 

DAN: Absolutely. A lot of the time I spend writing a novel I’m actually brainstorming the shape 
of it, the character details, the possible endings. And it’s like what we just did. You raise some 
ideas up the flagpole and start running them. Like computer simulations.  

KB: Some people think we’re living in a computer simulation. From the future.  



KAREN: That would actually explain a lot.  

DAN: Do you guys write out backstory? Or do you kind of have it in mind as you write the 
book? I know some people do elaborate bios of their characters, like an FBI file.  

KAREN: Usually I start asking myself questions about mine. You know, like Where did she 
grow up? Does she like soy milk or cow’s milk? (I’m kidding.) And it’s almost as if the answers 
are actually discoverable sometimes, objectively. I know they’re not—they’re totally made up—
but when you ask the question I think you’re telling yourself that this is important for projecting 
the character accurately, with the depth you need to make her seem real.  

DAN: You always say her. Are all your characters women? 

KAREN: No. I just haven’t bought into using “they” as a singular yet.  

DAN: Let’s not go there. But I’m like you with the character bios. I explore the character. You’re 
right. You actually start with a lot of vague stuff, and then you start to add layers. Or, if you want 
to use the metaphor of sculpture, you start with a block and have to hammer away until the shape 
of the human being frozen inside of it emerges.  

I make a few sketchy notes about backstory, but I don’t work it all out on paper. I like to leave 
some room for improv. You might not know, when you begin, that it’ll become convenient later 
to have your character fear big dogs, but then one shows up and you’re like, He was terrorized 
by a neighbor’s German shepherd when he was a kid. Yeah, let’s run with that. 

KAREN: Do characters literally have to change over the course of a novel? Like all the advice 
books say? 

DAN: I think it’s pretty essential. If everything that happens in the story has no effect on her, 
why has the story been told? That’s a question related to the old standby: Why is this story 
beginning now?  

KAREN: Well, the change can be of different varieties, I guess. A character can become wiser. 
More compassionate. More humble. Or stronger.  

KB: Or you can go literal. She wasn’t married before the action started, and at the end she has 
the man of her dreams.  

KAREN: You should write a romance novel.  

KB: I wrote a chick-lit book. I won’t drop names here, but it’s on Amazon.  

KAREN: Come on, it’s a literary novel posing as chick-lit. I read it. Occasional Soulmates.  

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00NKO0B2A


KB: Thanks for the plug. But yeah, in that book, the protagonist, Sarah Phelan, is pretty much in 
the same spot she was in when the story begins, except for one thing. And I won’t spoil it here.  

DAN: Understandings are changes. So that counts.  

KAREN: But let’s imagine a book whose protag doesn’t change. Can the action, themes, style, 
ending pull the whole weight? 

DAN: Wouldn’t it just represent “some stuff that happened”? I mean, what’s the point?  

KAREN: Entertainment. Appreciation of good writing. Distraction.  

DAN: I don’t know. I think I’ll stick to protagonists who come out of the tunnel affected.  
 



Revision 

KB: Onto everybody’s favorite part of fiction writing: revision.  

DAN: A word that doesn’t do the process any kind of justice.  

KAREN: There should be a German word for “attempting to transform a gelatinous blob into an 
exquisite diamond.”  

DAN: I’m sure there is. They have a word for every existential state under the sun. And your 
description just about nails it, as far as I’m concerned. Because we all know that first drafts are 
not perfect. Because they aren’t meant to be. But that doesn’t mean you see right away what’s 
wrong with them.  

KAREN: They’re crafty devils. Because a lot of the writing is great. And we all like to read our 
own writing. I mean, I do. Sometimes I read my own stuff and go, Wow, girl. You’re hawt! 

DAN: Or the opposite happens. You start reading and you go, You should stick to writing file 
folder labels. You suck. 

KAREN: I’ve had that too. Probably more than the other one, now that I think about it. The key 
is to be in a more objective head space. Critical. But critical doesn’t mean the whole thing is 
flawed.  

DAN: And you want to approach it with some kind of strategy. There’s a book I relied on a lot 
when I was learning the art of revision. It’s called Revising Fiction, appropriately enough, by a 
gentleman named David Madden. I have to think it’s out of print, but you can still get a used 
copy on Amazon.com.  

Madden takes a fascinating but practical tack by posing questions about the draft a writer is 
revising. Things like “Considering the experience you want the reader to have in this story, have 
you used a point of view that is ineffective?” Most of the questions come from a negative slant, 
like that. Probably because it forces you to be more honest with yourself and to focus on possible 
failures in the work instead of how awesome it is.  

It works beautifully because it also forces you to look mechanically at each aspect of the novel—
plot, characters, point of view, language—and go through an analytical process with them. When 
you have to admit that you might have chosen the wrong point of view, you realize there’s work 
to be done. Working mechanically at this point is a great way to make sure you’re not being 
emotional or dishonest with yourself.  

https://www.amazon.com/Revising-Fiction-Handbook-David-Madden/dp/0452264146


KAREN: Sounds good. I’ll have to look for that one. I have to admit that my process isn’t as 
much mechanical as unemotional, which might be the same thing. I try to read the draft like a 
new reader would. How are the sentences tracking? Are the characters vivid and realistic? Is the 
dialogue believable?  

DAN: See? Questions.  

KAREN: Yes. But I think I’m reading more fluidly than Madden would recommend. Like I’m 
reading a book someone gave me. And in that frame of mind, my mistakes, or my unwise choices 
or whatever, really tend to stand out.  

DAN: It always boils down to what you’re comfortable with. A critical eye is essential, whatever 
name you give it. But, sure, it’s also okay to pat yourself on the back when something is working 
just as you wanted it to and you’re proud of it. That’ll help get you through the rougher parts.  

KB: There’s a difference between revising and editing, isn’t there?  

KAREN: For sure. To my mind, revising is more complex and intricate. You might have to 
rewrite scenes. You might eliminate minor characters. Names may have to change to protect the 
easily embarrassed. But editing is language-focused.  

DAN: Agreed. Copyeditors are usually looking at your words. And punctuation. Whether your 
meaning is clear. For me, revision comes before editing, though some people might argue with 
the terms. You can edit while revising. You can still revise while you’re editing, but the way I 
look at it, revising is the sculpting and editing is the polishing.  

KAREN: All three of us do copyediting and proofreading for other writers, and you can always 
tell a manuscript that’s coming to you too soon in the process. Sometimes authors jump the gun. 
You get this mental timetable in mind about when you want to “finish” the book, and after a 
quick reread, you shoot the thing off to an editor.  

KB: I’ve had to turn clients away after getting ten or twenty pages into their manuscripts. Well, 
not turn them away but send the book back with a recommendation to have some other people 
read it before they spend money on me.  

DAN: Are you talking beta readers?  

KB: Actually, I think of beta readers as a last step before professional editing. You should have a 
pretty well-polished manuscript to give to a beta reader, or preferably more than one beta reader. 
Make sure there’s something of a consensus—or at least that readers are getting your vision. But 
you don’t want to give betas a first draft because you’ll get creamed. 



KAREN: Beta reading for me is kind of like a pre-screening of a movie. Based on the feedback, 
you can tweak some things, but by and large it’s done. I mean, unless someone finds some 
logical errors or inconsistencies that eluded you through revision.  

DAN: I’ll disagree a little bit, just to say that if you have someone you really trust, who gets 
what you’re trying to do, you can have her read a not-ready-for-prime-time ms. Writers need 
someone who can dish out the cold hard truth, which isn’t always easy for beta readers.  

KB: I can imagine someone engaging beta readers for a project that feels like it has something 
wrong but you just can’t put your finger on it. Beta readers, if you can find honest ones, will 
home in on it for you.  

KAREN: I show all my first drafts to my husband. He takes sadistic pleasure in telling me where 
I took wrong turns.  

DAN: That’s what spouses are for. The kindest cut.  

KAREN: What we’re really saying, though, is that there’s a logical evolution from first draft, 
through revision, into editing, and onto outside readers. Then you get a pro to go over the final 
product.  

KB: It’ll cost you a lot less money, that’s for sure. I had a writer approach me recently with a 
manuscript that would have needed developmental editing, which is expensive because it’s so 
labor-intensive. I knew he didn’t want to spend that kind of money, so I had to tell him to work 
on the book with a writing group or to take a class on memoir writing—this was a memoir about 
a particular time in his life—so he could get a lot of good feedback before turning it over to an 
editor.  

DAN: He just wanted you to fix it for him. That’s a temptation for many writers. They can’t 
stand looking at their book anymore and just want someone to take over. Whip it into shape.  

KAREN: This is the isolation factor too. So much of the writing process is done alone. You have 
your vision. You get it down on paper as well as you can. You figure out what’s working and 
what’s not. You revise. We’re talking, like, a year of you in your garret trying to fashion an 
emerald out of nothing but your own thoughts.  

DAN: You’re using gem metaphors a lot.  

KAREN: Ties in with the mining metaphor again too.  

DAN: I’ve had times when I spent too much time revising. So much so that I began to lose 
confidence in the project. Have you ever had that happen? Overdoing it?  



KAREN: Oh yeah. That’s why outside readers are so important. It’s out of your hands for a 
while. You get real-world feedback. It’s so easy to get sucked into a negativity vortex.  

DAN: I hate when that happens.  

