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this	gives	him	a	modicum	of 	gratification.

Gillian Hamer	is	a	full	time	company	director	
and	 part	 time	 novelist.	 She	 divides	 her	 time	
between	 the	 industrial	 Midlands	 and	 the	
wilds	 of 	 Anglesey,	 where	 she	 spends	 far	 too	
much	time	dreaming	about	becoming	the	next	
Agatha	Christie.	

Dan Holloway	 is	 a	 founder	 member	 of 	
the	 Year	 Zero	 Writer’s	 collective	 (www.
yearzerowriters.wordpress.com),	and	organiser	
of 	 the	 Free-e-day	 festival	 (www.freeeday.
wordpress.com).	

Lorraine Mace [Deputy Editor], a 
columnist	 with	 Writing Magazine	 and	 co-
author,	 with	 Maureen	 Vincent-Northam,	 of 	
The Writer’s ABC Checklist, has	 had	 her	 work	
published	in	five	countries.	Winner	of 	the	Petra 
Kenney International Poetry Award	 (comic	 verse	
category),	 she	 writes	 fiction	 for	 the	 women’s	
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JJ Marsh	-	writer,	teacher,	newt.

Kat Troth	grew	up	in	two	countries,	uses	two	
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for	 a	 non-technical	 audience.	 	 In	 the	 other,	
she	attempts	to	write	fiction.		She	tries	always	
to	remember	who	she	is	at	any	one	time,	but	
usually	 finds	 she	 has	 at	 least	 two	 opinions	
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From the Editor
Third	 issue	and	all	 seems	 to	be	going	well.	The	rather	scary	
amount	 of 	 submission	 we’ve	 received	 indicates	 that	 Words	
with	JAM	is	a	magazine	that	people	actually	want	to	be	a	part	
of,	so	that’s	promising.	And	the	large	amount	of 	submissions	
sent	in	for	the	Opening	Lines	Competition	would	lead	us	to	
believe	 that	 there	 are	 people	 out	 there	 actually	 opening	 the	
email,	downloading	the	PDF,	and	reading	it.	In	fact,	it’s	done	
so	well,	we’re	 running	 another	 little	 competition	 this	month	
that	you	can	enter	completely	free,	whilst	honing	your	writing	
skills,	and	hopefully	having	a	bit	of 	fun.	Things	have	gone	so	
well,	in	fact,	that	we’ve	put	a	lot	of 	time	and	effort	into	setting	
up	 the	 First	Annual	 Short	 Story	 Compeition,	 which	will	 be	
announced	soon.

So,	as	for	this	issue,	I	can	only	say	...	first	off 	Martyn	Bedford,	
author of  The Sea of  Lost Souls	has	generously	taken	the	time	
to	 tell	 us	 about	 writing	 his	 first	 novel	 for	 teenagers;	 I	 am	
pleased	 to	 say	 that	 100	 Stories	 for	Haiti	 is	 now	 available	 to	
purchase	 both	 in	 ebook	 and	 hard	 copy	 format,	 and	Danny	
Gillan	goes	into	more	detail	on	its	path	to	publication;		Gillian	
Hamer	remembers	the	late	Dick	Frances;	Derek	Duggan	looks	
at	 life	 after	 submission;	 Jill	Marsh	 has	 two	more	 60	 Second	
Interviews	for	us;	Dan	Holloway’s	final	part	of 	Rewriting	and	
Blogging;	 more	 from	 the	 Synopsis	 Doctor;	 writing	 a	 non-
fiction	proposal	from	Lorraine	Mace;	a	look	at	whisper	books	
with	Catriona	Troth;	and,	oh	yeah,	 I	actually	wrote	a	 review	
this	month!

We’ve	 squeezed	 an	 awful	 lot	 into	 this	 issue,	 so	 I	 hope	 you	
bloody	well	appreciate	it.

A	big	thank	you,	as	always,	goes	to	the	columnists	who	have	
been	with	me	from	the	start,	as	well	as	those	guests	featuring	
this	 issue.	 The	 quality	 of 	 material	 produced	 every	 month	
makes	it	very	difficult	to	sift	through	all	the	new	submissions	
coming	in.	I	also	owe	a	special	thank	you	to	Michelle	Romaine	
for	going	to	the	trouble	proofreading	every	issue	for	us,	whose	
only	payment	is	the	satisfaction	of 	telling	us	off 	for	our	bad	
spelling	and	grammer.

Have	 fun	 reading	 and	 do	 drop	 me	 an	 email	 if 	 you	 have	
something	nice	to	say	...

JD Smith [Editor]	lives	and	works	in	the	
English	Lake	District.	She	uses	her	 
publishing	house	Quinn Publications as a 
source	of 	procrastination	to	avoid	actually	writing.
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Random Stuff

There is no such 
thing as an advice-
free lunch
(or how I came to write my first novel for teenagers) 
by Martyn Bedford
I have a former editor to thank 
for my first novel for teenagers . 
. . I wrote it because he advised 
me not to. Back in 2005, he took 
me out to lunch to celebrate the 
deal to publish The Island of Lost 
Souls, my fifth novel. We went to 
Pizza Express in Leeds. Towards 
the end of the meal he asked what 
I planned to write next. Up to then 
all my novels had been for adults, 
straddling the border between 
mainstream literary fiction and 
psychological thriller. But I’d had 
an idea for a story more suited to a 
teenage and young-adult audience. 
When I mentioned this, the editor 
shook his head.

‘You	don’t	want	to	write	one	of 	those.’
‘Why	 not?’	 I	 asked.	 But,	 beyond	 a	

mumbled	 platitude	 about	 my	 strengths	
lying	 elsewhere,	 he	 didn’t	 really	 give	 a	
reason.	 Thanks	 to	 Rowling,	 Pullman,	
Haddon,	Sachar	et	al,	the	teen/YA	market	
was	 buoyant	 back	 then	 (and	 remains	 so	
today),	 so	 it	 seemed	 unlikely	 that	 he	 was	
being	 dismissive	 of 	 the	 genre.	 Perhaps	
he	 suspected	 me	 of 	 jumping	 on	 the	
bandwagon,	 or	 that	 I	wouldn’t	 be	 able	 to	
turn	my	hand	to	that	type	of 	writing.	Maybe	
he	foresaw	a	“re-branding”	problem	for	his	
sales	 and	marketing	 people.	 I	 don’t	 know.	
Whatever	his	 rationale,	 I	 came	away	 from	
that	 lunch	 feeling	 miffed	 that	 he’d	 tried	
to	 discourage	 me	 from	 writing	 the	 book	
without	even	asking	what	it	was	about.	Like	
any	author,	I	also	resented	being	told	what	
to	write;	 in	 this	 case,	what	not	 to	write.	 I	
decided	to	go	ahead	with	my	teen	novel	and	

to	hell	with	him,	even	if 	he	had	just	paid	for	
my	pizza.

As	 it	 turned	 out,	 the	 next	 two	 and	 a	
half 	 years	 were	 blighted	 by	 personal	 and	
professional	difficulties.	My	father	became	
ill	 and	 eventually	 died,	 I	 had	 a	 period	 of 	
stress-related	 leave	 from	my	 teaching	post	
at	 Manchester	 University	 and	 it	 took	 me	
90,000	 words	 to	 realise	 that	 fictionalising	
Dad’s	death	was	doomed	to	fail.	On	top	of 	
which,	my	editor	moved	on.	The	prospect	
of 	writing	 something	completely	different	
was	more	appealing	than	ever.

And	so,	 in	2008,	I	finally	started	work	
on	 my	 teen	 book,	 called	 Flip.	 It	 tells	 the	
story	 of 	 Alex,	 a	 14-year-old	 who	 wakes	
up	one	morning	inside	another	boy’s	body	
and	 faces	 a	 life-and-death	 quest	 to	 return	
to	his	own	 skin	or	be	 trapped	 for	 ever	 in	
the	wrong	existence.	 I’d	 read	more	 than	a	
hundred	 teen/YA	 novels	 in	 preparation,	
immersing	 myself 	 in	 the	 genre	 to	 get	 a	
feel	for	the	tone	of 	voice,	style,	characters,	
stories,	 settings,	 themes	 and	 subjects	 that	
are	to	be	found	in	modern	teenage	fiction.

As	 I	 planned	 and	 wrote	 Flip,	 I	 was	
aware	 of 	 the	 need	 to	 make	 concessions	
to	 the	 readership.	 Youngsters	 are	 more	
inclined	than	adults	to	give	up	on	a	book,	

so	 I	 gave	 the	 storyline	 a	 strong	 forward	
momentum	 and	 incorporated	 twists	 and	
turns,	surprises,	end-of-chapter	cliffhangers	
and	the	like.	I	placed	my	hero	and	the	other	
teenage characters at the heart of  the 
action,	with	adults	(parents,	teachers)	at	the	
margins.	And	I	used	very	few	expletives	and	

avoided	sex	scenes	altogether	–	not	because	
today’s	 teenagers	 don’t	 swear	 or	 have	 sex,	
but	 because	 I	 copped	 out.	 Publishers	 of 	
12+	 fiction	 are	 still	 uneasy	 about	 these	
issues	and,	as	a	newcomer,	I	didn’t	feel	ready	
to	 test	 the	boundaries.	Similarly,	 I	chose	a	
third-person	 narration,	 not	 yet	 confident	
enough	to	adopt	the	first-person	voice	of 	a	
teenager,	for	fear	of 	sounding	like	a	middle-
aged writer trying to be down with the 
kids.	What	I	didn’t	do	was	dumb	down	the	
vocabulary,	or	the	ideas	–	complex	notions	
of 	identity	and	self-awareness	–	which	the	
novel	 explores.	Young	people	 are	brighter	
than	 we	 give	 them	 credit	 for	 and	 I	 was	
determined	not	to	patronise	my	readers.

With	the	manuscript	completed,	I	sent	it	
to	Jonny	Geller,	my	agent	at	Curtis	Brown.	
He	 passed	 it	 to	 a	 colleague,	 Stephanie	
Thwaites,	 who	 specialises	 in	 YA	 fiction.	
She	 has	 been	 brilliant.	 Firstly,	 as	 critic	 –	
the	novel	 is	much	better	 for	 the	 revisions	
I	 made	 in	 response	 to	 her	 feedback;	
secondly,	 as	 wheeler-dealer.	 Flip	 went	 to	
auction	on	both	sides	of 	 the	Atlantic	and	
will	be	published	in	spring	2011	by	Walker	
Books,	in	the	UK,	and	Wendy	Lamb	Books,	
an	 imprint	of 	Random	House,	 in	 the	U.S.	
Rights	have	also	been	sold	in	Canada,	Italy,	

Germany	 and	 the	 Netherlands.	 Naturally,	
I’m	 delighted	 and	 thankful	 that	 so	 many	
editors	 want	 to	 publish	 my	 first	 teenage	
novel.	 But	 perhaps	 the	 greatest	 debt	 of 	
gratitude	 is	 owed	 to	 that	 editor,	 in	 Pizza	
Express,	 whose	 advice	 was	 the	 best	 I’ve	
never	taken.

Finn	is	drafted	to	fight	in	an	escalating	war	against	the	enemies	of 	democracy.	He	is	twenty-four.	Opposed	to	the	conflict,	disaffected	with	
society	and	the	state,	afraid	of 	dying.	He	sees	no	way	out.	Then	a	stranger	slips	him	a	calling	card	for	an	anti-draft	network	and	the	trauma	
of 	warfare	is	brought	shockingly	home	to	him	with	his	brother’s	return	from	the	front.

Just	days	before	he	reports	for	duty,	Finn	faces	a	stark	choice:	go	to	war	or	go	on	the	run,	and	be	hunted	down	as	a	deserter	and	a	coward.	
If 	he	escapes,	there	is	the	promise	of 	a	new	identity	and	a	new	life	among	people	unlike	any	he	has	known.	If 	he	is	caught,	the	punishment	
will	be	brutal.

Martyn Bedford is the author of  five novels for adults - Acts of  Revision (Bantam Press 1996); Exit, Orange & Red (Bantam Press 1997); The 
Houdini Girl (Penguin 1999); Black Cat (Penguin 2001) and The Island of  Lost Souls (Bloomsbury (2006). Between them they have been 
translated into 12 languages. Flip, his first novel for teenagers and young adults, will be published in spring 2011. Martyn is a senior lecturer in 
creative writing at Leeds Trinity University College and lives in West Yorkshire with his wife and two daughters.

‘Bedford	is	a	clever,	provocative	writer,	delivering	writing	that	
is	 interesting,	 nervewracking,	 bold,	 unusual,	 stylish,	 never	
complacent	 and	 always	 intelligent’	Mary Loudon, The Times

A V A I L A B L E   N O W

... the editor shook his head. ‘You don’t want to 
write one of those.’ ‘Why not?’ I asked. But, beyond 
a mumbled platitude about my strengths lying 
elsewhere, he didn’t really give a reason.

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0747585857?ie=UTF8&tag=theboo-21&linkCode=as2&camp=1634&creative=19450&creativeASIN=0747585857
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How’s this for a dream timeline: 
Idea for book -19th January, 2010. 
Publication of book - 4th March, 
2010. Good, eh?

And	no,	 it’s	not	a	speed	written	vanity	
project	 run	 off 	 at	 Protaprint	 and	 held	
together	with	a	combination	of 	Pritt	Stick	
and	desperation.	Nor	 is	 it	 an	update	of 	 a	
recently	 rediscovered	 Dissertation	 that’s	
been	 gathering	 cyber	 dust	 on	 a	 floppy	
disc	for	years	and	been	quickly	PDFd	and	
sent	to	Lulu	for	a	bit	of 	POD	ego-fuelled	
nostalgia.

Nope,	 it’s	 a	 proper	 book,	 containing	
80,000	 words	 of 	 all	 new	 fiction;	 and	 it’s	
good	fiction	 at	 that.	How	 is	 this	possible,	
you	may	ask.	Surely	no	single	author	could	
work	 so	 quickly	 (not	 without	 the	 end	
product	being	a	pile	of 	shite,	anyway)?	Well,	
you’d	have	a	point	there.	It	isn’t	the	work	of 	
a	single	author.	Nor	is	it	the	work	of 	two,	
three	or	even	four	writers.

100	 Stories	 for	 Haiti	 is,	 as	 the	 name	
not	so	much	suggests	as	blatantly	states,	a	
collection	of 	100	stories	put	together	to	aid	
the	 relief 	 effort	 for	 victims	 of 	 the	 recent	
earthquake	 in	 Haiti.	 It	 features	 original	
short	 stories	 and	 flash	 fiction	 from	 100	
different	 writers	 from	 all	 over	 the	 world,	
all	donated	 free	of 	 charge.	 It	 is	published	
on	 Smashwords.com	 as	 an	 ebook	 and	
by	 Bridge	House	 Publishing	 as	 a	 physical	
paper	and	ink	book,	and	every	penny	made	
is	being	donated	to	the	Red	Cross.	

The	 project	 was	 devised	 by	 Greg	
McQueen,	a	UK	writer	based	in	Denmark.	
After watching the tragedy of  the 
earthquake	on	TV	he	put	out	a	call	on	his	
blog:

Dear	 Twitterverse,	 I	 can’t	 keep	
watching	the	news	about	Haiti	on	television	
or trending on Twitter without doing 
something.	 I	 woke	 up	 this	 morning	 with	
the	 idea	 that	 together	 we	 could	 make	 a	
book	 and	 donate	 all	 royalties	 to	 the	Haiti	
Earthquake	Appeal.

Whether	 Greg	 realised	 at	 that	 point	
that,	 it	 being	 his	 idea,	 he	 would	 have	 to	
actually	do	all	the	organising,	I’m	not	sure.	
What	I	do	know	is	that	word	spread	quickly	
through	 Twitter	 and	 Facebook	 etc	 and	
within	a	week	or	so	he	had	over	400	story	
submissions	from	writers	all	over	the	place.	