KB: I had a novel that just eluded me in terms of the right way to tell the story. I finished the first 
draft and immediately knew it wasn’t flying as written. I redid it with a different approach. That 
didn’t work either. I must have done five or six different versions, some only partials, until I 
landed on the best treatment of the material, which turned out to be five different narrators, each 
with their own distinct section of the book. But the thing is, you never know until you’ve gone 
through all the possibilities.  

DAN: Not that you have to do that every time. Sometimes you get lucky. The first draft meets 
your vision, and you push on from there.  

KB: Good times.  

KAREN: Kind of rare, in my experience. I do a lot of half-drafts until something takes off. Or 
sketches. Trying different scenes to see how it’s going to feel.  

DAN: There are lots of ways to go about it. I think non-writers have this idea that it all just 
comes pouring out, right? You just sit down and “pound out that novel.”  

KB: It can go that way. Sometimes. You feel kind of supernatural when it does. Like you’ve been 
inhabited by an entity, and that’s who really did the work. You were just its vehicle.  

KAREN: That’s a little creepy. But I know what you mean.  

DAN: Doesn’t it bug you to hell when someone says they have a great idea for a novel and they 
might just “write it up” one of these days? God, I want to throttle them! 

KAREN: No matter how it goes, it’s never easy. That’s what people need to understand, and it’s 
the same with any art. We see movies where a painter is in some kind of creative frenzy and he 
just whips out this masterpiece overnight. Or an idea hits a playwright and you see him 
hammering his typewriter, chain-smoking, and bingeing on Scotch till he types THE END. It’s not 
like that. It’s never like that.  

DAN: That’s what I don’t like about NaNoWriMo. Have you heard of that?  

KB: Right. National Novel Writing Month. November.  



KAREN: Everybody who commits to it is supposed to write an entire 50,000 word novel in one 
month. Not that I have a problem with shorter novels. But let’s face it, 50,000 words is light. I 
think the whole thing is fraught.  

DAN: For one thing, it requires over sixteen hundred words a day—every day. I mean, we talked 
about discipline, but I’ve seen people on social media and they’re killing themselves to do it. 
What we were talking about was a writing routine. Not torture.  

KAREN: And if you structure a novel to be complete in 50,000 words, it might not be easy to 
expand it for publication, if that’s the idea. You’ll have to pad organically finished scenes. Or you 
cheat a little bit and write sketchy scenes that you’ll fill in later. Just hit that word count.  

DAN: I guess it’s sort of a “you can do it” thing, which I have no problem with. But I do think 
people go into it thinking they’ll have a manuscript they can work with when it’s over. I don’t 
know. I wonder if anyone’s ever been able to publish a novel they started in NaNoWriMo. I 
mean through a traditional publisher. You can do whatever you want in the indie market.  

KAREN: I don’t know. I’ve never heard of one marketed that way. And once again, I suspect 
we’re talking a lot of genre material. Thrillers, fantasy, romance. Maybe it would be easier to 
write that many words in a month if you’re sticking to formulas.  

DAN: Like we’ve been saying, though, at the end of November you’re sitting on a first draft if 
you’re lucky. Then comes the hard part. 

KAREN: I’d be afraid that I busted my ass in November, only to realize in January that I have a 
piece of junk on my hands.  

DAN: Not that I’d give up on it. My computer is full of material I didn’t finish for one reason or 
another. That doesn’t mean it’s clinically dead though. You never know when you might go back 
to something and approach it with a different mind frame that makes it suddenly work.  

KB: That happened to me with Eternity Began Tomorrow. My sixth novel. I’d written about 
20,000 words a few years back, decided it wasn’t gelling, parked it in my documents folder, and 
forgot about it. Then I was looking for something to work on and I reread what I’d written so far. 
It appealed to me, plus it seemed more timely all of a sudden. I started brainstorming and came 
up with a new storyline, and now it’s out there in the world.  

KAREN: That’s always gratifying, when you can revise an idea, since we’re talking about 
revision. And when you can bring it to fruition, all the better.  

DAN: Right, it’s not just a book that can be revised. Whole approaches can be too. Revision is 
partly keeping your mind open to possibilities.  

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07XM4Y3BJ


KAREN: I had a client who, in my opinion, had chosen the wrong voice for a certain character. 
Made him sound like he was a time traveler from Dickens’s London. So I told him to think of the 
guy as a modern person who just had certain affectations, to use little brushstrokes instead of a 
roller, to force a painting metaphor here. And it worked. Once he rethought the character, he saw 
what I meant.  

DAN: I’ve also had clients who chose not to take my advice. It’s always the writer’s vision that 
has to come through, but sometimes a beta reader or an editor offers something that’s probably 
important but might strike the writer as too hard to do. Or doesn’t fit the vision. 

KAREN: Yeah, but the viability of the book is sometimes at stake. We know revision can be 
hard. Even painful. But if there’s something that’s just going to irritate readers—well, I always 
feel like I have to be honest with the author. I tell her the truth. Then it’s her choice.  

DAN: I had spot-on comments for one client, who admittedly had struggled with her novel, and 
what I said had coincided with what some other readers told her. But she stuck to her guns and 
put the book out anyway. I think it was hard for her to accept that the book was flawed, and she 
was more inclined to think that people were misreading it instead of admitting that there were 
problems.  

KAREN: Seriously. When a consensus emerges from your early readers, you have to listen. Just 
imagine what the Amazon reviewers who you don’t know are going to say about it. Friends and 
colleagues, even spouses, might pull punches when they tell you something’s wrong, but Mr. 
Anonymous is going to ding you with one star and potentially scare off prospective readers.  

KB: This isn’t to say you can’t have flawed characters, for instance. It’s part of the richness of 
personalities, that a man might be a great friend but treat his children badly. And there are a 
million character defects. But the flaw has to be in the character, not in your drawing of the 
character.  

DAN: Good point. And that distinction has to be clear to the reader. It’s all right to have made a 
mistake in your first draft, or even in your conception. But once you realize there’s a problem, 
you can’t let your ego get in the way of making the book as good as you can make it. That said, 
sometimes readers do get it wrong. 

KB: I had a reader tell me once she didn’t like my first book, Parts Unknown, because the main 
character, Bill Argus, was “a bad man.” She couldn’t relate to him, even though he was a bad 
man in search of redemption. And you could argue that he was actually a good man by the end, 
but she was unwilling to go on the journey with him. That happens.  

KAREN: It does. Different strokes. But I read somewhere that, I think it was Henry James, or 
maybe E. M. Forster, who said you can’t criticize a writer’s vision. You can criticize his 
execution, but not the vision itself.  

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000H2MFPY


DAN: You said “his” there. Thank you.  

KAREN: I try to sprinkle in a few here and there.  

DAN: Maybe we should talk about whether writers should revise to suit the audience, 
considering what Kevin just said. Do we try to head that kind of reader off at the pass? Or do we 
defend our vision?  

KAREN: Tough one. Considering how important marketability is these days. You could say that 
you make a decision in the first draft about how closely you’re going to hew to what the market
—that kind of reader—wants. I wonder if tweaking things in revision will just screw up your 
idea of the book. There’s no way Kevin could have made Bill Argus a decent chap and still 
achieve his redemption. It would have been a pointless journey.  

DAN: I think you write the book you have to write. Damn the market.  

KAREN: Good luck with that. 

DAN: No, I just mean, nobody sets out to write a book that can’t possibly sell. It’s all about the 
lack of imagination in marketing books. On the publishers’ parts, that is. For the indie writer, 
there are only so many ways to market, and there are way too many books competing for readers. 
But with the trads, they seem to be completely uncreative about it. And the more popular an 
author is, the more money they pour into promotion. Totally illogical. Put the money into the 
unknown writers with potential.  

KB: We’ll be talking about marketing some more later, as well as agents and independent 
publishing. But I agree with you. I’ve been told a thousand times by agents, “I wouldn’t know 
how to sell your novel, though it’s so profound and beautifully written.”  

KAREN: Yeah, you’d think profound and beautifully written would do the trick.  

DAN: Right. And I recall, still on the topic of revision, being told by a New York editor, “I love 
this, but if only you’d made the characters Amazon.com employees or something contemporary 
like that.”  

KAREN: “If only you’d written a different book.”  

DAN: That’s it. And you can’t torture yourself while planning and writing a novel by trying to 
guess what the fad du jour might be next year. I mean, you could try, but you’ll probably be 
wrong. Like you could imagine that meatless hamburgers will take off in 2021 and so you write a 
novel about it. Meanwhile, just as you’re finishing up, the media declares meatless hamburgers 
the biggest flop of the twenty-first century.  



KB: I spent way too much time on a book about cryopreservation. A comedy. There was a lot 
about it in the news for a while—people having themselves frozen so they could be thawed out 
in a few centuries and live forever. Ted Williams’s head and torso were supposedly on ice. But 
the whole thing kind of faded from view. Because it’s such a stupid idea.  

KAREN: Maybe the solution is to have a finger on the pulse of the market but to use it as a 
reference point. Like we all know thrillers are ever-popular, so you cast a literary novel to 
resemble the way thrillers use suspense and surprise.  

DAN: Writers are definitely doing that. Hybrids. Literary thrillers. Literary romance. Literary 
sci-fi. 

KAREN: It makes me kind of sad. There should be a market for literature. And sometimes there 
is. Usually after the movie comes out.  

DAN: So true. A literary novel is plucked out of the firmament for a movie, then they re-release 
the book with a new cover showing the famous actors and suddenly it’s flying off the shelves.  

KAREN: It’s the publishing lottery. There’s no gaming it. You buy your ticket and hope you win.  

DAN: I do know people who’ve had their books optioned for film. No films have come of it yet, 
that I know of. That’s another level of the lottery. Every aspect of this is a damn lottery! 

KB: On that note, let’s make a distinction now between revision and editing/polishing. 
 



Editing and Polishing 

KB: We talked a little bit about it earlier, but let’s get into the weeds now.  

KAREN: It think it’s true, that editing follows revision, and in part that’s because you're now 
looking at every word. Revision can have have some wide effects on the book, like we said. You 
might chop out chunks of text, combine chapters, add or subtract characters, and all the rest. 
With editing the assumption is that this is the final draft, or the final working draft, and the result 
will be your submission manuscript.  

DAN: You’re right about looking at every word. The editor is coming at it with the goal of 
making it—close to perfect.  

KB: Thanks for taking up the phrase, Dan! I should throw in that we do strive for perfection, but 
we all know it’s impossible. That doesn’t mean you don’t shoot for it.  

KAREN: It’s objective too. One man’s perfection is another man’s overly precious.  

DAN: Even punctuation is objective to some extent. You’ll get into all kinds of arguments over 
commas.  

KAREN: As in comma, Oxford?  

DAN: Right, and I’m all for the Oxford comma. It helps clarify. It eliminates misreadings. 
Omitting it makes misreading possible sometimes, so why not use the Oxford?  

KAREN: And yet, major newspapers like The New York Times don’t use it.  

DAN: Well, this is boring, but papers figured out in the print era that you use less ink when you 
get rid of all those commas throughout a hundred-something-page newspaper. And back in the 
back of the day, the physical typesetting was easier without it.  

KAREN: La-di-da. People still have these insane arguments.  

DAN: But worrying about the Oxford comma is really more of a proofreading thing, isn’t it? The 
polishing part. I think of copyediting as more involved than looking for typos and punctuation 
errors.  

KAREN: Me too. When I take on an editing client, I have a look at a sample of the manuscript 
and give a cost estimate based on whether it needs copyediting or just proofreading. 
Proofreading’s less expensive.  



DAN: Some writers have really done the work ahead of time. Which is great. Because the more 
involved the editing is, the more likely you’ll have to mess with the author’s personal style. I 
don’t like to do that.  

KB: I tell clients that I have a light touch, but I think when some of them see the marked-up 
manuscript, they go, Really? 

It boils down to this: Is the meaning clear? Because clumsy writing, or lazy writing, sloppiness, 
can obscure the meaning, and readers will go over a sentence two or three times and pull out of 
the story.  

KAREN: The kiss of death. To pull out of the story.  

DAN: It is. The writer writes in that fictive dream, and the reader reads in it. Throw some 
grammatical confusion in there and it’s like a screeching violin in the middle of a Schubert string 
quartet.  

KAREN: I say again: La-di-da.  

DAN: You know what I mean. What, you don’t like Schubert? 

KAREN: I like Cat Power. And Courtney Barnett.  

DAN: La-di-da.  

KB: So as editors, we make decisions about what’s clear and what’s not. We approach the work 
as readers, of course, but I think we’re making educated guesses about how other readers read.  

DAN: I’m always making changes in manuscripts and commenting to the author: “Some readers 
might think you mean …” You’re not saying that everyone’s going to read it wrong. Just that it 
can be read wrong.  

KAREN: Not that we’re trying to make a writer into a different writer. I’ve had a client or two 
who write more in sentence fragments, which is a choice that certainly can work, if you’re good 
at it. It works best in close points of view, where you’re kind of in the character’s head all the 
time. But you can tell when a writer has done it on purpose and when it’s just inattentiveness. 
Usually I’ll ask to find out which before I continue editing. Don’t want to mark up the whole ms 
only to find out, That was my style! 

DAN: It’s important to let the writer be what he wants to be. Word choice. Rhythm. There are 
lots of elements you don’t want to mess with, even if you disagree with them. You really can tell 
whether it’s a writer in command or a writer on autopilot.  



KAREN: I make changes in sentence structure if I see a better flow, don’t you? Run it past the 
author anyway. She can always reject the change. There are the typical things you see, like 
dangling participles at the beginning of sentences. “With one eye on the clock, a bird hit the 
window just as Dan picked up his briefcase to go.”  

DAN: No wonder the bird flew into the window. He had one eye on the clock instead of 
watching where he was going.  

KAREN: People don’t realize what their sentences really say sometimes. I know they do it so 
they can vary the rhythm, give the work some music, but you have to make sure you’re doing it 
right. But I’ll also make changes that smooth out the tracking. Occasionally you’ll see a really 
competent writer get a little too complex with the clauses, the em dashes, parentheticals, and you 
just want to help them see that information is getting lost in the mishmash. I mean, unless that’s 
their gig, right?  

DAN: Like with the fragments, you can tell if someone’s getting off on his paragraph-long 
sentences. Which is fine. Again, if he’s good at it. I happen to think that simplicity is usually 
better.  

KAREN: Same here. Like with dialogue. People speak in short bursts. They don’t do 
introduction, theme statement, exposition, conclusions. They do speak in fragments. I tell people 
all the time it’s okay to leave some words out of dialogue.  

DAN: It’s a common mistake. These lengthy speeches characters will make. Unless they’re 
literally giving a speech. But listen to any real conversation and people are interrupting each 
other, saying the same thing over and over, laughing, pausing to order a drink, asking “where 
was I?”— 

KAREN: Which doesn’t make for the best reading, I get it. But you should find a balance. Make 
it feel realistic while still being efficient and getting across the information you need to get 
across.  

DAN: I take out a lot of names people throw into dialogue too.  

KAREN: Oh yes, Dan. That’s a good point. Don’t you think so, Kevin? 

KB: I do, Karen. Thanks for bringing that up. Dan, is that a common problem in writing? 

DAN: Sadly, Kevin, it is.  

KB: Kidding aside, I think the motivation is honest. Writers are afraid the reader won’t know 
who’s speaking to whom and will get lost. Which reminds me, I omit a lot of dialogue tags too.  



KAREN: Yes. In most cases they’re not needed as much as writers put them in. And I’m one of 
those who loves the word “said” because it is what it is. People say things. They don’t do a lot of 
yelling or murmuring or storming. As dramatic as those things sound.  

DAN: Occasionally writers find just the right word. My bugaboo is a common one. Laughed in 
place of said, laughing. “‘You crack me up,’ he laughed.” I know, I know. We all understand it, 
but nobody speaks while laughing. It sounds like Martin Short when you try to do it.  

KAREN: You see these things in published novels all the time though. New York lets them 
through. So writers are perfectly understandable when they emulate what they see in these books.  

DAN: That’s true. New York has cut back on copyediting as a priority. You’ve heard it before: 
You have to turn in a well-edited book because they’re not going to spend any money on that.  

KAREN: You go back to the glory days, and the editor—the acquiring editor—edited the book. 
Look at Thomas Wolfe and Maxwell Perkins. These guys were a team. Thomas wrote like a 
maniac and turned in a gob of paper, and Maxwell turned it into literature. So many writers of 
that era had an editor like Perkins standing behind them and making sure they put out quality 
work. So their brand stayed nice and shiny. 

DAN: People complain about indie books as being poorly edited, but a lot of Big 5 books have 
problems too. In fact, serious indie writers are paying professional editors like us to help them 
put out decent text. The books might be iffy, but they’re error-free. Or at least close to it; 
nobody’s perfect. 

KB: I remember when Parts Unknown came out, in 2003, that it was copyedited by the 
publisher, and edited well. I don’t know if the editor was an employee or an independent 
contractor, but she did a great job on it. Nowadays you hear that the acquiring editor is more of a 
marketing person and much less a line editor. There aren’t a lot of Gordon Lishes out there 
anymore.  

KAREN: I think that as the input of the reader has become more and more important to 
publishers—that is, publishers are giving readers what they want rather than guiding readers to 
better books—the role of the editor isn’t to polish up the books. It’s to keep acquiring what’s 
going to sell. A matter of focus. Direction.  

DAN: I’ve said it before, and I think you have too, Kevin. Books are more like commodities 
now. Like cereals. You look at the cereal aisle in the grocery store and it actually resembles a 
Barnes & Noble. All these garish cover images shouting out at you. Eat me! Read me!  

KAREN: Never thought of it that way. But yeah. What distinguishes one romance novel from 
another? It values the branding over the writing, and that’s why some of these genre writers 
almost literally pump out the titles. It’s like hot dogs being made.  
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DAN: And that’s something you don’t want to watch. I saw a video once.  

KAREN: So it really means that the editors are basically marketing executives, and what the 
writer has to do is figure out what the market is itching for. As we’ve already said, that’s a fool’s 
errand.  

DAN: Or is it? Aren’t some writers pretty good at it?  

KAREN: They are. Or at least the market likes what they’ve already been doing. Your Stephen 
Kings, your James Pattersons, your Nora Roberts-es.  

KB: What are some other editing targets that you look for when you take on a new client? Yes, 
you’re trying to maintain the writer’s own style, but you find that they have some grammatical 
tics that you have to take care of.  