Greg	 looked	 at	 the	 submissions,	 had	
a	 panic	 attack,	 and	 recruited	 a	 band	 of 	
volunteers	 to	 help	 plough	 through	 them,	
narrow	 it	 down	 to	 the	 final	 100	 and	
then	 proof 	 read	 and	 edit	 the	 resulting	
manuscript.	That	took	slightly	more	than	a	
week,	the	slouches.

Throughout	 this	 time	 Greg	 was	
negotiating	 with	 publishers	 etc	 to	 try	 to	
get	the	best	deal	he	could	on	behalf 	of 	the	
Red	Cross,	and	that’s	exactly	what	he	got	-	
Mark	Coker,	founder	of 	Smashwords.com,	
quickly	offered	to	host	and	sell	 the	ebook	
for	zero	profit	 to	himself 	or	 the	site.	Not	
even	a	smidgeon.	Literally	every	penny	paid	
for	copies	of 	the	ebook	goes	directly	to	the	
Red	Cross.

Gill	 James	 and	 the	 team	 at	 Bridge	
House	 Publishing	 stepped	 in	 at	 the	
eleventh	 (and	 a	 half)	 hour	 when	 Greg’s	
original	print	publishers	pulled	out.	Other	
than	 basic	 print	 costs,	 again	 every	 penny	
will	 go	 directly	 to	 the	 Red	 Cross.	 Bridge	
House	 will	 make	 no	 money	 whatsoever	
from	the	project,	whether	they	sell	a	dozen	
or	a	thousand	copies.

The	cover	was	designed,	the	typesetting	
done and the proofs approved before the 
end	of 	February,	and	100	Stories	for	Haiti	
was	published	both	online	and	in	print	on	
4th	March.	 I	 have	my	 copy	here.	 It	 looks	
great.

If 	I’m	being	completely	honest,	I	can’t	
yet	 vouch	 for	 the	 quality	 of 	 all	 of 	 the	
writing	as	I	haven’t	read	it	all	yet.	In	fact,	I	
know	that	one	of 	the	contributing	authors	
is	 average	 at	 best,	 but	 that	 isn’t	 really	 the	
point.	 What	 I	 have	 read	 so	 far	 has	 been	
entertaining	and	fun.	Some	of 	 it	has	been	
a	 little	 sad,	much	of 	 it	 full	of 	hope.	With	
100	stories	to	choose	from,	I	think	it’s	safe	

to	say	 that	pretty	much	everyone	will	find	
something	they	like	in	there.

I	 can	 only	 assume	 the	 authors	
contributed	their	stories	for	purely	altruistic	
reasons and gave no thought to the chance 
of 	another	publication	credit	for	their	CVs,	
but	again,	that’s	not	really	the	point	(in	fact,	
I	 know	 that	 one	 of 	 the	 writers	 included	
in	 the	 book	 spent	 no	more	 than	 an	 hour	
polishing	up	a	story	he’d	been	working	on	
a	 few	 weeks	 previously	 before	 sending	 it	
in,	 so	 he	 certainly	 doesn’t	 deserve	 much	
credit).

In	 the	 case	 of 	 100	 Stories	 for	 Haiti,	
the	writers	 are	 the	 least	 important	 people	
involved.	Their	 job	 is	 simply	 to	provide	 a	
small	 reward	 in	 exchange	 for	 you	 giving	
money.	 Greg	 and	 the	 team	 who	 put	 the	
book	 together	 are	 worthy	 of 	 far	 more	
kudos	 than	 the	authors,	but	even	 they	are	
pretty	 far	 down	 the	 list.	 The	 people	 who	
buy	the	book	and	therefore	assist	the	Red	
Cross	are	far	more	important.	It’s	their	cash	
that	can	really	do	some	good.

And	 then	 you	 remember	 those	 TV	
pictures	 from	 a	 couple	 of 	 months	 ago,	
and	the	more	recent	ones	from	Chile,	and	
the	dozen	other	disasters	 that	will	happen	
around	 the	 world	 in	 the	 coming	 months,	
and	you	remember	who	actually	matters.

Visit www.100storiesforhaiti.org
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The Pleasantly Painless 
Path to Publication
100 Stories for Haiti, by Danny Gillan 

February 14th, 2010 saw the loss 
of one of the UK’s most prodigious 
crime writers with the death of Dick 
Francis CBE.

He passed away at his home in the 
Cayman Islands, age eighty-nine.

To my generation and younger, 
Francis is known for his literary 
work. He wrote a staggering forty-
two best selling books, his first, 
his auto-biography, The Sport of 
Queens, in 1957. Five years later 
he published his first crime thriller, 
Dead Cert, set in the world of horse 
racing.

By the time Even Money  was 
published in 2009 he had sold 
over seventy-five million books 
worldwide in thirty-five languages. 
He averaged one novel per year 
throughout his writing career, only 
skipping 1998, when he published 
a collection of short stories 
instead.

But writing was the second success 

story	in	Dick	Francis’	life,	and	many	people	

will	also	remember	him	in	his	heyday	in	the	

sport	of 	horse	racing.	

On	 resuming	 his	 racing	 career	 after	

leaving	the	RAF	in	1946,	he	moved	quickly	

through	 the	 ranks	 to	 become	 a	 National	

Hunt	 jockey.	By	1954	he	was	 a	 champion	

steeplechase	 jockey,	 winning	 345	 races	 in	

total	throughout	his	career.	His	reputation	

for	 excellence	 was	 cemented	 when	 he	

was	 chosen	 as	 jockey	 to	Queen	Elizabeth	

the	 Queen	 Mother	 for	 four	 consecutive	

seasons	under	the	royal	trainer,	Cazalet.	

Unfortunately	 his	 most	 famous	

moment	 in	 racing	 was	 also	 his	 biggest	

failure,	 when	 the	 Queen	 Mother’s	 horse,	

Devon	Loch,	collapsed	less	than	fifty	yards	

from	victory	in	the	1956	Grand	National.

In	1957,	he	was	forced	to	quit	the	sport	

following	 another	 nasty	 injury,	 being	 told	

by	 a	 trainer	 he	 should	 ‘quit	 while	 he	was	

still	 alive.’	He	 had	 dislocated	 his	 shoulder	

so	 many	 times	 it	 had	 to	 be	 permanently	

strapped	for	the	rest	of 	his	life.	His	sudden	

departure	from	the	sport	left	him	severely	

depressed,	 and	 he	 later	 admitted	 in	 an	

interview:	 ‘That	 final	 day,	 when	 I	 walked	

away	from	the	sport	I	 love,	through	Hyde	

Park	 on	 my	 way	 home,	 I	 cried.	 I	 nearly	

flung	 myself 	 in	 the	 Serpentine,	 I	 was	 so	

depressed.’

In	 an	 effort	 to	 find	 a	 new	 career	 he	

became	 the	 sports	 correspondent	 for	

London’s	 Sunday	 Express,	 staying	 for	

sixteen	years,	while	continuing	his	passion	

for	writing	fiction	in	private.	

Francis	said	in	1996:	‘The	Devon	Loch	

episode	was	a	terrible	thing	but	I	look	back	

on it now and I can say that if  it hadn’t 

happened	 I	 might	 never	 have	 written	 a	

book,	and	my	books	have	certainly	helped	

keep	the	wolf 	from	the	door.’	

The	 Queen	Mother	 was	 a	 fan	 of 	 his	

writing,	 and	 he	 made	 sure	 she	 always	

received	a	signed	first	edition	of 	each	book.	

He	admitted	he	made	 the	decision	not	 to	

include	 much	 of 	 the	 usual	 sex	 and	 bad	

language	expected	in	the	genre	as	he	knew	

the	Queen	Mother	would	not	approve.	

As	 well	 as	 achieving	 remarkable	 sales	

success,	 Francis’	 writing	 also	 won	 him	

many	 literary	 accolades.	 He	 is	 the	 only	

three-time	recipient	of 	the	Mystery	Writers	

of 	America’s	Edgar	Award	for	Best	Novel,	

which	 he	 won	 for	 Forfeit	 in	 1970,	Whip	

Hand	 in	 1981	 and	 Come	 to	 Grief 	 in	

1996.	 Britain’s	 Crime	 Writers	 Association	

awarded	 him	 its	 Gold	Dagger	 Award	 for	

fiction	 in	 1979,	 and	 the	Cartier	Diamond	

Dagger	lifetime	achievement	award	in	1989.	

He	was	awarded	a	CBE	in	2000,	which	he	

described	as	one	of 	the	proudest	moments	

of 	his	life.

In	 later	 years	 Dick	 retired	 to	 the	

sunshine	of 	the	Cayman	Islands,	and,	since	

2006,	 co-wrote	 his	 books	 with	 his	 son,	

Felix.

Dick	 Francis	 was	 known	 as	 a	 quiet	

man,	 a	 private	 person,	 who	 achieved	 the	

spectacular	feat	of 	rising	to	the	top	in	two	

totally	unconnected	careers.

Tributes	 were	 paid	 from	 top	 names	

in both the sport of  horse racing and the 

literary	world.

Former	 jockey,	 John	 Francome,	 said:	

‘He	 was	 a	 lovely	 person	 who	 always	 had	

a	sparkle	in	his	eye	and	a	wicked	sense	of 	

humour.’

Novelist	 Frederick	 Forsyth	 said:	 ‘He	

was	immensely	prolific.	I	mean,	fifty	years	

of 	writing	about	fifty	books	–	one	a	year.	

Amazing.’

The	new	Dick	and	Felix	Francis	novel,	

Crossfire,	will	be	published	in	autumn	2010.

The Late Dick Francis
By Gillian E. Hamer 

http://http://www.100storiesforhaiti.org/


Feeble Excuses, 
Procrastination and 
Displacement Activities 
Things I do when I should be writing by Perry Iles

Fourteen Years of Mild 
Irritation. 

  

Pets. What’s the fucking point, eh? 
The dog, for example. Fourteen 
years of mild irritation terminated 
by an ephemeral burst of sorrow. I 
mean, come on, you could simply 
gouge yourself on the thigh with a 
steak knife every day and get the 
same result without having to go 
out walking in the rain or clean 
liquid faeces from the sofa. And 
it’d be cheaper, too. Put it this way, 
if they ever re-make Ring of Bright 
Water, I’ll be the guy with the spade 
for only a minimal fee. 

Because	 look	 what	 we	 spend	 on	 the	
buggers.	 We	 spend	 more	 pampering	 our	
pets	 than	 the	 combined	 GNPs	 of 	 the	
world’s	 forty	 poorest	 countries	 (Figures	
from	 guilttrip.com,	 correct	 at	 the	 time	 of 	
going	 to	 press).	 Do	 we	 contribute	 to	 a	
charity	that	will	provide	a	fresh,	renewable	

supply	 of 	 water	 for	 eighteen	 million	 fly-
blown	 Africans,	 or	 do	 we	 pop	 down	 to	
Pets-R-Us	for	some	hamster-bedding?	

Again,	what’s	the	point?	Fuck	it,	they’re	
going	to	die	in	the	end	anyway.	Pets,	I	mean,	
obviously.	

But	what	 is	 it	 about	 the	 little	bastards	
that	gets	to	us?	A	couple	of 	summers	ago	
my	poor	old	cat	went	paws-up.	I	had	fish-
related	experience	in	this	area,	having	stood	
by	 the	 toilet	 on	 many	 occasions	 as	 my	
daughter	 flushed	 Pudge	 or	 Goldie	 off 	 to	
the	great	U-bend	in	the	sky	as	I	pretended	
to	wipe	tears	from	my	eyes	and	wondered	
what	was	for	dinner.	But	how	would	a	four-
year-old	 girl	 react	 to	 a	 dead	 cat?	My	wife	
and	 I	picked	her	up	 from	nursery	and	 sat	
her	 down	 across	 from	 us	 at	 the	 kitchen	
table.	 We	 set	 our	 expressions	 to	 solemn,	
steepled	 our	 fingers,	 and	 adopted	 the	
usual	 pose	 you	 take	when	 you	 lie	 to	 your	
kids.	My	wife	nudged	me.	I	was	to	start	the	
proceedings,	then.	I	suppose	that’s	because	
I’m	a	writer,	and	fiction	is	just	telling	lies	for	
fun	and	profit.	

“Anyway,”	I	said,	“Mummy	was	taking	
Mr	 Tubbs	 to	 the	 cat	 play-area,	 and	 they	
drove	 past	 a	 lovely	 farm,	 all	 run	 by	 little	
pussy	 cats.	 There	 were	 pussy-cats	 driving	
tractors	and	pussy-cats	cutting	hay,	and	Mr	
Tubbs	said	he	wanted	to	go	and	live	there,	
so…”	

“Is	he	dead,	Daddy?”	
“Yes,	sweetheart.”	
“Can	I	get	a	kitten?”	

Enter	 Vladimir.	 I	 held	 out	 for	 a	 year,	
which	 is	 pretty	 good	 going.	 He’s	 ginger.	
He’s	so	fucking	ginger	that	if 	he	was	human	
it’d	be	a	registered	disability,	and	he’d	get	a	
Motability	car	and	a	flid	badge,	and	he’d	join	
a	self-help	group	run	by	Rupert	Grint	and	

Bianca	 off 	 of 	 Eastenders	 and	 everything.	
He’s	fallen	off 	the	ginger	tree	and	hit	every	
branch	on	 the	way	down.	He’s	been	 for	a	
makeover	on	Planet	Hucknall.	He’s	a	ginger	
minger,	and	I	loathe	the	very	litter	he	shits	
in.	Well	I	did,	until	recently.	

It	was	a	lovely	autumn	day,	and	my	wife	
had	gone	to	work.	I	had	been	left	in	charge	
of 	 the	 washing,	 which	 had	 been	 colour-
coded	for	me	before	she’d	left	so	I	wouldn’t	
make	 any	 serious	mistakes	 I’d	 need	 to	 be	
told	 off 	 about	 afterwards.	 I	 flung	 the	
windows	wide	to	let	the	air	 in,	so	that	the	
scents	 of 	 flowers	 and	 beautiful	 autumn	
breezes	could	have	a	chance	to	overpower	
the	 reek	 from	 the	 cat	 litter	 tray	 and	 the	
lingering	 odour	 of 	 the	 dozens	 of 	 “little	
accidents”	the	fucking	animal	had	had	since	
we’d	got	the	fucking	thing.	

“Where’s	Vlad?”	my	daughter	asked	an	
hour	or	so	later,	and	I’m	afraid	I	was	unable	
to	 tell	 her.	 I	 didn’t	 have	 the	 facts	 at	 my	
fingertips	 regarding	 Vlad-location.	 So	 we	
had	a	look	around,	but	we	couldn’t	see	him.	
He	was	 probably	 off 	 impaling	 something	
smaller	and	cuter	and	furrier	than	himself.	

Then	 I	 had	 a	 thought,	 a	 very	 bad	
thought	 indeed.	 The	 last	 load	 that	 had	
gone	 into	 the	 washing	machine	 had	 been	
quite	heavy.	All	the	bedding,	on	which	the	
little	 fucking	ginger	bastard	 liked	 to	 sleep.	
I	 considered	 it	 best	 not	 to	 mention	 this	
thought	 to	 my	 daughter,	 so	 I	 sauntered	
out	 of 	 the	 sitting	 room,	 whistling,	 and	
wandered	 into	 the	 kitchen,	 giving	 the	
washing	machine	a	 sidelong	glance.	There	
was	nothing	obvious	 in	 the	 little	porthole	
–	no	boiled	cat,	no	torn-off 	legs,	no	scum	
of 	soapy	ginger	fur,	no	milky-eyed,	bloated	
face	pressed	up	against	the	perspex.	None	
of 	the	usual	signs	you	come	to	expect	when	
you	boil	the	cat.	It	was	just	full	of 	washing.	
I	considered	the	possibilities.	I	could	get	a	

crowbar	and	force	the	door	of 	the	machine	off,	but	

it	had	been	 running	on	a	hot	programme	 for	 forty	

minutes,	 so	 it	wasn’t	 as	 if 	 there’d	 be	 a	 life	 to	 save,	

and	I	wasn’t	sure	if 	you	could	claim	for	this	kind	of 	

damage	on	the	household	insurance.	I	could	try	and	

find	 the	manual	 to	 see	how	to	abort	a	programme,	

drain	the	machine	and	open	the	door.	I	could	phone	a	

helpline	(“If 	you	have	locked	your	pet	in	the	washing	

machine,	press	4…”).	But	in	the	end,	I	just	waited.	

A	hot	wash	takes	a	long	time.	My	daughter	went	

off 	 to	 check	 the	 garden	 and	 the	 street.	Nothing.	 I	

thought	 about	 the	day	 after	we	 got	Vlad.	 I’d	 fallen	

asleep	and	he’d	climbed	up	onto	my	chest	and	dozed	

off 	 himself,	 lying	 there,	 about	 the	 same	 size	 and	

weight	as	a	child’s	slipper.	I	thought	about	the	time	

he’d	lain	on	his	back	under	the	dog,	batting	the	tip	of 	

her	tail	and	ignoring	the	threatening	growls.	I	thought	

of 	 him	 curled	 up	 asleep	 on	 my	 daughter’s	 pillow.	

Time	ticked	on.	The	washing	machine	began	to	spin	

at	 1500	 rpm.	 There	 would	 be	 no	 saving	 anything	

now,	but	at	least	he’d	have	a	clean	corpse	that	smelled	

of 	Lenor	Alpine	Freshness,	and	his	fur	would	be	all	

fluffy	 and	 nice,	 and	 my	 wife	 had	 just	 bought	 new	

shoes	and	we	hadn’t	thrown	away	the	box	yet.	Finally	

the	programme	ended	and	the	machine	lock	clicked	

off 	 and	 I	 pulled	 the	 contents	 out	 and	 prepared	 to	

check	them	for	ginger	fur.	

  

(Next Issue: Instead of writing, Perry Iles 
will be telling you why he preferred dogs 
anyway.)   

Then I had a thought, a very bad thought indeed. The 
last load that had gone into the washing machine 
had been quite heavy. All the bedding, on which the 
little fucking ginger bastard liked to sleep ...
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Regardless of the writer’s level or ability, there 
is something extremely daunting  

about putting together a submission. It doesn’t 
matter if it is an article for a magazine, or short 
story for a competition, a humorous anecdote, 

a play or TV script, a novel or non-fiction 
book, “The Writer’s ABC Checklist” will 

provide answers to questions you didn’t even 
know you should ask. 

With its A-Z format, references can be found 
quickly and effortlessly. Unfamiliar terms are 
explained and bullet points at the end of most 
sections provide a quick reminder of the main 

items covered. This unique book is packed 
with writing tips and is something no aspiring 

writer can afford to be without.

AVAILABLE FOR JUST £6.99
Click to visit Amazon.co.uk  

RRP £9.99      ISBN 978-1907016196
Published by Accent Press Ltd    

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/1907016198?ie=UTF8&tag=theboo-21&linkCode=as2&camp=1634&creative=19450&creativeASIN=1907016198
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All Pinged Out
By Lorraine Mace

Do you believe  
in life after sub? 
How your rejected submissions save lives, by Derek DugganHave you ever felt as though 

you’d won a prize, only to 
discover that accepting 

said prize leads into a maze of 
insanity? I am the proud co-author 
of a non-fiction book which I was 
commissioned to write and even 
received an advance against future 
sales (yippee). It’s been published 
and is in bookshops, online 
retailers and all the usual outlets. 
So, that’s great, I thought. Time to 
put my feet up, wait for the royalty 
cheques to flood in and retire in 
comfort to an exotic island, where I 
would sip cocktails while reclining 
in a gently swaying hammock with 
a bronzed and toned toga-wearing 
Adonis in attendance.

Okay,	 I’ll	 be	 honest,	 I	 didn’t	 really	
expect	 the	Adonis	 (my	husband	would	
have	 to	 fulfil	 that	 role	 and	 he’s	 a	 bit	
out	 of 	 condition	 for	 a	 toga).	 And,	 if 	
I’m	 really	 truthful,	 I	 didn’t	 plan	 the	
retirement	to	an	exotic	island	either.	But	
I	did	think	that	achieving	the	holy	grail	
of 	publication	was	the	end	of 	the	story	
as	 far	 as	 I	 was	 concerned,	 so	 living	 a	
slightly	more	comfortable	existence	off 	
the	 royalties	 didn’t	 seem	 unattainable.	
And	it	may	well	be	attainable	–	since	all	
I	have	to	do	is	tag,	ping,	blog,	network,	
link	 and	 maybe	 even	 twitter	 (I	 know,	
it	 sounds	 painful	 and	 I’m	 already	
twitching,	so	hope	that	counts).

The	twitching	is	my	daughter’s	fault.	
She	 is	 one	 of 	 those	 annoying	 people	
who	 take	 you	 literally	 when	 you	 say	
something	like:	I	wonder	if 	there	is	any	
way	to	improve	sales.	Before	I	knew	what	
had happened I’d been organised into 
taking	part	in	a	whole	new	technological	
world.	I’m	not	certain	I’m	ready	for	it	–	
I’m	convinced	it	isn’t	ready	for	me!

Under	 her	 not	 so	 patient	 tutelage	

I’ve	 set	 up	 a	 Facebook	 group	 for	 my	
book	 and	 it	 even	 has	 members,	 but	
I’ve	 no	 idea	what	 I’m	 supposed	 to	 do	
with	them.	Should	I	be	laying	on	drinks	
and	 snacks?	Give	 entertaining	 talks	 or	
slideshows?	Every	so	often	I	go	on	the	
group	page	and	cringe	with	guilt	because	
I’m	clearly	neglecting	my	responsibilities	
as	 hostess.	 I	 think	 this	 might	 be	 why	
so	many	of 	my	group’s	members	have	
taken	 up	 online	 farming	 –	 which,	 I’m	
reliably	informed,	is	the	latest	Facebook	
craze	to	numb	the	senses.	I’d	like	to	try	
it	 out,	 but	 I	 don’t	 have	 time	 because	
daughter	says	I	have	to	blog.

You’d	 think	 having	 its	 own	 group	
page	 would	 be	 enough	 for	 one	 little	
book,	 but	 no,	 it	 needs	 a	 blog	 as	 well.	
Not	 just	 any	 old	 blog	 –	 a	 networked	
blog.	As	 author	 of 	 the	 book,	 I’m	 also	
the	 scribbler	 of 	 the	 blog.	 Come	 up	
with	 amusing	 and	 interesting	 posts,	

said	 my	 slave-driving	 offspring,	 and	
don’t	 forget	 to	 ping.	 Don’t	 forget	 to	
what?	 Apparently	 when	 you	 post	 to	 a	
blog	 no	one	will	 know	 about	 it	 unless	
you	ping	to	 the	networks	 (I	know,	I’ve	
almost	 lost	my	own	will	 to	 live	 at	 this	
stage,	 but	 bear	 with	 me	 and	 we’ll	 get	
through	it	together).	So	I’ve	subscribed	
to	 a	 pinging	 service	 which	 alerts	 who	
knows	who,	 in	who	knows	where,	 that	
I’ve	posted	a	new	piece	on	the	blog.

There	 I	was,	patting	myself 	on	 the	
back	for	a	job	well	done,	when	the	soon-

to-be-disinherited	one	came	up	with	the	
next	 question.	Did	 you	 tag	 your	 post?	
Tags	 aren’t	 the	 same	 as	 pings.	 These	
are words you add on to the end of  a 
blog	post	which	get	 sent	 to	 the	 search	
engines	when	you	ping.	Blog,	tag,	ping.	
Got	 it?	No,	 neither	 have	 I,	 but	maybe	
one	day...

The	 next	 step	 is	 to	 encourage	
reciprocal	 linking.	 The	more	 links	 you	
have,	 the	 more	 Google	 will	 love	 your	
blog	 and	 push	 it	 up	 its	 ranking	 pages.	
It	 feels	 like	 playground	 stuff.	 You	 can	
use	my	chalk	to	draw	out	the	hopscotch	
grid,	only	 you	have	 to	 let	me	use	your	
skipping	rope	in	return.	But	it’s	no	good	
playing	 with	 the	 unpopular	 children	
–	 oh	 no,	 you	 only	 want	 to	 share	 your	
sweeties	 with	 the	 cool	 kids	 who	 have	
search	engine	appeal.

I	now	spend	so	much	time	blogging	at	
http://thewritersabcchecklist.blogspot.

com	 (the	 title’s	 a	 real	 conversation	
stopper	 in	 itself),	 worrying	 about	 my	
poor	 neglected	 group	 members	 on	
Facebook,	learning	how	to	tag,	ping	and	
link,	 that	 I	 barely	 have	 time	 to	 write.	
As	 for	 twittering,	 I	gave	 in.	No	matter	
how	many	times	I	said	no,	my	daughter	
insisted	 it	was	 the	only	way	 forward.	 I	
can’t	write	 any	more	 right	now,	 I’m	all	
pinged	out.

Do you believe, brothers 
and sisters?

Are you a true believer?

Do you have faith?

Let me hear you say 
‘Halleluiah!’

Beliefs. We all have them in some 
form or other. They come in various 
guises from the sublime to the 
religious. Some of us believe that 
mechanics are being honest when 
they tell you what’s wrong with your 
car. Some of us don’t. Some of us 
even know a bloke down the pub 
who can get it fixed for half the price 
- cash job – and believe that it’s all 
above board.
And when we write our characters and 
their	stories	are	defined	by	their	beliefs.	We	
create	dramatic	 tension	by	 rubbing	one	 set	
of 	beliefs	up	against	another	like	an	old	dog	
with	worms	and	 the	corner	of 	 your	 settee.	
We	agonise	over	the	characters	backgrounds	
and	try	to	put	in	place,	even	if 	off 	the	page,	
a	plausible	back	story	that	might	 lead	them	
to	their	particular	set	of 	beliefs	and	so	trick	
the	reader	into	believing	that	our	little	story	
is	plausible.

Then,	once	we’ve	written	and	rewritten	
our	 tome,	 and	 spent	 ages	 on	 the	 synopsis	
and	 covering	 letter,	 we	 begin	 the	 process	
of 	 submissions,	 and	 why	 not?	 We	 believe	
we	 have	 written	 something	 worthy	 of 	

publication,	 something	 that	 is	 at	 the	 very	
least	 moderately	 good.	 But	 sometimes	 it	
takes	forever	for	agents	and	publishers	to	get	
back	to	you	–	so	what’s	the	hold	up?

It	would	be	common	sense	to	think	that	
agents	 and	 publishers	 are	 busy	 selling	 the	
books	they	already	have,	collecting	royalties	
for	those	they	already	represent,	looking	for	
ways	to	expand	the	product	recognition	and	
possibly	 sell	on	 into	other	media	 etc.	They	
have	jobs	to	do.	They	are	busy	people.	But	
that	would	be	 too	 easy	 and	 it	 reeks	of 	 the	
mundanity	of 	the	real	world.

The	truth	is	much	more	uplifting.	Your	
manuscripts	 could	 be	 out	 there	 providing	
gainful	 employment	 for	 a	 whole	 heap	 of 	
people	 before	 finally	 going	 on	 to	 actually	
save	lives.	Literally.	Bear	with	me.

So	 what’s	 the	 hold	 up	 between	 you	
sending	the	stuff 	off 	and	hearing	from	the	
recipient?	 Well,	 a	 writer	 told	 me	 recently,	
in	 response	 to	 a	 facetious	 comment	 I’d	
made,	that	some	agents	get	up	to	a	hundred	
submissions	a	day.

Think	 about	 that	 logistically	 –	 some	
agencies	 are	 bigger	 than	 others	 with	more	
agents	working	 for	 them	–	one	has	 twenty	
five,	 for	 example	 –	 so	 let’s	 say	 that	 all	 the	
agents	in	that	agency	get	an	average	of 	just	
half 	that	proposed	figure	–	fifty	submissions.	
Each.	A	day.	So	just	to	that	one	agency	they	
get	1,250	subs	every	single	day	(6,250	a	week,	
325,000	a	year).	OK,	let’s	then	imagine	that	
each	 one	 is	 a	 standard	 first	 three	 chapters,	
a one page synopsis and one page covering 
letter.	I’ve	got	one	here	that	I	prepared	earlier	
while	watching	Blue	Peter,	and	it	weighs	just	
over	 two	hundred	grams	which	means	 that	
the	 delivery	 of 	 subs	 to	 that	 agency	weighs	
250	 Kilos	 a	 day.	 To	 put	 that	 in	 context,	
that’s	 almost	 four	 times	 as	 heavy	 as	me	 or	
about	the	same	weight	as	all	the	shit	Jeremy	

Clarkson	can	talk	in	one	hour,	a	1	CKSN	BS,	
if 	you	will.	The	postman	must	be	bolloxed	
carrying	all	that	stuff.	Not	to	mention	all	the	
normal	 correspondence	 he	 would	 have	 to	
bring	 there	 too.	And	I’m	sure	he’d	have	 to	
deliver	 to	 other	 places	 as	well.	 The	wheels	
must	be	hanging	off 	his	van.	Each	one	of 	
those	packets	costs	about	90	pence	to	send	
from	Britain,	so	that	would	be	£1,125	they’d	
be	 making	 on	 that	 delivery.	 So,	 essentially	
this	is	the	backbone	of 	Royal	Mail.	Keep	in	
mind	this	is	all	just	to	one,	albeit	big,	agency.

And	what	happens	to	this	mountain	of 	
physical	 paper	 when	 they’re	 through	 with	
it?	 They	 can’t	 store	 it,	 because	 there’s	 just	
too	 much	 -	 probably	 as	 much	 as	 half 	 the	
sustainable	 forests	 in	 the	 world	 must	 pass	
through	their	doors	annually.	Some	of 	it,	of 	
course,	gets	sent	back	 if 	you	have	 included	
the	return	postage	(Bit	of 	a	Bruce-y	Bonus	
for	Royal	Mail	there)	–	they	probably	put	this	
service out to tender because it’s a pretty big 
operation	in	itself.	But	not	everyone	bothers	
with	 that	–	and	with	so	many	agency’s	and	
publishing	 houses	 still	 asking	 for	 paper	
subs	 they	must	 have	 a	 reason	 –	 they	must	
be	 doing	 something	 with	 it	 –	 and	 I	 have	
found	out	what	it	is	–	they	are	recycling	it	as	
fire	briquettes	and	handing	them	out	to	the	
elderly	during	the	long	winter	months	–	and	
that’s	it	–	that’s	how	your	subs	save	lives.	And	
I	totally	believe	this	because	some	bloke	who	
was	down	the	virtual	pub	on	a	peer	review	
site	said	so,	and	he’s	an	unpublished	author	
so	when	it	comes	to	the	publishing	business	
he	really	knows	what	he’s	talking	about.

Halleluiah,	brothers	and	sisters.
Amen.