DAN: You can look up lists of common writing mistakes, and there are way too many to go into. 
But I do believe that, in fiction, perfect grammar isn’t always necessary. We talked about 
sentence fragments. That can work in fiction. Nobody speaks perfectly, so dialogue is free from 
the usual rules. But there can be clumsiness that needs to be fixed up. I had a client who wasn’t 
very suave with interrupting longer pieces of dialogue with tags. So either they’d come in with 
bad timing, or she’d hold off to the very end of a long speech—ten lines of talk and then, “he 
said.”  

KAREN: You get a feel for this stuff as a writer. Rhythm. Where to have pauses. What speech 
really sounds like.   

DAN: Then there’s the whole thing about adverbs.  

KAREN: Speaking of rhythm, sometimes an adverb is the best way to turn a dull sentence into 
music. The key, like with everything, is not to overdo it.  

DAN: The golden rule. And I find, again with dialogue, that you can eliminate some adverbs 
with skillful use of italics. Again, not overuse.  

KAREN: Right. Instead of someone saying something adamantly, italicize a key word in the 
speech. It comes through.  

DAN: And again, it’s the style of our time to use fewer adverbs. In earlier eras, there was nothing 
wrong with them. When you read Victorian novels, you can see how things have changed over 
the past hundred and fifty years. They did a lot of telling, not showing. They relished ten-dollar 
words. Latinate words. Like with the omniscient point of view, there was a hell of a lot of 



authorial commentary. Now we like our books to be much more like movies, or like we’re riding 
on a character’s shoulders.  

KAREN: Maybe there’ll come a time when the writing advice is “tell don’t show.”  

DAN: Rules are made to be broken, eh?  

KAREN: Tastes change too. Victorian writers were conscious of proper grammar. Now you 
come off as persnickety if you’re overly formal about it.  

DAN: Who and whom. Nobody uses whom anymore in fiction. Unless the voice of the book is 
that formal. Context is important. The distinction between that and which is pretty much lost 
today. Of course, I grew up on Fowler’s Modern English Usage, so you can’t go by me. It first 
came out in 1926, so the word “modern” is ironic now.  

KAREN: A more casual language isn’t necessarily a bad thing where fiction is concerned. But I 
think readers like knowing that a writer is in command of the language.  

DAN: That’s a good point.  

KAREN: That way, when you come upon an odd phrase or usage, or there’s something that feels 
different, you can have confidence that the author did it on purpose. It’s not an error.  

DAN: And that’s the problem in the indie market. You can’t tell if the writer knows about the rule 
she just broke. Coupled with other mistakes you might have found, this one makes you wonder, 
even if you can see it as a clever use of language or something.  

KB: I said earlier that it seems, if you can believe what people say, that indie writers do hire 
professional editors a lot of the time, yet the perception out there is that these books are full of 
errors and just plain bad writing. What’s your take on that market?  

KAREN: I’ll be honest. I’m getting a lot less editing work than I used to. I think there’s some 
cost-cutting happening out there.  

DAN: ‘Fraid so. Partly because I think that the readership for much of this material doesn’t really 
care about the writing quality. They care about the story. They love their genre, and if the story’s 
hot, they’re into the book. So writers get the idea that they can save the eight hundred, a 
thousand bucks they’d spend on editing before and put it into cover design, or marketing.  

KAREN: I get it. There’s even some logic to it, since covers are crucial. A lot of indie books 
have covers, in the genres at least, that rival the covers on New York titles.  

DAN: Naked male torsos.  



KB: Just. No.  

KAREN: But let’s be honest. So many indie books look like indie books. The author takes a 
pretty picture of a mountain or something, so there’s no copyright problem with the image. Slaps 
some text on it. Voila.  

KB: And it’s not that there’s anything literally bad about them. Covers like that. There’s just no 
design to them. Nothing that attracts. It just screams “low budget.”  

DAN: I guess we’re getting into that later, and maybe “Editing and Polishing” isn’t the place for 
it, but indie is low budget. It just is. Nobody’s buying a lot of indie books priced higher than a 
buck or two. Most of them move for free. People download them just to have them because 
they’re free, but they never bother reading them.  

KAREN: That’s where I wish indie writers would realize that professional editing and cover 
design would be good for earning that market some respect. Not that everyone’s doing it on the 
cheap.  

KB: Well, I am. I admit it. Because, for me, it would just be foolhardy to spend a couple grand 
putting out a book that’s going to earn me fifty bucks over time. Economics is cruel.  

KAREN: True. Cost/benefit.  

DAN: Well, you could ask whether spending that money would help you earn more. Maybe not 
you, per se. Your texts are clean, aren’t they? 

KB: What, you haven’t read them? 

DAN: Uh, some of them. They were clean as an egg. You did the editing? 

KB: Yeah. I break the cardinal rule every time. “Don’t edit your own work!” But I’ve got a 
backup reader in my wife, who’s good. Like Karen’s husband. And I have a few terrific readers 
who tell me if they spot anything I missed. Plus, one great thing about indie is that you can 
correct your text whenever you find a problem. It’s gotten super easy.  

KAREN: That’s a big difference compared to traditional publishing. Errors are permanent, unless 
you’re big time and they correct things in later printings.  

DAN: Better to get it right the first time, of course. But it’s true.  

KAREN: So, sadly, the economics of indie publishing is actually minimizing the role of the 
copyeditor and proofreader?  



KB: The math don’t lie. But your own professionalism should tell you it’s a bad idea to put 
something out that hasn’t been edited. If you know how to edit, you can take the chance. But if 
you don’t— 

DAN: For the sake of the rest of us, get someone to do it! 

KAREN: Well, let’s talk a little about the cost. What’s a reasonable amount to spend on editing if 
you’re an indie writer? Or even a Big 5 writer getting a book ready to turn in that doesn’t need 
work?  

KB: Well, I confess, I’m cheap. Not dirt cheap, but pretty cheap. Two bucks a page for 
proofreading, three for copyediting. That’s 250-word pages.  

DAN: That’s good. Seriously. But even so, a 300-page book runs $900.  

KB: Usually I charge the proofreading rate, since most of what I see has been polished up. 
Sometimes I'll add a surcharge if portions of the book need extra work. The main thing is, I want 
writers to feel like they’re able to afford this so they don’t run away screaming. I see other 
editors out there asking two, three, four grand for copyediting. You gotta be kidding me.  

KAREN: I get it. Editors need to make a living. If they’re well-connected, they can get in on 
New York business at those rates, but for indies? You have to make it attractive. I’m in your rate 
ballpark too, but even at that level, like I said, business has tapered off. I have to think people are 
spending their money on stuff like BookBub for marketing. If they can get in, that is.  

KB: More on that later. I can’t afford BookBub. But I’ve applied anyway. No luck.  

DAN: Big publishers are using it. You can see why the indies want to jump on board.  

KAREN: So if something like BookBub’s going to run you like a thousand dollars—and may or 
may not bring in a lot of sales, if I may say—how are you going to justify a thousand for editing? 
Plus at least a few hundred for good cover? It’s not sustainable as a business model.  

DAN: Yeah but. If you publish an error-ridden book you’re definitely not helping yourself. Or 
the indie market at large. I just saw an indie author confess on Twitter that she edited her own 
work, so I checked out her latest novel. The first paragraph had at least five errors.  

KAREN: Shows you the dilemma the indie author faces. Bust the bank or take a big risk.  

DAN: What about these directories of freelancers? You might find lower rates on some of those.  



KB: I was on one called Upwork for a while. Didn’t work for me at all because you’ve got 
dozens of freelancers competing for one job, so it’s an auction where the price goes down instead 
of up. I did a few small jobs for what worked out to something like three bucks an hour! 

KAREN: That only devalues what editors do. In the eyes of writers who hire people there, the 
editor probably ought to do it for free just to get the stats. As I understand it, you need a certain 
rating to compete.  

KB: So the writers should give their books away, and the editors should practice their trade not 
for money but for the PR. There’s something wrong with this picture.  

DAN: Everything has changed in the past twenty years or so. For one thing, it’s now possible to 
self-publish at a very low cost. Which means that giving away books isn’t as painful as it would 
have been before. But giving away editing? You got to feed the family, man! 

KAREN: I guess the bottom line is that for your own self-respect as an author, you need to make 
sure your work is as good as it can be. However you get there, you have to put out, or submit, 
something of quality.  

DAN: Nobody can argue with that. 
 

  



Publication Options 

KB: All right, then. Let’s assume you’ve gone through all the steps we’ve been talking about. 
You’re convinced you have a manuscript that’s ready to show the world. It’s been beta-tested. 
Revised. Edited. Maybe even re-revised. Your formatting is pristine. You look like a 
professional. What do you do with the thing now?  

KAREN: How patient are you?  

DAN: That’s right. Because if you want to publish with one of the Big 5, or even a small press, 
you have to have an agent. I’ve never had one, so that tells you how patient I am.  

KAREN: I had one for my first novel. A very nice lady who was so enthusiastic about my book 
that I thought we were destined to be besties for life.  

DAN: Let me guess. You haven’t talked to her in years now. 

KAREN: Well, when it was apparent that she wasn’t going to be able sell my second book, she 
moved on to the writers in her stable who still had a shot. And I get that. I really do. But these 
people are all over you until they’re not, and it feels kind of bad when they’re not.  