Random Stuff

H

I’ve set up a Facebook group for my book and it even 
has members, but I’ve no idea what I’m supposed 
to do with them. Should I be laying on drinks and 
snacks? ... Every so often I go on the group page 
and cringe with guilt because I’m clearly neglecting 
my responsibilities as hostess. I think this might be 
why so many of my group’s members have taken up 
online farming ...

http://thewritersabcchecklist.blogspot.com
http://thewritersabcchecklist.blogspot.com
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What Can We Learn? 
By Gillian Hamer

A
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There’s	 not	 many	 people	 who	 wouldn’t	
know	 the	 author	 of 	 Harry	 Potter	 if 	 you	
asked.	And	most	readers	know	who	wrote	
His	Dark	Materials.	Many	of 	us	know	that	
Stephanie	Meyer	 is	 the	 latest	 big	 name	 in	
young	 adult	 novels,	 behind	 the	 massively	
successful	Twilight	vampire	series.	But	how	
many	of 	you	have	ever	have	heard	of 	Rick	
Riordan?	Be	honest.	Because	I	hadn’t.

But	 once	 the	 latest	 teen	 flick	 hits	 the	
screens	 later	 this	 month,	 Rick	 Riordan	 is	
likely	 to	 become	 a	 household	 name,	 in	
much	 the	 same	 way	 as	 JK	 Rowling	 and	
Philip	Pullman.

The	Lightning	Thief 	is	the	first	in	a	five	
book	series:	Percy	Jackson	&	the	Olympians.	
The	 series	 takes	 the	 concept	 of 	 ancient	
Greek	mythology	and	places	it	in	a	modern	
day	setting,	with	up	to	date	characters,	and	
a	 highly	 paced	 and	 often	 humorous	 style.	
Percy	is	an	action	adventure	hero,	along	the	
lines	of 	Harry	Potter.	Like	Harry,	he	has	his	
share	of 	issues	-	he’s	accident	prone,	suffers	
from	 dyslexia	 and	 ADHD	 (Attention	
Deficit	Disorder.)	

Instead	 of 	 discovering	 he’s	 a	 wizard,	
Percy	 discovers	 that	 his	 real	 father	 is	
Poseidon,	 god	 of 	 the	 sea,	 which	 means	
Percy	 is	 a	 demigod	 –	 half 	 human,	 half 	
god.	At	 the	 same	 time,	Zeus,	 the	 king	of 	
all	gods,	has	accused	Percy	of 	stealing	his	
lightning	 bolt	 …	 the	 original	 weapon	 of 	
mass	destruction.

Percy	Jackson’s	life	is	transformed	from	
that	 of 	 a	 normal	 student	 into	 the	 only	
person who can save the earth and prevent 
an	all-out	war	of 	the	gods.	

But	 before	 the	 bright	 lights	 of 	
Hollywood	 beckoned,	 where	 did	 Percy	
begin	 life?	 What	 do	 we	 know	 about	 the	
man	who	created	him?	And	are	 there	 any	
tips to be found here for authors in this 
increasingly	popular	young	adult	genre?

Rick	 Riordan	 was	 born	 in	 June	 1964,	
and	 is	 a	 former	 high	 school	 teacher,	 now	
living	in	San	Antonio	in	the	United	States,	
with	his	wife	and	two	sons.	Percy	Jackson	
came	 to	 existence	 when	 Riordan’s	 son,	
Haley,	 began	 to	 study	 Greek	 mythology	
in	school	and	asked	his	father	to	come	up	
with	 bedtime	 stories	 based	 on	 the	 Greek	
myths	he	loved.	Riordan	had	been	teaching	
Greek	 mythology	 for	 over	 fifteen	 years	

and	was	able	to	recollect	enough	stories	to	
satisfy	his	son’s	imagination	for	a	while.	But	
eventually	 he	 began	 to	 run	 out	 of 	myths,	
and his son requested that he invent new 
ones,	using	characters	from	ancient	Greece	
alongside	modern	creations.

Haley	 suffered	 from	 ADHD	 and	
dyslexia,	 so	 Riordan	 began	 to	 develop	 a	
lead	character	around	his	son’s	personality,	
and	before	long	Percy	Jackson	was	born.	

The	first	story	took	Percy	on	a	journey	
across	 the	 US	 to	 recover	 Zeus’	 lightning	
bolt.	 The	 manuscript	 was	 completed	 in	
1994.	 Riordan	 visited	 numerous	 colleges,	
asking	a	cross	 section	of 	 students	 to	 read	
and	 critique	 his	 novel,	 and	 even	 help	
choose	the	characters’	names	and	the	book	
titles.	 Word	 of 	 his	 increasing	 popularity	
spread	 and	 before	 long	 Riordan	 had	
successfully	acquired	an	agent.	In	1997	he	
signed	with	Bantam	Books	 to	prepare	 the	
book	for	publishing,	and	in	2004	it	was	sold	
to	Miramax	Books.	Before	long,	it	reached	
the	No	1	position	on	the	New	York	Times	
bestseller	list.

The	 Lighting	 Thief 	 sold	 over	 1.2	
million	 copies	 and	was	 published	 all	 over	
the	 world,	 allowing	 Riordan	 to	 give	 up	
teaching	 to	 focus	on	his	writing	 full	 time.	
It	 finally	 hit	 the	 big	 screen	 in	 February	
2010.	And	it	 looks	certain	that	the	rest	of 	
the	series:	The	Titan’s	Curse,	The	Battle	of 	
the	Labyrinth	and	The	Last	Olympians,	will	
also	end	their	days	as	box	office	smashes.

As	writers,	 I	 think	we	 should	 study	 in	
detail	 the	 contributing	 factors	 that	 have	
helped	the	books	to	success.	

Firstly,	and	most	importantly,	it	is	clear	
that	 the	 age-old	 adages	 ‘write	 what	 you	
know’	 and	 ‘write	 what	 you	 love’	 are	 big	
factors	in	Riordan’s	creations.	Not	only	was	
he	able	to	develop	an	exciting	new	slant	to	
a	subject	he	had	studied	and	loved,	but	he	
chose	to	base	his	main	character	on	one	of 	
the	most	 important	 people	 in	 his	 life,	 his	
son,	Haley.	Both	of 	these	decisions	helped	
Riordan	 bring	 the	 pages	 to	 life.	 Without	
that	 vital	 ingredient	 –	 passion	 –	 it	 does	
not	 matter	 how	 grammatically	 perfect	 or	
meticulously	presented	 the	novel	 is,	 it	will	
never	 achieve	 anything	 more	 substantial	
than	 propping	 up	 numerous	 agents’	 slush	
piles.	Writing	 is	 a	 career	 you	 cannot	 half-

commit	 to,	 it	 is	 something	 to	 which	 you	
must	 give	 every	ounce	of 	 yourself 	 if 	 you	
want	the	jaded	publishing	industry	to	sit	up	
and	notice	you.	

Secondly,	 Riordan	 did	 his	 homework.	
He	 began	 the	 series	 in	 the	 late	 nineties,	
before	many	other	YA	authors	had	put	pen	
to	paper.	There	 is	 absolutely	no	 inference	
that he has used any of  the current batch 
of 	 writers	 in	 his	 research,	 even	 though	
as	 I	 have	 mentioned	 there	 are	 numerous	
similarities	between	Percy	J	and	Harry	P.	

So,	 why	 is	 this?	 What	 is	 this	 special	
ingredient?

A	 journey.	 It	 is	 a	 tried	 and	 tested	
storyline	that	 if 	written	well	can	be	as	 life	
changing for the reader as the characters 
in	the	book.	Riordan’s	decision	to	send	his	
main	character	on	a	dangerous	epic	journey,	
accompanied	by	his	faithful	disciples,	facing	
numerous	 challenges	 on	 route,	 has	 been	
a	 winning	 formula	 for	 generations.	 JRR	
Tolkien	is	an	early	example	of 	this	gripping	
plot	type,	finding	success	first	with	Bilbo	in	
The	Hobbit,	then	Frodo	et	al	in	the	Lord	of 	
the	Rings	trilogy.	

The	talent,	from	a	writer’s	perspective,	
is creating strong enough characters that 
the	 readers	 empathise	 with,	 and	 care	
enough	about	to	join	them	on	their	journey.	
It	is	finding	the	imagination	to	bring	these	
make	believe	worlds	to	life,	plus	the	ability	
to	keep	the	details	fresh,	the	pace	high,	and	
add	 copious	 amounts	 of 	 edge-of-the-seat	
action.	And	 layered	 into	 these	 tales,	 there	
are	often	personal	 journeys	 the	 characters	
take,	 hoping	 when	 they	 reach	 the	 end	
of 	 their	 journey,	 they	 will	 have	 found	
themselves	as	well	as	the	pot	of 	gold	at	the	
end	of 	the	proverbial	rainbow.

So,	even	 though	I	had	never	heard	of 	
this	author	before	I	researched	this	article,	
by	 looking	 into	his	 story	 I	have	 learned	 a	
great	 deal.	 I	 have	 found	 he	 has	 stuck	 to	
many	 principles	 I	 attempt	 to	 bring	 to	my	
own	work,	and	given	me	inspiration	to	try	
harder	in	my	own	writing.	And	if 	the	current	
success	of 	Percy	Jackson	is	anything	to	go	
by,	 they	are	principals	 that	many	of 	we	as	
yet	 unpublished	 authors	 should	 take	 very	
seriously.	
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Jill Marsh 

60 Second Interviews... 

Tracy	 was	 born	 and	 grew	 up	 in	 the	 US.	 She	 studied	 English	 at	
Oberlin	College,	Ohio	and	moved	to	England	in	1984,	where	she	
has	lived	ever	since.
	She	worked	as	a	Reference	Book	editor	until	1993,	before	studying	
for	 an	MA	 in	 Creative	Writing	 at	 the	University	 of 	 East	 Anglia.	
There	she	began	her	first	novel,	The Virgin Blue,	which	was	published	
in	1997.	This	was	followed	by	three	further	novels:	Girl With A Pearl 
Earring	 (1999);	Falling Angels	 (2001);	 and	The Lady and the Unicorn 
(2003).	Burning Bright,	 a	novel	 about	William	Blake	was	published	
in	 2007.	 Tracy’s	 latest	 book	 is	Remarkable Creatures	 (2009),	 about	
the	friendship	between	two	Victorian	women	and	their	passion	for	
fossils.
http://www.tchevalier.com

Which was your favourite childhood book?
Little	House	in	the	Big	Woods	by	Laura	Ingalls	Wilder.

 
Where do you write?
In	a	little	room	at	back	of 	the	house,	on	a	piece	of 	paper,	leaning	
on	a	big	hardback	book,	with	my	feet	propped	up	on	the	radiator,	
looking	out	of 	the	window.	Sounds	uncomfortable,	but	I’m	used	
to	it!

 
Which was the book that changed your life?
Oh,	too	many	to	say	just	one.	Song	of 	Solomon	by	Toni	Morrison;	
Restoration	by	Rose	Tremain;	Anne	of 	Green	Gables	by	LM	
Montgomery;	and	many	others.

 
What objects are on your desk, and why?
I’ve	got	a	lot	of 	messy	papers	on	my	desk.	But	next	to	the	desk	
is	a	shelf 	with	fossils	on	it	at	the	moment,	left	over	from	when	I	
was	writing	Remarkable	Creatures,	about	the	fossil	hunter	Mary	
Anning.

Which writer(s) do you most admire?
Margaret	Atwood;	Lorrie	Moore	(for	short	stories);	Rose	Tremain;	

Sarah	Waters.

Do you have a word or phrase that you most overuse?
Hilarious.

Is there a book you were supposed to love but didn’t?
Many.	Ulysses.	Also,	the	US	male	triumvirate	of 	Updike,	Roth,	
Bellow.	I	found	them	tedious.	Sorry,	guys!

What have you learned from writing?
That	the	reader	is	more	important	than	the	writer.

Which book do you wish you’d written?
Fingersmith	by	Sarah	Waters.

What will be written on your gravestone?
Less	Is	More.

Are there any books you re-read?
I	don’t	reread.	There	are	so	many	books	in	the	world	still	to	read,	
and	so	little	time.	

 
What are you working on at the moment?
A	novel	about	a	Quaker	family	working	on	the	Underground	
Railroad	in	Ohio.

What is your favourite building?
The	Central	Library	in	Seattle,	designed	by	Rem	Koolhaas.	A	
wonderful	temple	to	books.

Toby	 published	 his	 first	 book,	 a	 collection	 of 	 short	
stories	 entitled	 Adventures	 in	 Capitalism,	 in	 1996.	 
He	is	the	author	of 	the	novels:	Beatniks:	An	English	Road	Movie	
(1997),	 a	 modern	 On	 the	 Road	 transposed	 to	 middle-England;	
Corpsing	(2000),	a	thriller	set	in	London›s	Soho;	and	Deadkidsongs	
(2001),	 a	 dark	 tale	 of 	 childhood.	 Exhibitionism	 (2002),	 is	 a	
collection	of 	short	stories	that	explore	the	boundaries	of 	sex	and	
sexuality.	Finding Myself  (2003) is the story of  what happens when 
budding author Victoria About gathers together ten friends for a 
holiday	in	Southwold	in	order	to	write	up	the	ensuing	events.	His	
latest	novels	are	Hospital	(2007)	and	Journey into Space	(2009).	In	2003	
Toby	was	nominated	by	Granta	magazine	as	one	of 	the	20		Best	of 	
Young	British	Novelists›.	A	new	collection	of 	short	stories,	I Play 
the Drums in a Band Called Okay,	was	published	in	2008.	He	lives	in	
London.
 http://www.tobylitt.com

Which was your favourite childhood book?
The	Phantom	Tollbooth	by	Norton	Juster

Where do you write?
Wherever	my	notebook	is	at.

Which was the book that changed your life?
An	orange	Silvine	Memo	Book	in	Russell	Press,	a	stationers,	
Ampthill.

What objects are on your desk, and why?
Quite	a	few.	But	to	name	them	might	diminish	their	powerful	
mystery	and	mysterious	power.

Which writer(s) do you most admire?
Henry	James.	Samuel	Beckett.	Paul	Celan.	Emily	Bronte.	Muriel	
Spark.	Jane	Austen.	James	Joyce.	Franz	Kafka.

Do you have a word or phrase that you most overuse?
Half-dark.

Is there a book you were supposed to love but didn’t?

	J.D.Salinger,	The	Catcher	in	the	Rye.

 What have you learned from writing?

	There	are	no	short	cuts.

 Which book do you wish you’d written?

	Finnegans	Wake.	

 What will be written on your gravestone?

	I’m	a	scatter-the-biodegradable-ashes	person.

Are there any books you re-read?

Many.	Cela’s	poems.	Jane	Austen›s	novels.	Bruce	Chatwin’s	The	

Songlines.	Muriel	Spark’s	Not	to	Disturb.	Samuel	Beckett’s	Ill	Seen	

Ill	Said.	At	the	moment	it’s	Per	Olov	Enquist’s	Downfall.

What are you working on at the moment? 

A	book	called	Life-Like.	One	section	or	story	won	the	Manchester	

Fiction	Prize	last	year.

What do you put on your chips?

Much	too	much	salt.

Each month, we persuade, tempt and coerce (or bully, harass and blackmail) two 
writers into spilling the contents of their shelves.

Twelve questions on books and writing. Plus the Joker – a wild thirteenth card 
which can reveal so much. Be honest, what do you put on YOUR chips?

Your intrepid reporter, Jill

Tracy Chevalier Toby Litt

Random Stuff

http://www.tchevalier.com
http://www.tobylitt.com
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Metal	Machine	Music 
A	quite	small	story	by	P.	Iles

Ghost	memories,	or	 the	memories	of 	ghosts	 themselves.	
They	form	my	earliest	recollections.	Memories	of 	sound	and	
darkness;	 the	nights	 I	 couldn’t	 sleep,	 listening	out	 across	 the	
fens.	The	memories	aren’t	visions,	they	have	no	shape	or	clarity	
or	 substance.	 They	 are	 the	 sound	 of 	 trains	 that	 whistled	 in	
the	night	and	the	far-off 	rhythmic	clacking	of 	wheels	on	rails,	
itself 	a	distant	song.	What	did	it	take	to	be	a	train	driver?	Black	
and	white	film	images;	jerky,	a	little	faster	than	life.	Grinning	
men	with	bad	teeth	and	sooty	faces	driving	machines	at	world-
beating	 speeds.	 Expanded	 photographs,	 wet-day	 jigsaws	 of 	
steam	clouds	rising	from	streamlined	metal.	I	heard	the	trains	
in	the	night,	and	wondered	if 	the	drivers	slept,	and	if 	so,	where?	
On	 metal	 bunks	 with	 hard	 edges,	 on	 coal	 heaps,	 perhaps,	
the	 untipped	filters	 of 	 their	 cigarette	 ends	white	 against	 the	
blackness?

My	mother	took	me	as	far	as	the	level	crossing	on	winter	
mornings;	 the	wisdom	of 	 the	day	 told	her	 that	 fresh	air	was	
good	 for	me.	Dim	memories	 of 	 trees	 receding	 through	my	
oblong	of 	vision,	stark	black	branches	grabbing	at	a	grey	sky.	
Monochrome,	 like	 television.	 Rooks	 cawing,	 their	 nests	 like	
nodes	in	leafless	trees.	And	the	railway.	The	straight	line	through	
the	curves	of 	the	countryside,	against	the	distant	rounded	hills	
beyond	the	fens,	past	my	village	where	farm	workers	still	lived	
in	cottages	with	garden	wells.	Fifty	miles	from	London,	where	
my	father	told	me	people	were	dying	in	yellow	winter	fogs	in	
a	different	world.	Childhood	sleeplessness;	trains	in	the	night	
clattering	a	mournful	salutation,	asserting	their	wakefulness	as	
the	world	slept	on,	uncaring.	

Sometimes,	 on	 those	 winter	 days,	 the	 trains	 whistled	 as	

they	passed	the	level	crossing.	I	would	be	scared;	I’d	cry	until	
my	mother	scolded	my	fuss	and	took	me	home.	The	crossing	
guard	came	out	from	his	little	hut	and	shut	the	gates	across	the	
railway	until	 the	next	 train	came.	He	was	a	moving	part	 in	a	
machine.	He’d	nod	to	my	mother,	including	her	in	his	process.	
We	were	flesh	and	blood,	but	the	world	was	run	by	machines,	
by	 rote	and	process	and	metal	noise.	The	machines	gobbled	

you	up	 and	 spat	 you	out	 at	 your	destinations.	There	was	no	
love	in	the	machines;	that	was	why	they	were	so	beautiful.	The	
music	they	made	-	the	metal	machine	music	-	was	the	music	of 	
progress.	And	it	was	always	cold,	hard	winter.	

The	queen	went	past	once.	I	was	so	young	that	the	memory	
seems	like	a	story	someone	read	to	me.	Hush,	child,	you’re	in	
a	fairy	tale;	wish	yourself 	a	happy	ending.	The	crossing	guard	
put	 bunting	 out	 across	 the	 gates	 and	 kept	 them	 shut	 for	 so	
long	 that	 a	 car	 came.	 It	was	 a	green	Ford	Consul,	or	maybe	
I’m	making	that	part	up	because	my	father	had	a	Ford	Consul,	
except	his	was	black.	People	came	down	from	the	village	to	see	
the	queen.	Breath	and	car	exhaust	pluming	up	into	the	winter	
night.	 It	was	 only	 just	winter,	 I	 remember	 that,	 because	 the	
dark	nights	were	new.	The	royal	train	went	past	at	high	speed.	
The	metal	machine	music	played	a	 jiving	song,	 like	rock	and	
roll,	 which	was	 new	 too.	 And	 then	 the	 train	 and	 the	 queen	
were	gone.	Red	brake	 lights	 fading	 into	 the	night,	 the	queen	
unseen,	 a	 ghost	 queen;	 a	 young	 queen,	 insulated	 from	 the	
world	like	the	spirit	of 	a	perpetual	child.	In	our	village	nobody	
had	ever	seen	her.	At	school	I	pretended	I	had,	until	the	fiction	
became	memory.	 In	my	 recollection,	 she	 sits	 at	 the	 carriage	
window	looking	out,	her	expression	blank,	doing	that	waving	
thing	where	her	stiff 	arm	moves	up	and	down,	pivoting	at	the	
elbow.	The	world	plunges	into	slow	motion	for	the	moment	of 	
her	passing,	and	the	sound	of 	the	train	dopplers	down	into	a	
recording	of 	slowed	locomotives,	the	mush	of 	sound	a	liquid	
heartbeat.	

The	 river	 flooded	 sometimes.	 Always	 in	 the	winter.	 The	
water	 was	 grey,	 filled	 with	 muddy	 alluvium	 from	 ploughed	

fields.	The	floods	were	dark	and	cold	and	quiet.	Safe	English	
floods,	threatening	nobody,	destroying	nothing,	giving	the	old	
people	 landmarks	of 	 judgment	 against	 levels	of 	floods	past.	
The	water	 flowed	 in	 a	mile-wide	 river,	 and	 over	 it,	 seeming	
to	float,	 the	 trains	would	 glide,	 black	 against	 grey,	with	dark	
mirrored	reflections	and	plumes	of 	steam	falling	upwards	into	
a	sky	that	couldn’t	even	promise	rain.	

All	the	trains	went	past	me	at	one	time	or	another.	Looking	
at	 them	 from	 a	 pram,	 that	 dark,	 remembered	 rectangle	 of 	
black-framed	 grey	 like	 a	 film	 screen.	 Looking	 at	 them	 from	
a	 tricycle,	wanting	 them	to	blow	their	whistles	now.	Looking	
at	 them	 from	 my	 bike,	 watching	 as	 they	 flattened	 pennies,	
marveling	at	the	physical	forces	involved.	Watching	them	from	
the	 school	 bus;	 the	 driver’s	 fingers	 tapping	 on	 the	 steering	
wheel	 in	 the	 foreground.	 Watching	 from	 the	 bedrooms	 of 	
lovers,	hearing	their	mournful	sighs	from	different	directions,	
from	somewhere	that	wasn’t	home.

I	 see	 them	 now,	 the	 trains	 of 	 the	 past.	 I	 stand	with	my	
children	on	weekends	in	the	winter	and	I	realise	why	I	associate	
the	sounds	of 	trains	with	winter,	with	frost,	with	hard	edged	
black	moving	 against	 rounded	 drifts	 of 	 snow.	 In	 the	winter	
there’s	 nothing	 else	 to	 do	 but	 look	 at	
trains.	 In	 the	 summer	 there’s	 swimming	
and	 camping	 and	 climbing	 trees,	 but	 in	
the	 winter,	 when	 the	 earth	 sleeps,	 the	
children	 possess	 the	 world.	 They	 stay	
alive	 then,	 when	 adults	 shut	 themselves	
indoors,	becoming	ghosts	until	the	spring.	
Trains	become	locomotive	jigsaws	around	
flickering	hearths,	but	on	workdays	 long	
ago,	when	my	mother	felt	I	needed	fresh	
air,	 she	 took	me	 across	 the	 river	 bridge	
and	along	the	footpaths	that	ran	past	flat,	
black,	ploughed	fields	to	the	railway,	and	
they	were	real.

At	night	I	can	still	hear	them.	I	didn’t	move	far.	They	don’t	
whistle	any	more.	There’s	probably	a	law	against	it.	They	don’t	
steam	and	puff 	and	come	at	you	like	black	dragons,	and	now	I	
know	they	won’t	leap	from	their	rails	and	devour	me.	The	level	
crossing	 house	 is	 gone,	 the	 gates	 replaced	 by	 red	 and	white	
barriers.	 They	 kept	 the	 colours,	 at	 least.	 Stripes	 like	 echoes	
clamouring	away	down	steel	corridors;	repetition,	a	disease	of 	
the	elderly.	

I	 catch	 the	 train	now,	and	 I	know	where	 it	 goes.	 I	know	
where	they	all	go,	because	I	was	once	given	a	map	of 	Britain’s	
Railway	Network	for	Christmas.	It	had	cardboard	covers	and	a	
picture of  the Flying Scotsman.	Or	it	could	have	been	the	Mallard.	
See	what	I	mean	about	memories?	Ghost	webs;	mixtures	of 	
reality	and	invention,	like	the	queen	I	didn’t	see,	waving	from	
that	clattering	morass	of 	sound.	

And	now	the	perspective	is	reversed.	My	parents	are	ghosts,	
and	my	children	have	more	to	do	than	look	at	trains.	Every	day	
I	catch	a	train	to	the	city.	I	look	like	all	the	others.	I	wear	a	suit	

and	tie	and	I	carry	a	newspaper.	Every	morning	the	alarms	go	
off 	across	the	nation,	within	minutes	of 	each	other.	We	rise,	
called	by	the	machine,	the	music	of 	alarms	a	dissonance	across	
the	dark	morning	sky.	We	swarm	to	stations	and	into	the	trains.	
We	strive	for	window	seats,	for	views,	for	striving’s	sake.	

And	when	my	 train	 passes	 the	 childhood	 crossing,	we’re	
there	too,	my	mother	and	I,	looking	back.	The	logoed	windows	
half-mirror	 reflections,	 the	 faces	 or	 the	 opened	 newspapers	
of 	 fellow	 travelers	 like	 second-hand	 reality.	 But	 my	 ghosts	
are	 there	 just	 for	me,	 in	 the	 real	world,	 standing	at	 the	 level	
crossing	gates	in	melting	snow.	My	mother	with	her	belted	grey	
mackintosh	flaring	from	the	waist,	emphasising	her	height	and	
her	narrowness.	She’s	wearing	a	black	beret	that	makes	her	look	
French.	She	 stands	with	 a	pushchair.	The	pushchair	 is	made	

of 	white	metal	 tubes	 and	 black	 springs,	
and	 the	 wheels	 are	 chromed	 silver	 and	
the	 tyres	 are	 small	 and	 solid	 and	white.	
And	 I’m	 in	 the	 pushchair,	 looking	 back	
at	myself 	 on	 the	 train.	 The	 train	 is	 still	
black	 and	 white,	 but	 the	 people	 at	 the	
crossing	have	colour	-	pale	half-tones,	the	
faded	 colour	 of 	 old	 films.	My	mother’s	
red	hair	spills	from	under	her	beret.	I’m	
wearing	a	light	blue	home-knitted	bobble	
hat,	 and	 the	bobble	 is	 sagging	 from	too	
many	 washes,	 but	 at	 least	 it	 covers	 my	
hair.	My	 face	 is	 freckled	 in	 browns	 and	
oranges,	 and	 I’m	 wishing	 I	 didn’t	 have	

freckles	or	ginger	hair.	Those	wishes	have	now	come	true.	See?	
There	 is	magic	 in	 the	world.	 I	 look	 back	 at	 the	 twin	 ghosts	
of 	my	mother	and	my	childhood.	Before	me,	 the	 tracks	 run	
straight	to	a	point	on	the	horizon	where	they	appear	to	meet,	
like	symbolic	infinity.	

When	we	reach	the	city,	the	machine	spits	us	out	and	gives	
us	different	music.	Traffic	and	people,	the	huddled	multitudes	
of 	strangers.	We	still	look	the	same,	in	our	business	uniforms.	
Only	our	past	separates	us;	the	memories	we	all	carry.	Back	in	
the	field,	 the	woman	and	 the	boy	stand	waiting	 for	 the	 train	
that	 carries	 the	man	every	day,	 transporting	him,	 railing	him	
through	life.	If 	you	look	very	hard,	you	will	see	that	they	are	
transparent,	 fading.	Behind	 them,	 grass	waves	 through	holes	
in	melted	snow	in	an	unforgiving	winter	wind.	But	don’t	look	
at	their	translucence,	don’t	study	them	for	flaws;	it’s	better	just	
to	watch	them	wave	and	smile	for	the	fleeting	second	of 	your	
passing.

We	were	flesh	and	blood,	but	the	world	was	run	by	machines,	by	rote	and	
process	and	metal	noise.	The	machines	gobbled	you	up	and	spat	you	out	
at	your	destinations.	There	was	no	love	in	the	machines;	that	was	why	they	
were	so	beautiful.	The	music	they	made	-	the	metal	machine	music	-	was	the	
music	of 	progress.	And	it	was	always	cold,	hard	winter.	

See	what	I	mean	about	
memories?	Ghost	webs;	
mixtures	of 	reality	and	
invention,	like	the	queen	
I	didn’t	see,	waving	
from	that	clattering	
morass	of 	sound.	
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Random Stuff

Comp
Corner
Here at WWJ we were pleasantly surprised by the response 
to last issue’s Opening Lines competition. Mainly because it 
proved that at least some of you actually read the magazine 
and didn’t just subscribe then forget about it, but also 
because it gave us a right good laugh.

There were a few entries from people who perhaps didn’t 
read the rules quite as closely as they should and missed the 
bit about us wanting funny openings, not deep and literary 
ones, but most people seemed to get the gist of it.

We’d like to say a big thank you to everyone who entered 
(funny, serious, deep, a bit creepy, all) and make it clear that 
there were many, many excellent openings that we just don’t 
have room to print here. We said we’d go with ten winners 
and we’re a magazine of our word, but the list below could 
easily have been twice as long.

So here they are in no particular order, the ten winners of the 
inaugural Competition Corner Opening Lines Competition:

I’d have slapped the fool, if he still had a head. Who stands 
up on a roller coaster, anyway?

Pete Morin     http://www.petemorin.wordpress.com

So what you gonna do, stuck with a sizeable corpse and a 
fused flesh cutter? Hell, if you can’t slice and dice there’s 
only one damned option  - leave town, fast.

JW Hicks

She came to a turning point in her life. The sign read ‘ROAD 
CLOSED’.

 June Gwynn 

They were getting on like a house on fire. The longer it went 
on, the less remained.

Vanessa Couchman      
http://vanessacouchmanwriter.wordpress.com

When Tom came through the door, Sheila didn’t know 
whether to laugh or cry. “You ought to see a doctor,” said 
Tom, “it sounds like manic-depression.”

Geoff Lowe

“Jane!” shrieked the man in the lab coat, “what are 
you doing?” Jane flinched. If this wasn’t coffee, she was 
going to need sedatives.

Martha Williams      www.marthawilliams.org

The legs took an hour to wax but, boy, did they look great 
with the new mini-skirt.  Next job was to pluck his eyebrows.

Shelley White      www.twitter.com/haikumad

I only realised afterwards why he’d looked at me so 
strangely. It was lipstick, not lip salve, that I’d been plastering 
on my sore eyelids in the dark.

Jane Ryan

I don’t read fiction he said dismissively and it was such a 
profoundly ridiculous denial of something so essential like 
saying I don’t breathe air or I don’t make love or I don’t like 
music for fuck’s sake that all I could think to say in response 
was I don’t use commas.

Michelle Elvy     http://michelleelvy.wordpress.com

“Can I test the shower” the potential buyer asked me. I 
nodded. It was as he undressed that I was sure I didn’t want 
to sell my house to him.

Valerie Innes     http://mumsiknow.blogspot.com/

And For Our Next Pick

This month’s competition is along the same, er, lines, but 
this time we’re looking for the funniest, quirkiest or just 
damned cleverest character descriptions you can come up 
with.

It doesn’t need to be the full picture, we don’t need 
every garment. Maybe just a facial expression, if expertly 
described, is enough to tell us all we need to know about this 
character.

Again, try to keep entries down to a couple of sentences or 
thirty(ish words) and send them in the body of an email to 
danny@wordswithjam.co.uk by the 5th of May, along with 
your name and a weblink if applicable

The ten winning entries will be published in the June issue of 
WWJ, so get to it.