DAN: It’s getting harder to get an agent too. You have to wow them with the query letter. You 
have to wow them with your sample pages. You have to have a killer synopsis ready if they ask 
for it. And you have to have a close-to-perfect manuscript.  

KB: Thanks again for that, Dan. Title reference.  

DAN: My pleasure. But it’s true. All those things have to be in place, and even if they are, you’re 
more than likely going to receive that “Dear Writer” letter. Or you’ll hear nothing at all.  

KAREN: I think what’s different today is that there are so many more writers. Agents are 
inundated with queries. If you think it’s impossible to keep up with, you’re probably right. 
Which is why you don’t hear back from them most of the time. Now they tell you up front, We 
can only respond to queries when we want to see more, or something like that.  

DAN: I do feel for them. They’re in a tough spot. They have to maintain a reputation of 
providing good stuff to editors. Stuff that sells, I mean. If they lose that edge, they’ll stop getting 
contracts. And if they stop getting contracts— 

KB: I read a very depressing Twitter thread by an agent last year that went into the economics of 
being an agent. I didn’t know, for instance, that most agents are on commission, not salary, even 
when they’re employed by a large agency. Of the fifteen percent commission that the typical 



agency charges authors, the agent gets ten and the agency five. So if your contract calls for a 
$20,000 advance, the agent’s getting $2,000, and that’s usually paid out in stages—on signing, 
when the final ms is turned in, on publication. They get nickel-and-dimed.  

KAREN: So to make like $60,000 a year at that pace—and that’s not much in Manhattan!—you 
need to sell thirty books. How often does that happen?  

DAN: I’m sure the pressure is intense.  

KB: She said that’s why the foremost factor that authors have to think about is marketability. Of 
three main factors, that’s at the top of the list.  

KAREN: What are the other two?  

KB: A high-quality manuscript (close to perfect!) and the agent has to be passionate about it.  

DAN: Highly subjective, that one.  

KB: No doubt. You can research agents based on what they’ve already sold that most resembles 
your book. Maybe the odds are better. But that’ll be a pretty short list, I imagine.  

KAREN: I always use databases that tell you what the agents are looking for. Like “Manuscript 
Wish List.” The agents themselves do it. At least you know who to query in your first round. The 
most-likely’s.  

DAN: Querying is an art in itself. There are a lot of references on how to do it, but you have to 
think that your book description in paragraph two is the key. You have to make the agent need to 
see more than the five or ten pages most of them ask for.  

KAREN: I hate that they judge the whole book by five pages.  

DAN: I know. You feel like if the first sentence isn’t, “Bang! A shot rang out,” you’re doomed.  

KAREN: I hope they’re just trying to see if you have the writing chops. Are you competent? But 
there’s this thing about “I wasn’t drawn into the story” that’s like anathema to me.  

DAN: Well, I can understand it to some degree, but it feels like they have a tiny window of 
opportunity in mind. Page one, they say, is the most important.  

KB: Again, you can look at hundreds of successful novels by popular writers and see that they 
were given plenty of leeway to draw in the reader. If you objectively read the opening of, say, 
The Underground Railroad by Colson Whitehead, for example, you might come away saying it’s 
not that spectacular. And that’s a Pulitzer Prize winner. Successful novelists get to do whatever 



they want, if that means gently introducing the reader to their tale with exposition and fine 
sentences, good enough. But marketable can mean the name more than the book.  

And I’m not knocking the opening of that particular book. I just wish we all could be the arbiter 
of how to open our own books.  

DAN: Do you remember that story about Doris Lessing? Back in the ‘80s, she wrote a couple of 
books under a pseudonym to make a point about the plight of the unknown writer. Her own 
British publisher rejected them. And when the books did ultimately come out under the 
pseudonym, the sales were crummy.  

KB: I do remember that. Love it. Not that it changed anything for unknowns, but it exposed the 
kind of mentality we’re up against.  

KAREN: So back to the description you put in your query letter. That seems to be the be all and 
end all for agents, right? That’s how they judge the marketability. You have to get it right.  

DAN: Jane Friedman, who’s a publishing consultant, has a nice explanation of what your hook 
should do. It’s all about, in her terms, the protagonist, the conflict, and what she calls “the 
sizzle.” And that’s the thing that distinguishes your book from all the others in the genre. What’s 
new about it? Of course, she gets into picky stuff too, like don’t mention more than three 
characters (protag, sidekick or romantic partner, and antagonist). That’s where I start going, Yo, 
not every story is that simple. Try it with The Brothers Karamazov.  

KAREN: Yeah, that sort of thing drives me insane. Even the idea that there’s a literal antagonist 
in every novel is simplistic, to my mind. Sometimes the antagonist is the character’s innate fear. 
Or a natural element like a mountain, or weather. To say there must be an antagonist is to reduce 
modern fiction to silent movie serials.  

DAN: We love bad guys.  

KAREN: I mean, I get it. The antagonist can just be another character blocking the protagonist’s 
progress. Keeping her from reaching her goal. Not necessarily Snidely Whiplash.  

DAN: God, how old are you? That’s from Dudley Do-Right, for God’s sake.  

KAREN: He’s an archetype. Come on. But once again, we’re talking about how genre writing 
has infected the business to the point where even literary fiction has to have these recognizable 
figures. Speaking of The Underground Railroad. 

DAN: It does feel like agents are taking it literally. Where’s the bad guy? Instead of metaphorical 
possibilities like you mentioned. Somewhere in there we lost the ability to appreciate nuance and 
complexity. Not every story is a hero quest, thanks a lot Joseph Campbell.  



KAREN: Be that as it may, when you’re querying agents you have to do it on their terms. So if 
the bad guy in your story is the protag’s lousy self-image, for example, you have to play it up 
that way. Make sure you present it as the antagonist.  

DAN: They do hold all the cards. It’s true.  

KAREN: Unless you can find a small press that doesn’t require agent representation. There are 
some out there, and maybe they’re good alternatives to New York for certain kinds of books. 
Regional stories. Specific themes and demographics. You have to dig around for them though. 
And they’re probably inundated too. 

DAN: Yes, and I do think they’re more open to stuff that doesn’t fit the New York formulas. But 
you do have to realize that they usually can’t do much marketing for you, so going that route is a 
lot like self-publishing in some ways. They get wider distribution than indie books. They can get 
into bookstores, whereas it’s extremely hard to get an indie book on the shelves.  

KAREN: At least a couple of years ago—I haven’t read about it since—independent bookstores 
were actively down on self-published authors. Because: Amazon.  

DAN: Speaking of bad guys. Yeah.  

KAREN: They perceived that Amazon was putting them out of business, and maybe that was 
true for a while. But people love their own indie bookstores and they’re loyal. I think the 
situation has stabilized, but I doubt if the owners are hot to feature Amazon-generated 
paperbacks on their display tables. It’s a political statement.  

KB: Not that it’s easy to sell a Big 5 novel these days. Or seventeen years ago, when Parts 
Unknown came out. My local Barnes & Noble didn’t carry it. Because corporate HQ didn’t give 
them the go-ahead. They didn’t do the regional research to learn that my book was set in that 
area and that it got a great review in The San Francisco Chronicle. There was just no awareness. 
So I had to most of the promotion myself.  

DAN: You hear that kind of story all the time. There was no marketing budget in New York. 
They put the books out and just let them languish. Or sink.  

KB: Somehow I got myself on a panel of “Emerging Voices” at the BEA in Los Angeles that 
year. It had nothing to do with the publisher “publicizing” me. There were some famous writers 
and publishers in the room too—Michael Chabon, for one. The bad news? HarperCollins had 
failed to send copies of my book to give away there, so.  

KAREN: Damn.  
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KB: But anyway. Back to querying agents. How does a successful query usually go?  

DAN: As if I’ve experienced that. I’m pure indie now.  

KAREN: If my own experience is any guide, you first sign a contract with the agency, which 
says that they’ll do their best to sell your book to a publishing house. In exchange for fifteen 
percent of domestic sales (and advances), and I think twenty percent of international. Then they 
might ask you to make some revisions to fine tune the book for submission.  

DAN: You hear that agents don’t have time for a lot of editing. But, as we talked about, they 
might say something like, The ending has to be pumped up a little. 

KAREN: Right. It varies. Then they work up the submission letter to editors. You might get 
some input on it. If you did a good job on your query letter—and apparently you did, because 
you got the agent to sign you!—they’ll probably use your hook in the letter. At least in part. Then 
they start making calls and sending the book out to editors.  

DAN: That’s got to be a grueling time for the author. Waiting to hear. What was it like for you, 
Kevin? With Parts Unknown. 

KB: Actually, I didn’t have to wait very long at all. Two or three weeks. And my agent called me 
on my birthday to tell me about the sale.  

DAN and KAREN: Wow.  

KB: It made the whole thing seem charmed, I admit. And in a couple more weeks the contract 
arrived. And soon after I signed it, the first advance check. It’s quite a day when you get your 
first payment on a professional book deal. You feel like you have arrived. 

KAREN: I bet. What happened after that?  

KB: I guess it was probably a couple of months later that the editor’s notes got to me. She had 
about ten or fifteen pages of comments and recommended changes, which sounds worse than it 
was, really. Most of the changes were easy to take care of. I said I preferred not to do some of 
them, and that was okay with her. And I had to dig pretty deep to fix one thing that I’d been 
resisting for a long time with that book. A motivation thing for the main character. But once I 
took care of that, the book was approved for publication. In eighteen months.  