First 
Annual 
Short Story 
Competition
coming soon ...

http://vanessacouchmanwriter.wordpress.com/
http://www.marthawilliams.org
http://www.twitter.com/haikumad
http://michelleelvy.wordpress.com
http://mumsiknow.blogspot.com/
mailto:danny%40wordswithjam.co.uk?subject=WWJ%20Character%20Descriptions%20Comp
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The	Good	Samaritan
by Rob Innis

eoffrey	 Ullible	 was	 travelling	 on	 business	 in	 rural	

Scotland	on	the	last	stages	of 	his	trip	from	Jersey	to	

John	O’Groats.	His	company,	 ‘Boards	R	Us’	which	

supplied	 ‘Sold’	 boards	 for	 the	 housing	market,	 was	 suffering	

the	effects	of 	the	credit	crunch,	so	turnover	was	down.	He	had	

thought	 about	 diversification	 into	 ‘For	 Sale’	 signs,	 but	 being	

an	optimist	he	knew	demand	for	his	‘Sold’	boards	would	soon	

return;	 after	 all,	 Gordon	 Brown	 had	 said	 the	 economy	 was	

picking	up!

His	 bankers,	 RRBS	 (Rob	 Roy	 Bank	 of 	 Scotland),	 had	

promised	to	support	him.	“Whatever	you	need,	we	are	here	to	

help.	Think	of 	us	as	an	umbrella	-	there	for	the	rainy	days,”	they	

had	assured	him.	Confident	with	 their	 support,	he	 trusted	he	

could	survive	the	downturn	and	prosper.

His	 company	 car,	 a	 Rover,	 finally	 gave	 up	 its	 battle	 for	

mechanical	motion	and	spluttered	to	a	halt.	He	had	no	option	

but	to	walk,	knowing	there	was	a	village	a	few	miles	up	the	road.

As	 he	 plodded	 along	 the	 quiet	 road	 thinking	 about	 his	

business,	his	 thoughts	were	 interrupted	by	a	 text	message	on	

his	cell	phone.	Geoffrey	looked	at	the	screen	and	noticed	it	was	

from	RRBS.	“We	need	an	urgent	meeting,	please	call	into	your	

nearest	branch	as	soon	as	possible.	CFU.”	

Luckily,	 he	had	 a	 good	memory	 for	 the	bank’s	 acronyms,	

otherwise	 he	 might	 have	 replied	 CFU	 to	 you	 as	 well.	 He	

wondered	 what	 the	 Customer	 Fulfilment	 Unit	 wanted,	 and	

decided	they	must	have	an	offer	for	another	credit	extension,	

which	would	be	rather	helpful	for	his	ailing	business.

He	 entered	 the	 village,	 Loch	 Yermoneyaway,	 and	 was	

surprised	to	see	an	RRBS	mobile	branch,	parked	at	the	entrance	

to	 the	 village.	 A	 bright	 blue	 unit	 with	 an	 umbrella	 logo	 and	

graffiti	on	its	side,	which	he	tried	to	ignore	but	secretly	admired	

the	artist’s	directness.		He	smiled	to	himself.	This	is	my	lucky	day,	

he	thought	climbing	up	the	steps	to	the	bank.	How	wonderful	

to	find	a	branch	in	such	a	rural	location.

‘Good	morning,	Freddie	Mac…,’	he	began,	peering	to	read	

the	young	man’s	name	badge	attached	to	his	lapel	but	failing,	‘I	

just	received	a	text	from	you.	Apparently	you	need	a	meeting	

with	me.	My	name	is	Mr	G.	Ullible,’	said	Geoffrey.

‘Accoont	number	is	all	a	need,’	Freddie	replied.

He	showed	his	details	 to	 the	acne	challenged	young	bank	

employee	who	entered	them	into	a	computer.

‘Ay	 -	Mr	Gullible.	Computer	 says	 -	New	CFU	policy.	We	

need	 you	 to	 repay	 your	 loans	 immediately	 otherwise	 we	 will	

seize	the	collateral,	which	is	your	house.’	

Geoffrey	was	horrified.	‘But	you	said	you	were	an	umbrella,	

there	for	the	rainy	days.’	

‘Ay,	the	TV	advert	says	that	–	it’s	good	isn’t	it?	I	like	that	fat	

Sassenach,	he	makes	me	 laugh.	Anyway	that	ad’s	not	running	

anymore,	we’ve	had	cutbacks.	Please	handover	all	of 	your	credit	

cards	for	shredding.’

‘But	could	I	cash	a	cheque?	I	need	money	to	complete	my	

important	business	trip.’

‘Impossible.	 	Computer	has	already	frozen	your	accounts,’	

replied	the	bank	clerk,	who	was	actually	on	a	work	experience	

day	and	anxious	to	get	as	much	experience	in	a	day	as	possible.

‘But	what	about	my	overdraft	facility,	loan	me	some	funds	

against	that,’	he	pleaded.

‘More	 chance	 of 	 Scotland	 qualifying	 for	 the	 2014	World	

Cup,’	 replied	 the	spotty	youth.	 ‘Anyway	computer	has	already	

issued	you	with	a	bad	credit	rating.’	

‘No	more	credit?	But	now	I	am	broke,	nothing	left.’

Freddie	Mac	looked	on	his	computer	screen	for	a	scripted	

prompt,	‘Thanks	for	coming	in	and	please	call	again	soon.’

It	was	no	use.	Geoffrey	Ullible	left	the	mobile	bank,	which	

was	actually	static,	cardless	and	penniless,	and	sat	in	the	gutter.	

Cars	sped	passed,	muddy	water	splashing	his	suit.	

An	 elderly	priest	walked	by	holding	 a	 can	of 	 spray	paint,	

‘Looks	like	you	have	been	in	the	static	RRBS,’	he	commented	to	

the	downcast	Geoffrey.	‘They	advised	us	into	a	Bernie	Madoff 	

scheme,	no	new	church	roof 	for	us	now.’	He	called	out	as	he	

hastily	disappeared.

Geoffrey	just	sat	in	the	gutter	unable	to	move,	his	life’s	work	

in	ruins.

Then	a	red	BMW	pulled	up	and	a	young	chap	in	a	pinstriped	

suit	with	a	cell	phone	to	his	ear	and	a	tall	blond	wearing	a	low	

cut	T-shirt	and	short	skirt	got	out	of 	the	car.	Noticing	Geoffrey	

he	asked,	‘What’s	your	problem?	Why	are	you	down	there?	Been	

mugged?’	

‘Yes,	not	in	a	conventional	way	but	it	feels	no	different.	My	

bank	fore-closed	on	me.’

‘The	name’s	Taker,	Michael,	call	me	Mickey,	I	am	a	Merchant	

Banker.’

‘But	it’s	you	wan…	-	lot	who	caused	the	problem	in	the	first	

place,’	replied	Geoffrey.

‘Don’t	be	like	that.	All	got	problems.		Put	all	my	clients	into	

Iceland.	Tried	 telling	 them	 I	meant	 the	 shop,	 but	 it’s	 no	 use.	

Some	of 	them	are	looking	for	me,	gotta	keep	a	low	profile	in	

this	god	forsaken	wilderness.	Luckily	I	got	Fanny	May	to	keep	

me	company,’	Mickey	said,	glancing	at	the	blond,	stood	chewing	

gum.	

Geoffrey	 looked	 up	 at	 her	 long	 legs	 eventually	 clad	 in	 a	

denim	mini	skirt.	‘Fanny	May?’

‘Well	 that’s	 not	 her	 real	 name,	 it’s	Magda.	 But	 as	 she	 has	

shafted	more	punters	than	Fanny	May	and	every	time	I	ask	her	

for	a	f…..	‘

	Geoffrey	interrupted	‘Yes	I	think	I	understand,’	he	said.

They	 all	 looked	 round	 as	 the	RRBS	work	 experience	boy	

jumped	 down	 from	 his	 static	mobile	 unit	 shouting	 excitedly,	

‘We’re	 saved.	 The	 government	 has	 bailed	 us	 out,	 they	 are	

pumping	billions	into	the	banks,	just	got	it	on	CNN.	I	am	off 	to	

tell	my	dad,	told	him	this	was	the	life,	not	crofting.’	He	ran	off 	

up	the	road	twirling	an	umbrella.

‘So	everything	is	OK	then,	you	can	help	me	after	all,’	said	

Geoffrey	looking	up	at	Mickey.

‘Leave	it	out,	banks	will	have	to	rebuild	their	balance	sheets	

first.	Then	 I	have	 to	cover	 the	city	 totty,	penthouse,	Porsche,	

obviously.	Listen,	get	your	credit	rating	back,	then	bell	me.	Have	

a	freebie	umbrella.	Must	go,	catcha	laters,	Ciao.	Come	on	Fanny.’

‘But	how	will	I	do	that	....’	he	asked,	as	the	BMW	sped	away	

into	the	distance,	spraying	more	Scottish	mud	over	Geoffrey’s	

suffering	suit	before	he	could	open	his	new	brollie.

Geoffrey	could	take	no	more,	unable	to	see	any	solution	to	

his	financial	 situation.	How	could	 any	business	work	without	

credit	he	wondered.	Just	then,	a	new	yellow	van	with	‘Samaritan 

Services’	on	the	side	pulled	up.	Out	got	a	well-dressed	short	man.	

He	turned	to	Geoffrey	and	with	a	bow	said,	‘Me	Mr	Wong.	You	

need	help.’

‘Yes	I	do,’	Geoffrey	answered.

‘No,	not	a	question,	it’s	a	fact,	Sir.’	Wong	replied,	producing	

a	tape	measure	and	bending	down	to	take	Geoffrey’s	inside	leg	

measurement.	

‘What	are	you	doing?	I	don’t	need	an	undertaker	 just	yet!’	

Geoffrey	said,	trying	to	shake	Wong	off.

‘We	sell	you	new	suit,	very	good	price,’	explained	Wong.

‘New	suit?	 	 I	don’t	have	 any	money	or	 credit,	 just	 an	old	

Rover.’

‘No	 problem,	 we	 take	 your	 Rover	 in	 part	 exchange	 and	

ship	back	 to	China.	We	have	many	businesses;	we	 also	make	

umbrellas	for	the	bank,	I	am	delivering	now.’	

‘But	could	you	loan	me	some	money	for	my	business?’	said	

Geoffrey,	starting	to	get	back	on	his	feet.

Mr	Wong	smiled,	‘How	many	dollars	you	need?	We	Chinese	

have	trillions	of 	them,	more	than	USA.’

	Geoffrey,	 now	 standing	 trying	 to	 look	Wong	 in	 the	 eye,	

replied	‘Thanks.	But	I	really	need	pounds.’

‘OK,	as	soon	as	we	buy	Northern	Lock,	we	help	you,	but	

first	you	need	a	new	suit.	I	can	do	any	alterations,	and	stitch	up	

anything.’

‘I	 never	 doubted	 that,’	 said	Geoffrey,	 knowing	 the	 future	

was	bright,	the	future	was	yellow.	‘Tell	me,	how	is	the	housing	

market	in	China?’	asked	Geoffrey	wondering	if 	his	sign	writer	

could	spell	‘Sold’	in	Chinese.

Rob	Innis	is	a	freelance	writer	currently	living	the	Expat	life	
in	southern	Spain.	He	writes	both	articles	for	magazines	
and	Expat	web	sites	as	well	as	short	story	fiction.	Recently	
published	in	the	anthology	‘Courting the Bull’	He	is	a	member	
of 	local	writing	groups	and	the	international	group	‘Writers	
Abroad’	for	more	http://www.spainrico.com.
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Vespers 
I	am	down	on	my	knees	and	praying	hard.	
No	clocks	here,	no	mirrors;	only	the	bell	
that	flouts	the	rule	to	call	us	to	the	light.
We	are	over-ruled	by	unruly	bells:
our	habits	define	and	imprison	us.
Our	tongues	are	tied	fast	except	in	service
and	the	psalms	that	give	wings	to	our	prayers.			

Here	we	go	quietly	about	our	business:
our	virtues	are	humility	and	patience.
In	our	gardens	we	tend	to	all	that	grows,
finding	glory	in	the	arc	of 	the	sun.
But,	still,	our	eyes	are	cast	down	to	the	earth;
beyond	this	wall	stretches	no	far	horizon.
Our	hearts	stir	awake,	sending	out	pale	shoots
to	shrivel	in	cramped	crevices	and	fail.

In	the	evening	cloisters	the	air	grows	chill;	
we	struggle	to	master	our	restlessness.	
We	number	our	steps	as	we	count	our	beads,
turning	always	back	and	forth,	back	and	forth.
Though	our	bodies	cry	out	in	the	hag-rid	dark,
we	hasten	to	discipline	and	quell	them:
pride’s	wilful	weakness	is	chastened	and	blessed
by	the	mortification	of 	our	flesh.

See	our	heads	bowed	low	as	we	breathe	in	peace,
holy	smoke	that	sweetens	and	smothers	us.
Hear	the	tight-lipped	murmur	of 	hearts	and	mouths;
feel	the	flagstones	that	grind	against	our	knees.
Still	half 	in	love	with	the	rule	of 	the	bell,
we	can	conceive	of 	nothing	but	silence.
Our	souls	are	bridled	to	stifle	complaint
but	a	passion	of 	thorns	burns	in	our	mouths.

In	the	blasphemous	night,	we	lie	coffined
in	our	cribs	where	the	devil’s	breath	inflames	us.
Still,	our	lips	are	sealed:	the	dead	and	the	dumb		
       
keep	safe	the	quick	corruption	of 	the	tomb.
Sin	stalks	our	cells	but,	when	our	hearts	protest,
the	bell	sounds	the	proof 	of 	our	holiness.
The	rule	of 	the	bell	tells	us	simply	this:
By	your	silence	is	your	suffering	blessed.

Ice Age
This	time	we	more	than	disagree.
The	air	between	us	is	arctic.
Though I hear the snow shiver
and	the	ice	groan,
there	is	little	hope	of 	a	thaw.
But I search your face anyway
for	signs	of 	spring:
the	poppies	on	your	lips	still	flower;
but your tongue tears
at	the	root	of 	my	mouth,
and	your	sharp	eyes.

Poems

Over	Old	Ground
I	thought	I	was	over	you,	
healed	at	last	–	or,	at	least,	
almost	there;
but	today,	out	walking	
familiar	paths,	
all	the	world	felt	raw,
and	life	no	more	
than	a	well	of 	tears,	
and a grief  
too piercing
to	bear.	

Today	out	walking
familiar	paths,
the	air	was	too	sweet,
too	clear;
where the gypsy horses
nuzzled	their	foals,
and	arched	their	sturdy	necks,
and	gathered	together,
flank	to	flank
as	if 	in	patient	prayer.
 
For the air was so sweet
and	so	clear	today	–
I	almost	thought
to	find	you	there;
today,	out	walking
familiar	paths
where the horses
nuzzled	their	foals;
and	where,	out	walking,
we	paused	and	kissed
as a breeze 
stirred	the	curl
of 	your	hair.

But	it’s	long,	long
since	you	were	there	–
and what purpose 
to	walk	or	pray	more	–
except	to	know
when	this	long	
grief 	‘s	done
that’s	become
such a burden
to	bear?

Faulty	Connection
I	am	hooked	up	
by	telephone	late	at	night
to	someone	who	is	not	you.
A	thankless	task:
though	I	do	not	cry,
I	talk	myself 	in	knots.

The	ether	invites	me	
to	mouth	your	name:
a	prayer,	an	act	of 	defiance.
I wrap it up in a thousand words
but I cannot 
talk	myself 	free.

At	the	end	of 	the	line	
my	friend	is	sad.	–
I	know	what	she	is	thinking:
the strength she sends
is	not	what	I	want;
I	am	looking	for	a	lie.

There is no proper way
to	end	this	call	so	my	hopes
straddle	the	silence.
The	end	is	a	click.
The	dial	tone	sounds.
I	cannot	say	goodbye.

Abigail	Wyatt	lives	and	works	in	the	shadow	of 	Carne	
Brae	in	Cornwall.		Her	writings,	mainly	poetry	and	short	
fiction,	have	been	most	recently	published	in	‘Word	Salad’,	
‘A	Long	Story	Short’,	‘Ink,	Sweat	&	Tears’	and	‘Poetry	
Cornwall’.		She	is	presently	working	on	a	first	collection.
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The Art of 
Rewriting 
Part 3
Rewriting as an Approach  
by Dan Holloway - 
The Man Who Painted  
Agnieszka’s Shoes

For those of you who didn’t manage to catch the 
first two parts, we are sure this will still be of great 
interest to you. You can, of course, follow the links 
on our site and contact us for the past issues 
where you can read how Dan goes about structure 
and line edits. For now, we’ll recap a little on 
what he had to say, and hope you find this article 
insightful:

I	 am	 an	 obsessive	 rewriter.	Odd,	 because	 I	 frequently	 blog	
about	 the	 importance	 of 	 unedited	 prose.	 It’s	 one	 of 	 the	
reasons	 I	 and	my	 colleagues	 started	 the	 Year	 Zero	Writers	
collective,	and	why	I	am	such	an	advocate	of 	self-publishing.	
I	hate	that	an	industry	exists	essentially	for	no	purpose	other	
than	to	get	between	readers	and	writers.	But	saying	I	want	to	
put	out	my	writing	unedited	 is	 very	different	 from	saying	 I	
want	it	to	go	out	in	first	draft.	Songs	from	the	Other	Side	of 	
the	Wall	went	 through	24	drafts.	 I’m	still	not	 really	pleased	
with	it,	but	it	is,	at	last,	“ready”.	

I	 used	 to	 suffer	 terribly	 from	 block.	 The	 problem	was	
perfectionism	–	 I	 couldn’t	 go	on	 to	 chapter	2	until	 chapter	
1	was	 perfect.	But	 that’s	 not	 how	writing	works.	The	most	
important	lesson	I	learnt	is	to	write	anything,	even	if 	it’s	utter	
junk,	and	just	keep	writing.	Once	that	shapeless	mass	exists	on	
the	page,	you	can	really	get	to	work	on	it	and	make	it	sparkle.	
But	until	it’s	there,	you	can’t	do	anything.	My	first	drafts	are	
worse	than	most	(I	believe	the	technical	writerly	term	is	“utter	
dross”).

What	 follows	 is	 the	result	of 	 the	 line	edit	 rewrite	and	a	
look	in	more	detail	at	indepth	dialogue	edits,	followed	by	the	
final	draft.

Dialogue	
Edit
During the course of rewriting, I received many 
fantastic comments from peers. The question this 
raises - how to I respond to feedback in general? 
The answer is, I trust many of my peers inplicitly, 
but let’s suppose comments I’ve received were 
from people I didn’t know?

The	Scylla	and	Charybdis	for	any	writers	are	changing	
everything	any	time	you	get	feedback,	and	throwing	a	strop	
and	changing	nothing.	The	answer	 lies,	of 	course,	 in	 the	
middle.

So	what	do	you	do?	The	banal	and	oft-repeated	 (but	
true)	 advice	 is	 to	 listen	 to	 your	 inner	 editor.	 Does	 the	
criticism	“ring	true”?	The	problem	is,	especially	for	those	
of 	us	relatively	new	at	this	lark	(this	is	only	my	fourth	full-
length	book),	 how	do	we	 know	what	 that	 inner	 voice	 is	
telling	us?	 It	comes	 from	a	number	of 	 sources,	first	and	
foremost	is	a	confidence	in	one’s	own	voice	and	vision	–	
and	very	few	of 	us	writers	are	always	(ever?)	confident	in	
our	voice	and	vision.	So	what	do	I	do	when	I	REALLY	
DON’T	KNOW?	First,	 I	 read	 the	 passage.	 And	 re-read	
it.	And	again.	Then	I	go	and	read	a	bit	of 	Murakami,	and	
come	 back	 and	 read	 the	 passage.	 Sounds	 daft,	 but	 it’s	 a	
good	blunt	tuning	exercise.	Then	I	sleep	on	it,	and	do	the	
same	in	the	morning.		Then	–	sorry,	if 	I’m	still	not	sure,	I	
do	the	rewrite	anyway	(no	one	said	it	was	easy	writing)	and	
compare	the	passages.

In	this	case	I	felt	a	bit	up	a	gum	tree	because	I	knew	
exactly	what	I	wanted	out	of 	this	passage.	I	felt	like	I	knew	
Skag.	He’s	most	definitely	not	a	“baddie”	so	I	didn’t	 like	
the	idea	of 	him	taunting	Dan.	He	wouldn’t.	Nor	did	I	want	
any	self 	doubt	–	he	knows	what	he’s	doing.	He’s	got	his	
own	philosophy,	but	 it’s	mingled	with	a	 tinge	of 	 sadness	
(like	he	knows	it	sucks	the	world’s	that	way	–	and	maybe	
he	knows	he	ought	to	be	getting	on	with	being	a	kid	but	
he	can’t).	I	knew	that	was	right	for	the	story	BUT	a	peer	
put	his	finger	on	something	 inadvertently	–	Skag	needed	
somewhere	to	go.	He	couldn’t	be	totally	self-sufficient.	We	
needed	to	care	about	what	happened	to	him	next.	And	that	
meant	he	needed	some	vulnerability	 and	 the	potential	 to	
offer	 something.	 The	 question	was	what?	 I	 didn’t	 know,	
other	than	it’s	something	to	do	with	Ludwig.	As	so	often,	
the	only	way	to	find	out	was	to	get	writing.	So	here	goes	
–	 the	 rewrite–	 aiming	 to	 pump	 some	 structure	 into	 the	
dialogue	to	replace	the	“me”ness	of 	Skag.	All	that	and	keep	
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the	stillness	I	hoped	had	been	injected.

Finally	we	stop	running,	and	I	fall	to	the	floor.	
Eventually	 the	 burning	 in	my	 lungs	 subsides.	 I	 press	my	

hands	 against	my	 face,	my	body,	my	 legs,	 but	 I	 feel	 nothing.	
Even	as	the	memory	creeps	back	like	a	sliver	of 	ice	working	its	
way	through	concrete;	nothing.

“Yeah	you	do,”	says	a	voice,	and	I	realise	I’ve	been	talking	
out	loud.

I	 turn	my	head	but	my	eyes	have	nowhere	 to	 look	 in	 the	
darkness.	I	blink.	The	nothing	I	see	is	different	and	it	takes	me	a	
moment	to	realise	my	surroundings	have	gone	negative,	and	I’m	
wrapped	in	brightness.	I	hold	my	hand	in	front	of 	me,	watching	
a	figure	slowly	form	between	my	fingers.	Skag’s	pulled	his	hood	
down	and	I	can	see	buzz-cut	blonde	hair,	soft	like	kittens’	ears.	
He’s	smiling,	the	thin	lips	steady	now.	

He	comes	a	few	steps	closer	and	instinctively	I	flinch.	He	
stops,	and	squats,	resting	his	forearms	on	his	thighs.	“Yeah	you	
do,”	he	says	quietly.	The	light	hides	in	a	thousand	corners	of 	his	
eyes.	“That’s	just	it.	You	don’t	feel	nothing,	you	feel	everything.	
You	 feel	 disgust	 and	 revulsion	 and	 fear	 and	 anger,	 and	 then	
there’s	 exhilaration	 and	 relief,	 and	with	 that	 comes	 guilt	 and	
then,	 like	 a	 groundnote	 behind	 everything	 else	 is	 this	 vast,	
unquenchable	emptiness	because	no	matter	what	you	feel	and	
what	you	do,	she’s	still	not	here.	How’s	one	body	supposed	to	
process	all	of 	that	at	once?	I	mean,	we’re	impressive	things,	we	
human	beings,	 but	 not	 that	 impressive.	 So	our	minds	 release	
things,	 drip	drip	drip,	 one	by	one	 into	 that	pit	 of 	 emptiness.	
Yeah?” [CUT] “Up	 here.”	 He	 puts	 his	 finger	 to	 his	 temple.	
“Drip,	drip,	drip.	You	feel	 it	–	sticky	down	your	 throat.	Drip,	
drip,	drip,	till	it	hits	you	here.”	He	screws	his	hand	into	a	fist.	His	
knuckles	go	white	and	I	hear	the	thump	of 	crushed	polyester	as	
he	punches	his	chest.	[ADD]

“But	you?”
“Yeah,”	 he	 says.	 I hear a sigh[CUT] There’s the sigh of  

fabric	[ADD]	as	he	eases	himself 	onto	the	floor	so	he’s	sitting	
cross-legged,	on	a	level	with	me.	“Yeah,	I	did.”

I	reach	towards	my	pocket.
Skag	raises	his	hand.	“Later,”	he	says.	“It’s	OK.	I	won’t	stop	

you.	I	tell	you	what.”	He	runs	his	hand	over	his	smooth	chin.	
The	gesture’s	strangely	moving.	Of 	all	the	ways	he	tries	to	act	
like	a	man,	this	one	makes	it	clearest	he’s	still	a	kid.	“Why	don’t	
you	get	your	phone	out	and	punch	in	999.	Put	it	on	the	floor	
next	to	you,	and	press	it	whenever	you	want.”

The	screen	glows	in	my	hand	for	a	few	seconds,	then	goes	
dull	and	fades	to	black.	

“It’s	 too	 late	 for	Barry,”	he	says.	“But	 it’s	not	 too	 late	 for	
you.”	

“What?”	[I’m	going	to	see	what	happens	if 	I	cut	this	whole	
section.]

“I.”	His	 head’s	 bent.	His	 fingers	 slowly	 uncurl	 and	 I	 see	
blood	in	his	palm.	I	think	it’s	his.	“I.”

“What?”	[ADD]
“You	wanted	to	know	about	art.” [CUT] 
He	 turns	 his	 head	 away	 from	 me,	 pointing	 it	 over	 his	

shoulder.	“Look.”
I	 follow	 his	 eyes	 to	 the	wall	 behind	 him	 and	 feel	 the	 air	

scraping	my	throat	as	I	gasp.
“Look	at	her,”	he	says	[ADD]	,	and	I	drop	the	phone	to	the	

floor.	“She’s	beautiful,	isn’t	she?” [CUT] 
“She’s…”
“Yeah.”
For	 the	 first	 time	 I	 notice	 we’re	 in	 a	 disused	 warehouse.	

It’s	huge	and	cold,	and	damp,	and	as	my	senses	slowly	return	
I	hear	wings	shuffling	far	above	me.	An	arc	lamp	shines	at	the	
wall	behind	Skag.	It’s	twenty	feet	high,	and	three	times	wider.	
A	giant	portrait	fills	the	pool	of 	light.	It	has	neither	the	jagged,	
exaggerated	edges	and	shapes	of 		underpasses	graffiti,	nor	the	
over-smooth	 kitsch	 of 	 an	 airbrushed	mural	The	manga	 lines	
and	 chiaroscuro	 softness	make	 the	 style	 impossible	 to	 place,	
like	it	was	drawn	from	life	in	another	world,	where	the	laws	of 	
perspective	 and	 shade	 have	 been	 imperceptibly	 curved.	 It’s	 a	
face,	Agnieszka’s	face.	Only…

“It’s	nothing	like	her;	and	at	the	same	time	it’s	exactly	like	
her,	isn’t	it?”	he	asks.	[CUT]

“There’s	something	wrong	about	her.”
“There’s	nothing	wrong	about	her,”	he	says.	My	body	goes	

stiff.	I	picture	Bragg	on	his	knees	and	the	glaze	on	Skag’s	eyes;	
I	 think	of 	 the	posts	on	Agnieszka	anonymous.	 I	don’t	move.	
“She’s	 perfect.”	 It’s	 like	 he’s	 forgotten	 I’m	 here.	My	muscles	
relax	and	I	feel	the	lactic	flow	back	into	my	blood.

“Something,”	I	say.	There	is something.	[ADD]
“Yeah,	but	you	can’t	say	what,	can	you?”
“No,”	I	say,	half 	to	myself.	I	can’t	take	my	eyes	away	from	

her.	I	am	aware	of 	Skag	moving	in	front	of 	me,	and	when	he	
speaks	I	know	he	has	his	back	to	me,	but	I	don’t	see	it.	I	only	
see	Agnieszka.

“That’s	why,”	he	says,	and	without	being	able	to	form	the	
words	 to	express	 it	 to	myself,	 I	understand	exactly.	“Can	you	
see?”

“What’s	wrong?”
“Yeah,	have	you	worked	it	out?”
“Is	it	her	lips?”	Her	head	is	angled	as	if 	over	her	shoulder.	

It’s	the	moment	before	she	speaks.	Her	lips	are	closed	as	though	
she’s	still	deciding	what	to	say.	As	though	she	could	say	anything	
in	the	world.

“No.	it’s	not	her	lips.	It’s	[CUT]
“Her	eyes,”	he	says,	his	voice	becoming is fainter,	tailing	off 	

as	though	the	picture’s	sucking	him	in.	As	his voice it	dims	I’m	
sure	the	picture	starts	to	glow.	“They’re	not	wrong,”	he	says.	It’s	
little	more	than	air	floating	from	his	lips.	[ADD]

I	stare	at	her	eyes	and	the	moment	I	see	 it	I	can’t	believe	
I	didn’t	notice	 it	before.	She	doesn’t	have	eyes.	In	her	hollow	
sockets	she	has	giant	play	arrows.
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“I	 come	 here [CUT] Every	 night.”	 His	 voice	 is	 barely	 a	
whisper,	as	though	he	doesn’t	want	to	disturb	her.	“I	come	here	
every	night	[ADD].	I	watch	her	for	hours,	waiting	for	a	film	to	
play,	but	 it	never	does.	That’s	how	we	waste	our	 lives  [CUT] 
what	people	do,	Mr	Edge.	They	sit	and	they	watch	and	they	do	
nothing.	[ADD]	We	sit	and	we	watch	and	we	wait	for	the	film	
to	play.	But	we	can	never	quite	bring	ourselves	to	care	enough	
that	 it	doesn’t,	because	what	we’re	watching	is	 just	so	fucking	
beautiful.	Do	you	ever	think	that?	That	life’s	too	beautiful	for	
the	human	mind?	[CUT]	Too	many	sensations	all	at	once,	and	
every	one	of 	them’s	exquisite;	but	when	you	add	them	up,	all	
that	beauty	turns	to	pain.	But	you	don’t	care.	You	don’t	care	no	
matter	how	much	it	hurts,	because	every	single	piece	that	makes	
up	the	hurt	is	perfect;	and	you’d	do	anything	to	keep	it	that	way.	
[What	happens	if 	I	cut	all	this?]”

We	 sit,	 for	 minutes,	 without	 speaking.	We	 sit	 and	 watch.	
[ADD]

“Including	killing?”	[CUT]
“Do	you	know	who	Barry	Bragg	was,	Mr	Edge?”	He	asks,	

turning	back	to	me,	his	voice	returned.	His	pupils	are	no	more	
than	tiny	dots,	concentrated	on	me.	[ADD]

“You	said	he	was	an	artist.	Doesn’t	that	make	him	the	same	
as	you?”	[CUT]

“He	wasn’t	an	artist.	He	made	pictures.	Ugly	pictures,	and	
he	put	 them	on	posters.	 [ADD]	We’re	 all	 painters,	Mr	Edge.	
We	all	paint	pictures	of 	the	world	for	ourselves	every	day.	Our	
pictures	aren’t	what	makes	us	the	same,	they’re	what	makes	us	
different.	No,	 Barry	 Bragg	 put	 his	 pictures	 on	 posters.	Ugly,	
ugly	posters.”	[CUT]

I	 see	 the	 posters	 in	my	 head,	 pasted	 on	 streetlamps	 and	
billboards,	and	corroding	pockets	of 	acid	hate	around	them.