DAN: God, that’s a long time to wait.  

KB: Luckily it was interrupted with things like correcting the galley proofs, getting the cover. 
Oh, and 9/11 happened in that time frame, so it was a strange period too. New York—you can 
imagine.  

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000H2MFPY


KAREN: How amazing. But business kept going.  

KB: It was pretty impressive that those gears never stopped moving. And I’m sure a lot of the 
HarperCollins staff were affected personally. But at some point in 2002, there was nothing more 
for me to do but have a book jacket photo taken, write up some biographical details, and wish 
that they’d designed a different cover.  

DAN: You had no say in the cover? 

KB: No. And my agent was upset about it. I guess she could have negotiated for that, but the 
publisher kind of phoned it in and the result was a very depressing, very brown image. If you 
judge books by their covers, this book looked like a real downer. And it’s not. One of its key 
voices is the very lively Nora, Bill Argus’s wife. And then there’s the redemption theme, which is 
always life-affirming.  

KAREN: They used a different image for the paperback, didn’t they?  

KB: Yeah, thank God. I actually helped them with it. I said they should find an image of a rustic 
house, like the one in the book, and superimpose photo contact strips over it with pictures that 
Argus might have taken—he’s a photographer in the vein of Ansel Adams. And they did it.  

DAN: I’m surprised they took your advice.  

KB: Well, the first image they presented for the paperback had nothing to do with the content of 
the book. It showed two women in 1920s garb, kind of Eastern European-looking. I emailed the 
editor the day I got the proof and said, I think someone made a mistake.  

KAREN: This is one of the drawbacks of traditional publishing. As with the agents, you’re on 
their turf and doing everything on their terms.  

KB: That’s for sure. And outside of the contract negotiations at the very beginning, you can’t get 
them to promote your book. Their marketing people make a judgment about it at the outset, 
based in part on the early reviews like the ones from Publishers Weekly and Kirkus Reviews, and 
there’s no convincing them to take a different tack. They pegged my book as a “western,” 
because of the California locations, and it’s definitely not a western in the way we usually think 
about it.  

DAN: Kind of like with the agents, the sales force must think in terms of generic categories. And 
there are only so many categories they can choose from, so I guess they’re trying to find the right 
one that will sell the most copies.  



KAREN: It’s a formula for boiling everything down to the lowest common denominator, isn’t it? 
There’s something like a million books a year being published, and you’re going to sift them into 
twenty categories or something? Nothing can be sui generis.  

DAN: And one of the great pleasures of writing literary fiction, anyway, is to do something 
original. A category of one. 
  
KAREN: Some books do achieve that. I don’t think most self-publishers are into it, mainly 
because they’re writing genre books. But literary authors? You want to be the one who starts 
something new.  

DAN: Then maybe New York isn’t going to work for you. Maybe you do need to think about 
indie publishing.  

KB: You can’t expect to sell a lot of copies though. The indie market is glutted. I told somebody 
a while back that Amazon KDP has become more of registry, almost like the copyright office. 
Authors like me, and maybe you guys too, are uploading the book as if to say, This is mine. I 
wrote it. I declare ownership of it on this date.  

KAREN: Sadly, I think you’re right about that. Because it’s hard to find a readership when 
you’re swimming in a sea of millions of fish. You might get lucky, and your brand, the people 
who are plugged into your platform, might come through for you, but most of the time they’re 
distracted by the other books on their TBR stacks, not to mention all the other stuff competing 
for their attention.  

DAN: That said, it has become a lot easier to publish your own books these days. It used to be 
that you had to hire an ebook formatter, in addition to your cover designer and an editor. Also a 
paperback designer and formatter. At least on Amazon, these things are a piece of cake now.  

KAREN: Not that every author has the design skills to do a great job. Like you were saying 
before, there’s a lot of indie ebooks that have kind of a generic feel, with no design to them. 

DAN: Well, if most people are just gobbling up free ebooks, I suppose that kind of thing isn’t too 
important to them. Depends on what market you’re aiming at.  

KAREN: True, but it’s a little like the cover problem. If people get the idea that indie books are 
just a modern kind of samizdat, that market gets tagged “amateur.”  

KB: That’s why, if you think of it as a registry, you put out the best book you can, and maybe it’ll 
stand out. If you get a reputation for being professional about it, then your work looks better than 
all the truly amateur stuff out there.  



DAN: If people can find it. Your platform has to create word of mouth, because frankly I don’t 
believe readers are finding books through subject searches, do you? Amazon, and so-called 
experts, say that you need to find the right search terms to attach to your book, but I don’t know. 
I’ve never looked for books that way. Find me a novel about scuba divers. No. You hear about 
one from a friend maybe, or you catch a review somewhere, but you don’t buy the top book on 
an Amazon search.  

KAREN: I’m sure it’s hit and miss. They say you should change your search terms till you find 
something that gets results. Search Engine Optimization—SEO. But novels aren’t about subjects, 
if that makes sense. They don’t have “topics.”  

DAN: I never thought about that, but I think you’re right. They have themes though. And you 
can identify the themes. But how many readers are out there searching for “redemption” or 
“estranged dads in fiction”? Whatever.  

KB: If my own sales are any indication, having no search terms at all would make zero 
difference. I’d say ninety percent of the copies I’ve sold were through a price promotion featured 
on one of the big email lists. And I don’t think those readers are caring about subject as much as 
they’re wanting to relate to the protagonist, hate the antagonist, and drool over the romantic 
interest. The covers are what sell the books there.  

KAREN: Let’s say you don’t care about any of this stuff. Your book is ready. You’ve opted for 
indie over traditional—or maybe you tried traditional and didn’t get anywhere. What’s it like 
from start to finish to put a book out yourself?  

DAN: I help people do this in my work. I don’t charge a lot for it, but they’d be surprised that 
they could have done it themselves. Once you have a final manuscript, if it’s in doc or docx, you 
can just upload that to KDP. Amazon even has software now that converts the file to the 
proprietary Amazon file type. It’s called Kindle Create. I’ve had some technical issues with it, so 
I just do all the text manipulation on Word and upload the docx. 

KB: We should also point out that authors don’t have to limit themselves to Amazon. Through 
Smashwords, Draft2Digital, and maybe others at this point, you can get your book into Barnes & 
Noble, Apple Books, Kobo. I uploaded a couple of things to Smashwords but decided to go 
exclusively with Amazon when it was clear the sales weren’t dynamite at the other outlets.  

DAN: Kindle Select, which requires that you sell exclusively through Amazon, supposedly has 
some benefits like promotional tools and international markets. It’s a choice you have to make.   

KAREN: What about covers? We were talking about not cutting corners on that before. 

DAN: Well, like we said, a lot of indie authors are doing their own, and you can do a nice job 
with online software like Canva. Photoshop, if you’re adept. But I always advise authors to find 



an artist whose style fits their genre. If you write naked male torso books, get yourself an artist 
who does great naked male torso covers.  

KB: My artist for three of my books does a terrific job for a couple hundred dollars. He discounts 
his rates for indie authors. Max Scratchmann, out of Edinburgh, Scotland. You really can shop 
around and find the right person for a reasonable price. I’ve been doing some covers myself 
lately though. I’m definitely not trained as a designer, but I think I’ve come up with some decent 
images.  

KAREN: With millions of titles on Amazon, you do need something that will attract potential 
readers. Or even in these email lists you talked about. But once you have the image, what next, 
Dan?  

DAN: You just upload it. You leave it out of the manuscript, and Amazon then compiles the book 
and the image into their .mobi file. The key thing is making sure the title font is big enough to 
read when the image is reduced to thumbnail size. It has to look good small. 

After that, you go through the full book on a viewer to be sure that it’s looking the way you 
wanted. I’m talking about the ebook now, not the paperback, because things are a little more 
complex there. Amazon provides good tutorials on both formats, so you can work your way 
through it. Then again, if you’re more comfortable hiring a paperback designer, you won’t have 
to worry about things like the cover dimensions. There’s a template with trim and bleed 
markings, and your designer will make sure the cover images, front and back, fit.  

And with the paperback interior, you have a lot more design opportunities in terms of fonts and 
formats. Not to mention the size of the book. Twenty years ago, you couldn’t have imagined it 
would become this easy to publish your own paperback at no cost. These books are print-on-
demand. Only when someone orders a copy is one printed at a distribution center and mailed out. 
There’s no warehouse with copies of your book gathering dust.  

KB: I’ll add that these look like any Big 5 paperback. Down to the bar code on the back cover. 
Amazon assigns the ISBN too, so you don’t have to pay for that. If you do a good job with the 
design, there’s no technical reason the book couldn’t be sold in bookstores. It’s just down to the 
political reason.  

KAREN: There’s a real sense of accomplishment and pride, seeing your own books online. Or 
holding the paperbacks in your hands after everything you’ve been through putting them 
together. Let’s not underrate that when we talk about the millions of books that are out there. 
Here’s this thing that you made. It didn’t exist before you brought it to life. And even if KDP 
turns out to be, for most writers, the registry you talked about before, the book is out in the 
world. People can read it. That’s really an amazing thing.  

http://www.scratchmann.co.uk/


DAN: And let’s not underestimate the time factor. We were saying that a traditional publisher 
takes a year to eighteen months to publish a book, from contract to distribution. It’s not because 
they can’t do it faster. They have a backlog. You’ll have noticed that they can rush out a hot 
political title because there’s an expiration date on some of that stuff. If Robert Mueller has 
written a book, his publisher better get it out there pronto.  

KB: Probably too late for him already. John Bolton’s playing with fire too.  

KAREN: This also puts the lie to this feeling that everything has to be hot, where New York is 
concerned. But how do you know what’s going to be hot eighteen months from now? You have 
no idea. You hope that your books will set trends, yet you’re a slave to what’s already hot. It 
doesn’t make much sense to me.  

KB: Yeah, I think a lot of other cultural media move faster. Maybe they have more money to 
burn in movies and TV, but you get the feeling they can exploit things more efficiently. I don’t 
know why it is that the book industry seems like it retains a lot of nineteenth-century means and 
methods. It’s stuffier than visual modes. I wouldn’t begin to know how to sell your book, says it 
all.  

DAN: So what’s the best advice we can give a writer who is ready to take the plunge? Do you 
shoot for a book deal? Are all the frustrations that go along with that process worth it?  

KAREN: I guess it depends on the individual. And whether the kind of book you have is 
currently marketable, as much as we might hate to think that way. If you have a good YA ms, 
something in a thriller niche, or maybe a smart and sassy romance, you probably stand a better 
chance at a contract than a literary writer these days. It might be worth trying. The odds of 
selling the book are actually pretty bad even for those genres, but you never know when your 
work is going to hit someone just the right way.  

DAN: And if you do get lucky, you have at least a shot at getting the book into bookstores, where 
many more people will be able to see it. And you can do readings and get all the cred that goes 
along with a “real book contract.”  

KAREN: I read somewhere that the vast majority of books, as in Kevin’s experience, don’t make 
it into bookstores anyway. Something like one percent. Can you imagine that? Yet how many 
books can the typical bookstore hold? It’s a drop in the bucket compared to the number published 
every year, not to mention all the possible titles from the backlists.  

DAN: Like we said, it’s all something of a lottery. But you can’t win if you don’t play, right?  

KAREN: That’s what they say. A fool and his money are soon parted though … 

DAN: But this costs you nothing. Or can.  



KAREN: Here’s my thinking. What’s your dream? Is it to get a book published by a New York 
house? Is it to have an agent and an editor and to have readings and signings and live the life of a 
writer? I say go for it. The price might be your sanity, but you will have tried. It’s easy enough to 
query agents these days; they all handle it by email or online forms. No more SASEs and 
postage. Heck, you don’t even have to print your manuscript now. If you can handle rejection …  

DAN: We should talk about rejection, I guess. Elephant in the room.  

KAREN: It’s part of the business. If you don’t develop thick skin, you’re going to torture 
yourself.  

KB: And it’s important to realize that there’s rejection in indie publishing as well as traditional. It 
comes in the form of poor sales. It comes in being turned down for promo opportunities at 
BookBub or EReader News Today. Painfully, it comes in the lack of reader reviews, which are 
crucial in convincing new readers to take a chance on you. So you can’t dive into indie 
publishing thinking that you’re going to avoid the frustrations that go along with the Big 5 world.  

DAN: So true. Writing is one of those things that nobody begs us to do. We do it because we 
can’t not.  

KB: I’ve told the story before, since we mentioned Stanley Elkin earlier, that in one of his 
writing workshops at Washington University in St. Louis an MFA student was complaining that 
the group was picking on him and being too harsh about his work. Elkin said something along 
the lines of, “Man up, snowflake. Nobody asked you to write, and if you don’t like the criticism 
you can always stop.” 

I heard that one when I was not even thirty years old, and it’s been guiding my attitude ever 
since.  

KAREN: They talk about how even writers like J. K. Rowling were rejected dozens of times. 
But that’s getting off pretty easy. Try thousands of times. Most of us, if we’ve been at it for a few 
years, have that many rejections under our belts. We’re dealing with statistics that show agents 
taking two percent of submissions and editors taking one percent of those. You really have to 
believe in yourself to think you have a chance.  

DAN: And most writers, though racked with doubt, do believe in themselves that much.  

KB: You can’t face another day of beating your head against the wall if you don’t have faith in 
your talent. Everyone knows that the successes are few and far between, yet we think we can 
beat the odds.  



KAREN: All art is, first, a labor of love. It’s true: Nobody asks you to do it. It’s self-generated. 
You are your own best advocate, even as you beat the crap out of yourself. And yet, every day, 
we sit at the computer and type out the contents of our heads, stuff made out of nothing but 
imagination, and we convince ourselves that the world needs it. We need to get it out there. 
 



Marketing 

KB: The one part of the publishing life that everyone hates is marketing. I bet we can agree on 
that.  

DAN: I don’t do much in the way of promos for my indie books—word of mouth mainly—
though I do market my editorial business. You feel like you’re in people’s faces all the time and 
they’re sick of you.  

KAREN: What I’ve learned is that marketing options are many, but not many are all that useful. 
Everything from social media to YouTube to the email lists Kevin mentioned earlier.  

KB: Plus things used to be more effective than they are now. I’ve listed all my books except 
Eternity Began Tomorrow with EReader News Today, and the best results were with the first 
book, Yesterday Road. The stock chart would show a bear market if you look at the sales over 
time. And, of course, I moved the most copies by giving the book away—over three thousand for 
Occasional Soulmates. But few reviews came of it, if any, and few sales of my other books. 

DAN: Twitter is a popular venue for book promotion, but you get the feeling that readers aren’t 
that into it.  

KB: I do see a lot of naked male torsos there.  

DAN: There’s that fine line between promotion and spamming. It’s a little annoying to see 
strings of book ads in your feed when all you’re wanting is cat videos.  

KAREN: I wish there was a way to keep stats on it. How many clicks on your book tweet result 
in sales? Or how many of your sales came from a Twitter referral?  

DAN: Not too many, I’d wager.  

KAREN: Yet it’s the easiest way to get the book in front of people’s eyes. I recall a book 
marketing truism—or maybe it’s marketing in general—that says people need seven exposures to 
a book before they’ll even think about buying it. That’s why they’d say you need to do readings, 
get on radio, take out ads, stand on a corner and dance with one of those twirly signs. Whatever, 
just so you have a chance at hitting someone seven times.  

DAN: That might work for publisher-sponsored marketing, but I don’t see how the average indie 
writer can hope to accomplish it. Even on a local level, it’s amazingly hard to get people to pay 
attention. I used to see a writer with a table at the farmer’s market, stacks of three or four of his 
books, with a head-shot display and cards with review pull quotes on them. Don’t know if it 
worked.  

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07XM4Y3BJ
https://www.amazon.com/Yesterday-Road-Kevin-Brennan-ebook/dp/B00FZX2L22
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KAREN: There’s a certain courage in that. To put yourself out there and say, I’m a writer, damn 
it, and these books are worth buying. 

KB: I did a couple events like that myself, one at a book fair in San Francisco and another sort of 
community arts thing in the plaza in the town of Sonoma. Other writers and I sat there at tables 
with our books, and we watched as hundreds of people just walked by like we were shrubbery.  

DAN: I know. It’s depressing.  

KB: Back in the day, before social media, everyone recommended that you send out postcards 
with your book cover on them and some quotes. I didn’t do it because I wasn’t sure who I was 
supposed to send the cards to. Bookstores, I guess. I wound up getting an email list of all the 
independent bookstores in the country anyway, and I wrote to every last one of them. Even if 
they ordered a couple of copies of Parts Unknown, they didn’t write back to let me know. You’re 
literally flying blind in this business.  

KAREN: I’ve had bookmarks made, through one of those places like Vistaprint. I’ve even done 
t-shirts.  

KB: Me too. I thought I’d use them as giveaways or sell them through my blog. Nobody wants 
them. I wear them sometimes when I go out, but nobody ever asks me about the books. I think 
we do stuff like that so we can say we’ve tried everything we can think of.  

DAN: You gotta have a platform. That’s what they say.  

KAREN: Uh huh. The website. The blog. The social media brand. But think about it: If there are 
millions of books, there must be millions of writers too. They’re all trying to get your attention. 
They’re all doing the branding dance. How are you supposed to stand out?  

DAN: I think it’s a “find your niche” thing. It’s an exercise in futility to try to speak to all readers 
with your marketing. Even the email lists are divided by category. But it gets beyond category 
too. You almost have to find a community of readers and other writers who are doing what 
you’re doing, or at least get what you’re doing.  

KAREN: Finding the writers is pretty easy. The hard part is finding readers. Where the hell are 
they hanging out online?  

KB: It’s true that Twitter, for instance, is chock full of other writers. So, by and large, when you 
promote your book there you’re talking to them. You get into reciprocal support that way, which 
is nice, but the real goal is to find non-writers who might like the kind of books you write.  

DAN: Not that easy. Especially for literary novelists. Sorry Kev.  

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000H2MFPY


KB: Yeah. But I’ll tell you one thing. The reviews that mean a lot me on Amazon are from 
readers I don’t know, never even heard of, who somehow found my books, bought them, read 
them, and liked them. I managed to reach a complete stranger with my writing. That is some 
seriously good stuff.  

KAREN: I know what you mean. Because, let’s face it, when you’re marketing to other writers 
there’s always a competitive thing going on. Everyone’s very generous, of course, but you can’t 
help but cringe when someone announces, I just sold a thousand books thanks to BookBub! 
You’re like, I can’t even get on BookBub.  

DAN: There’s a Twitter hashtag called #amreading. You’d think there’d be some readers there. 
But you’re not supposed to spam them with promos.  

KAREN: Yeah, a whole bunch of readers in one virtual room, but they don’t want writers 
barging in and going, Read mine!  

DAN: A whole lot of unfairness out there. But you keep plugging away.  

KB: Then there are these bigger programs you can buy your way into, like Publishers Weekly 
Booklife. In theory you’re going to reach larger audiences that way, but I’m not sure readers are 
tuned in to it. I deleted my account on Booklife because they dinged two of my books with their 
reviews. I mean, they’re giving positive reviews to all these naked male torso books, but they 
picked Occasional Soulmates to pieces! 

KAREN: Ouch. At least you didn’t pay for the reviews, right? You can buy a review from Kirkus 
for as little as $425. Such a deal! 

KB: No, I didn’t pay for Booklife, and I wouldn’t touch Kirkus either. They slammed Parts 
Unknown. Don’t get me started.  

KAREN: Right. You don’t necessarily get a positive review when you cough up the money. 
Which makes me wonder who’s taking that chance? That’s a lot of cash to put out for a review 
that can kill your book. Though I don’t think they publish the review unless you request it. 

DAN: Writers don’t believe their books are going to get a negative review. We’re optimists.  

KB: On Twitter, my ID says “Smug Pessimist.” It’s a safer position.  

KAREN: There have to be creative ways to market books that get results. Any ideas?  

DAN: It could depend on the context of the book. I used to hear advice like, If your book is 
about a kid with Asperger’s (for example), contact advocacy groups that deal with that. Seems 
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like a shot in the dark to me. But in a way, that’s what marketing is all about. Taking a lot of 
shots in the hopes that one of them hits the target.  

KAREN: Direct mail and email spam work that way. Millions of units go out, a tiny percentage 
pay off.  

DAN: It also depends on what kind of person the writer is. Frankly, lots of writers are introverts 
who just want to stay in their sweats all day plunking away at the keyboard.  

KB: That’s me.  

DAN: The idea of getting out there and selling their wares is horrifying. Walking into bookstores 
and asking for a consignment deal. Contacting local newspapers and offering an interview. 
Someone told a writer friend of mine to approach bar owners to see if they might be open to 
something like a TED talk on slow nights. Like a writers’ open mic.  

KB: Like I said, I haven’t had great luck with that kind of stuff, and I learned, when I was really 
making a concerted effort, that most bookstores have stringent consignment policies. It’s not easy 
to get the deal. Again, if you’re published by one of the Big 5 you might have a better shot, but 
indies are seen as—again, I hate the word—amateur. It’s not fair, but that’s the perception.  

KAREN: Exactly. Another reason indie authors need to create a professional public brand.  

DAN: I guess the problem all authors have, both indie and traditional, is that the target audience 
is distracted by so many other things that penetrating their attention bubble is almost impossible. 
Everything’s going video these days, right? Multimedia. So you make a book trailer and put it on 
YouTube. Nobody watches it. You do a podcast with a blogger. No sales come of it. Interviews, 
guest blog posts, blog tours—same thing. People are bombarded with things to watch and listen 
to, so the question is how to get them to watch or listen to you? 

That said, there are plenty of resources out there listing all the different kinds of things you can 
try. Just Google “indie book marketing.” It’s always worth trying something at least once, 
especially if there’s no cost involved. Nothing to lose.  

KB: You have to keep in mind who you’re marketing to as well. I read not too long ago, to my 
complete surprise, that Gen Z and millennials are not big fans of ebooks. When they buy books, 
they buy print. What’s up with that? 

DAN: Yeah, you’d think they’d like books on their devices. Phones, pads.  

KAREN: We were just saying that distraction is a big component. Maybe on their devices there 
are just too many other things to keep up with. Their social media notifications are sounding off 



every three seconds. They love videos, games. They’re taking pictures and watching Netflix on 
their phones. Who has time for books too?  

KB: The piece I read also pointed out that the Big 5 started pricing ebooks higher than 
paperbacks, so you can imagine younger readers just wanting the cheapest option. We’re not 
talking indie here. But if you want the latest cool zombie novel and you can get the paperback 
for ten bucks, why would you pay fourteen for the ebook?  

DAN: So you wonder why you’d want to market to younger readers. Well, if you write what they 
read, it sounds like you’d better make sure you have a paperback edition, right?  

KAREN: Why not? Of course, if you’ve published with a New York house, you have to wait a 
year for the paperback to come out. I don’t know who buys hardback books nowadays. People 
who can’t wait for the paperback? But if you’re an indie, go ahead and do the PB. It’s 
inexpensive, or even free, if you’re doing your own cover and formatting. But you have to know 
where to reach younger readers, marketing-wise.   

KB: Can you put ads on Snapchat?  

DAN: I think so. Gotta do some research on cost vs performance first. And you’d have to make 
sure your ads look professional. You’re selling yourself, after all.  

KAREN: Napoleon said that England was a nation of shopkeepers. If he were alive today, he’d 
probably say America is a nation of marketers. Everybody’s selling something. 

KB: And everybody’s giving something away for free. That’s what makes book marketing so 
hard. You can’t really compete with giveaways because people download the giveaways even if 
they have no intention of reading them. Here you are, peddling your novel for 99 cents in a 
promo, and you can’t get people to pull the trigger because of all the freebies. They’re saving 
their cash for the better-known writers they’re fans of.  

DAN: I’m afraid we’re making it sound like it’s hopeless. It’s not hopeless. This is just part of 
the business, like rejection. You have to endure it. Again, if you believe in yourself—and you 
have to if you’re putting your books out into the world—you just keep on keepin’ on.  

KB: That sounds like the perfect line to wrap this up with. Thanks Karen Choi and Dan DeLonge 
for sharing your thoughts on writing and publishing.  

DAN: Pleasure. 

KAREN: Good luck, everyone! 



 



Afterword 

Apologies, again, for having lost the audio file of this podcast, which would have revealed, 
as the transcript can’t, that there was a lot of laughter amid all the cautionary pessimism coming 
through here. We all agreed that if you can’t laugh about writing and publishing, you might as 
well hang it up.  

I’m reminded of the Tom Waits story in The Ballad of Buster Scruggs, that wonderful 2019 
film by the Coen brothers. Though the tale took a dark turn, the bulk of it showed the daily 
regimen of a man hunting for gold in a magnificent hidden valley in the mountains. One way to 
look at it was that the journey to heaven is heaven, as, I think, Saint Teresa famously put it. I felt 
like the character was living his ideal life even if he never struck gold.  

And that’s really how you have to look at the writing life, if you’re brave enough to pursue it. 
If you concentrate on the satisfactions of the writing itself; if you take pride in making your work 
the best it can be; if you draw pleasure out of the the creative process, the brainstorming, the 
adaptation, the improvisation, the reward of completion; and if you persevere—the life of a 
working writer can be its own goal.  

I’ve been working at it for more than forty years now, and, in spite of the disappointments 
that go along with dedicating oneself to an art, I’ve come to understand that I’ll never stop being 
a writer. If it’s in your DNA, there’s no way you can stop.  

Of course, it helps to have people around who support you, believe in you, and encourage 
you. Doing it in a vacuum is a depressing proposition. That’s why those of us who are serious 
about it take the risk and put the work out there, letting it speak for itself to readers who might 
not give it two thumbs up. Feedback. Reaction. We want to know if our message is getting 
through, or if our skills are as sharp as we think they are.  

And it is risky.  
Any writer’s first one-star review on Amazon is going to shock. Might even knock you flat 

for a day or two. And ultimately you’ll dismiss it as a one-off, a shot fired in misunderstanding or 
even jealousy. The guy obviously didn’t get the book. But in spite of the occasional hit to the 
ego, you’re going to keep at it because that’s what we do as writers. As long as our imaginations 
keep feeding us the material, we’re going to do our best to bring it to life, and when we have 
something we’re proud of and want people to see and appreciate, we’re going to put it out there.  

It’s true, Karen, Dan, and I got into some murky waters when it comes to motivation and 
attitude. These emotions are part of the endeavor. Writer’s doubt is probably more chronic and 
painful than writer’s block, and even for the most respected and successful authors the rejections 
never stop coming, or hurting. I met a woman once who had worked at the The New Yorker for a 
while in the ‘90s, and she told me they’d had to turn down a story John Updike had submitted. I 
was never to tell a soul, but this seems like a good time to break my promise in order to 
demonstrate that nobody is immune from what this business dishes out.  

I think writing, fiction in particular, offers something that many other creative arts don’t: It 
can be a lifelong pursuit. Youth is not a requirement. There’s no reason the imagination can’t be 
as electric at age seventy as it was at twenty-five, and if you’ve played your cards right you’ll 



have more time to dedicate to the work. Some of Philip Roth’s best stuff came out late in his 
career. Harriet Doerr published her first book, Stones for Ibarra, when she was in her seventies. 

All of which is to say that, in spite of the obstacles we laid out in the podcast, and in spite of 
the odds against what most of use would call “success,” to be a writer is to have a calling. We do 
it because it’s the way we relate to the world.  

Nobody can stop you from creating a story and making it real.  

Kevin Brennan 
March 2020 
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