“That’s	right,”	he	says.	I	see	the	tiny	dilation	that	tells	me	he	
knows	I’ve	twigged.	His	lips	begin	to	curl,	like	he	senses	we’ve	
shared	something	that	didn’t	need	saying.	[ADD]

“Ugliness.	What	he	gave	the	world	was	ugliness,	Mr	Edge,	
and	the	world	loved	it.	Ugliness	is	easy;	ugliness	never	hurts	you.	
It	just	hurts	every	other	fucker.”	[CUT]

We	sit	in	silence	for	several	more	[ADD]	minutes.	I	feel	my	
body	become	limp,	as	though	it	would	be	so	easy	to	stay	here	
with	him	[ADD]	and	never	get	up.

“You	know	 [CUT],	I’m	getting very [CUT] tired now,”	he	
says.	“Go	ahead.”	He	nods	at	my	thigh.	I		look	down	and	realise	
my	hand’s	in	my	pocket.	I	can	feel	the	slick	screen	of 	my	phone	
on	the	pads	of 	my	fingers.	“I’ll	be	long	gone”	[ADD]	Maybe 
you	should	go	ahead	and	make	your	call.	It’s	OK,	I	won’t	go	on	
the	run.	But	they	won’t	find	me	here.	You	understand?”

“Yeah.”
“I’ll	be	in	touch,	OK?”	[CUT]
He	stands	up	slowly,	turns,	and	looks	straight	at	me.	For	a	

second	I’m	staring	straight	into	his	eyes	and	I	hear	my	breath	
catch.	 “And	 The	 other	woman	 you	 lost?”	 he	 says,	 and	 starts	
walking	away	from	me.

Before	 I	 can	 process	 the	 comment,	 there’s	 a	 noise	 and	 I	

jump.	It’s	music.	Nirvana.	I	see	my	mobile	winking	and	twitching	
on	the	floor.	“John,”	says	the	display.

“Fran,”	I	call	out	before	I	realise	what	I’ve	said.
“Is	it	time	for	me	to	check	in	already?”	I	say	into	the	handset,	

trying	 to	 sound	calm	as	Skag	 turns	out	 the	arc	 lamp	and	 the	
warehouse	goes	dark.

“Dan,	listen,	whatever’s	happened	it’s	OK.	But	you	have	to	
come	to	my	place.	Now.	Be	here	within	half 	an	hour	or	I	won’t	
be	able	to	do	anything.	Do	you	understand?”	

[I	have	no	idea	if 	that’s	better,	but	it	has	an	internal	logic	to	
it.	I’ll	need	to	change	some	stuff 	at	the	start	of 	chapter	20	if 	
this	does	stay,	though	–	to	make	it	clear	why	Dan	doesn’t	want	
the	warehouse	discovered	–	or	maybe	I	should	keep	following	
my	principle	of 	taking	it	on	trust	readers	will	get	it

What	I	will	say	is	the	dialogue	now	has	a	direction.	I’ve	had	
to	compromise	and	allow	Skag	 to	display	a	 little	 self-loathing	
at	the	start.	I	guess	that	ups	the	pace,	which	isn’t	so	good.	But	
now	 we	 do	 learn	 about	 him.	We	 learn	 something	 about	 his	
motivation	–	 the	 fact	he’s	 angry	 that	 the	world	does	nothing	
comes	out	more	clearly	with	the	rest	of 	the	dialogue	chopped	
away.	That	 in	 turn	makes	the	connection	with	Dan	(and	with	
the	 theme	 of 	 Ludwig’s	 art)	much	 clearer	 –	 and	 gives	Dan	 a	
motivation	 to	 stick	by	him	–	 they	both	hate	 inaction.	 I	 think	
the	pruning	also	makes	(although	the	reference	is	now	implicit	
not	explicit)	the	connection	to	the	Hartshill	by-election	clearer,	
which	 in	 turn	will	make	why	 and	how	 I	 introduce	 the	Susan	
Palfreyman	character	clearer	in	a	few	chapters’	time.	In	short,	I	
think	Skag	has	now	revealed	something	of 	himself 	to	Dan,	and	
a	connection	has	been	made	–	a	simple	dynamic,	but	one	that	
wasn’t	there	originally	because	it	was	too	like	a	lecture.	That,	I	
think,	is	the	shift	in	rhythm	between	the	previous	Skag	chapter	
and	this.

So	there	we	go	–	this	is	a	long	way	from	“there,”	but	that’s	
an	idea	of 	how	easy	(and	necessary)	 it	 is	to	get	through	four,	
if 	not	five,	drafts	of 	a	chapter.	And,	I	hope,	a	bit	of 	an	insight	
into	both	how	I	edit	in	accordance	with	my	self-criticism	and	in	
interaction	with	feedback	from	others.]

End	Result
You’ll see I changed even more ...

Finally	we	stop	running,	and	I	fall	to	the	floor.	
Eventually	 the	 burning	 in	my	 lungs	 subsides.	 I	 press	my	

hands	against	my	 face,	my	body,	my	 legs,	but	 I	 feel	nothing.	
Even	as	the	memory	creeps	back	like	a	sliver	of 	ice	working	its	
way	through	concrete;	nothing.

“Yeah	you	do,”	says	a	voice,	and	I	realise	I’ve	been	talking	
out	loud.

I	turn	my	head	but	my	eyes	have	nowhere	to	 look	 in	the	
darkness.	 I	 blink.	The	nothing	 I	 see	 is	 different	 and	 it	 takes	
me	a	moment	to	realise	my	surroundings	have	gone	negative,	
and	I’m	wrapped	in	brightness.	I	hold	my	hand	in	front	of 	me,	
watching	a	figure	slowly	form	between	my	fingers.	Skag’s	pulled	
his	hood	down	and	 I	 can	 see	buzz-cut	blonde	hair,	 soft	 like	
kittens’	ears.	He’s	smiling,	the	thin	lips	steady	now.	

He	comes	 a	 few	 steps	 closer	 and	 I	flinch.	He	 stops,	 and	
squats,	 resting	his	forearms	on	his	 thighs.	“Yeah	you	do,”	he	
says	quietly.	The	light	hides	in	a	thousand	corners	of 	his	eyes.		
“Up	here.”	He	puts	his	finder	to	his	temple.	“Drip,	drip,	drip.	
You	feel	it	–	sticky	down	your	throat.	Drip,	drip,	drip,	till	it	hits	
you	here.”	He	screws	his	hand	into	a	fist.	His	knuckles	go	white	
and	I	hear	the	thump	of 	crushed	polyester	as	he	punches	his	
chest.

“But	you?”
“Yeah,”	he	says.	There’s	a	sigh	of 	fabric	as	he	eases	himself 	

onto	the	floor	so	he’s	sitting	cross-legged,	on	a	level	with	me.	
“Yeah,	I	did.”

“I.”	His	 head’s	 bent.	His	 fingers	 slowly	 uncurl	 and	 I	 see	
blood	in	his	palm.	I	think	it’s	his.	“I.”

“What?”
He	turns	his	head,	pointing	it	over	his	shoulder.	“Look.”
I	 follow	his	 eyes	 to	 the	wall	 behind	him	 and	 feel	 the	 air	

scraping	my	throat	as	I	gasp.
“Look	at	her,”	he	says.
“She’s…”
“Yeah.”
For	 the	 first	 time	 I	 notice	we’re	 in	 a	 disused	warehouse.	

It’s	huge	and	cold,	and	damp,	and	as	my	senses	slowly	return	
I	hear	wings	shuffling	far	above	me.	An	arc	lamp	shines	at	the	
wall	behind	Skag.	It’s	twenty	feet	high,	and	three	times	wider.	
A	giant	portrait	fills	the	pool	of 	light.	It	has	neither	the	jagged,	
exaggerated	edges	and	shapes	of 		underpasses	graffiti,	nor	the	
over-smooth	kitsch	of 	an	airbrushed	mural	The	manga	 lines	
and	 chiaroscuro	 softness	make	 the	 style	 impossible	 to	place,	
like	it	was	drawn	from	life	in	another	world,	where	the	laws	of 	
perspective	and	shade	have	been	 imperceptibly	curved.	 It’s	 a	
face,	Agnieszka’s	face.	Only…

“There’s	something	wrong	about	her.”

“There’s	nothing	wrong	about	her,”	he	says.	My	body	goes	
stiff.	I	picture	Bragg	on	his	knees	and	the	glaze	on	Skag’s	eyes;	
I	think	of 	his	posts	on	Agneiszka	Anonymous.	I	don’t	move.	
“She’s	 perfect.”	 It’s	 like	he’s	 forgotten	 I’m	here.	My	muscles	
relax	and	I	feel	the	lactic	ebbing	back	into	my	blood.

“Something,”	I	say.	There	IS	something
“Her	eyes,”	he	says.	His	voice	is	faint,	tailing	off 	as	though	

the	picture’s	 sucking	him	 in.	As	 it	 dims	 I’m	 sure	 the	picture	
starts	to	glow.	“They’re	not	wrong,”	he	says.	It’s	little	more	than	
air	floating	from	his	lips..

I	stare	at	her	eyes	and	the	moment	I	see	it	I	can’t	believe	
I	didn’t	notice	it	before.	She	doesn’t	have	eyes.	In	her	hollow	
sockets	she	has	giant	play	arrows.

“Every	night.”	His	voice	is	barely	a	whisper,	as	though	he	
doesn’t	want	to	disturb	her.	“I	come	here	every	night.	I	watch	
her	for	hours,	waiting	for	a	film	to	play,	but	it	never	does.	That’s	
what	people	do.	They	sit	and	they	watch	and	they	do	nothing.”

We	sit,	for	minutes,	without	speaking.	We	sit	and	watch.
“Nothing,”	 He	 turns	 back,	 his	 voice	 now	 returned.	 His	

pupils	are	no	more	than	tiny	dots,	concentrated	on	me.	“Do	
you	know	who	Barry	Bragg	was,	Mr	Edge?”	

“You	said	he	was	an	artist.”
“An	 artist?	 He	 wasn’t	 an	 artist.	 He	 made	 pictures.	 Ugly	

pictures;	and	he	put	them	on	posters.”
I	 see	 the	 posters	 in	my	 head,	 pasted	 on	 streetlamps	 and	

billboards,	and	corroding	pockets	of 	acid	hate	around	them.
“That’s	right,”	he	says.	I	see	the	tiny	dilation	that	tells	me	he	

knows	I’ve	twigged.	His	lips	begin	to	curl,	like	he	senses	we’ve	
shared	something	that	didn’t	need	saying.

We	sit	in	silence	for	several	more	minutes.	I	feel	my	body	
become	limp,	as	though	it	would	be	so	easy	to	stay	here	with	
him	and	never	get	up.

“I’m	tired,”	he	says.	“Go	ahead.”	He	nods	at	my	thigh.	I	
look	down	and	realise	my	hand’s	in	my	pocket.	I	can	feel	the	
slick	plastic	of 	my	phone	on	the	pads	of 	my	fingers.	“I’ll	be	
long	gone.”	

He	stands	up	slowly,	turns,	and	looks	straight	at	me.	For	a	
second	I’m	staring	straight	into	his	eyes	and	I	hear	my	breath	
catch.	“The	other	woman?”	he	 says,	 and	 starts	walking	away	
from	me.	“The	other	one	you	lost?”

Before	 I	 can	 process	 the	 comment,	 there’s	 a	 noise	 and	
I	 jump.	 It’s	 music.	 Nirvana.	 I	 see	 my	 mobile	 winking	 and	
twitching	on	the	floor.	“John,”	says	the	display.

“Fran,”	I	call	out	before	I	realise	what	I’ve	said.
“Is	 it	 time	 for	 me	 to	 check	 in	 already?”	 I	 say	 into	 the	

handset,	trying	to	sound	calm	as	Skag	turns	out	the	arc	lamp	
and	the	warehouse	goes	dark.

“Dan,	listen,	whatever’s	happened	it’s	OK.	But	you	have	to	
come	to	my	place.	Now.	Be	here	within	half 	an	hour	or	I	won’t	
be	able	to	do	anything.	Do	you	understand?”
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10 Writing 
Lessons
By Robb Grindstaff
What I’ve learned about 
writing in the past few years 
would fill a book. But a brief 
article will have to do for now. 
Lesson #1: Do not pitch an agent 
until you’ve finished writing the 
book. 
He	 loved	 the	 pitch,	 wanted	 to	 see	 the	
opening	 chapters.	 I	 e-mailed	 them	 about	
midnight	 that	 evening.	 Figured	 I	 had	 a	
few	weeks	 to	finish	writing	 the	novel.	He	
e-mailed	back	at	five	a.m.	wanting	to	see	the	
whole	manuscript.	I	finished	writing	it	that	
weekend.

Lesson #2: When you’ve finished 
writing your novel, you’ve just 
begun. 
It’s	 not	 a	 novel.	 It’s	 a	 first	 draft.	 I	 didn’t	
realize	that.	I	thought	it	had	fallen	perfectly	
onto	the	page	the	first	time.

I	 joined	a	writers	group	to	 learn	more	
about	 writing,	 the	 craft	 and	 the	 business	
of 	getting	published.	An	 incredible	bunch	
of 	 writers,	 all	 of 	 genres	 I	 never	 read.	 I	
learned	more	from	this	group	in	a	year	than	
I	knew	was	possible.	How	to	build	a	world	
from	 the	 fantasy	 writers.	 How	 to	 stir	 the	
emotions	 from	 the	 romance	writers.	How	
to	build	suspense	from	the	mystery	writers.	
How	to	shock	and	surprise	from	the	horror	
writers.	How	to	critique	gently	from	the	YA	
writers.

Lesson #3: Associate with other 
writers. 
You	 need	 the	 camaraderie	 of 	 those	 who	
share	 the	 passion.	 Non-writers	 cannot	
understand	what	goes	on	inside	your	mind.	
In	 fact,	 you’re	 better	 off 	 not	 trying	 to	
explain.	They	will	recommend	professional	
counseling	or	medication,	and	they’ll	make	
their	 children	 play	 indoors	 when	 you’re	
home.

Lesson #4: Read outside your 
genre.
It	broadens	your	scope	of 	writing	tools.

Lesson #5: Learn to take critique 
and criticism from other writers. 
Don’t	just	look	for	people	to	tell	you	how	
wonderful	 you	 are	 or	 you’ll	 never	 get	
better.	And	when	the	criticism	really	starts	
to	get	under	your	skin	and	make	you	a	bit	
defensive,	even	angry,	that’s	a	good	time	to	
listen	carefully.	It’s	probably	hitting	close	to	
home.	Thank	them	for	ripping	your	soul	to	
shreds.	It	needs	it.

I revised and edited and rewrote based 
on	 feedback	 from	 the	 writers	 group.	 I	
queried	more	agents.	And	more.	Some	form	
rejections.	Several	asked	for	partial	chapters	
and	a	 synopsis.	Quite	 a	 few	asked	 for	 the	
full	manuscript.	 I	got	glowing	 letters	back	
saying	how	great	it	was,	how	the	character	
was	 mesmerizing,	 the	 writing	 impressive,	
the	story	compelling,	but…

Lesson #6: Learn to accept 
rejection and not let your emotions 
go on a rollercoaster ride.
A	request	for	a	partial,	and	I’d	be	excited.	A	
full,	I’d	be	deliriously	happy.	A	rejection,	I’d	
become	depressed	to	the	point	of 	sticking	
my	 head	 in	 a	 large	 tub	 of 	 chocolate	 ice	
cream	or	an	exhaust	pipe	and	never	writing	
again.

Allow	 yourself 	 a	 reasonable	 amount	
of 	 emotion	 for	 a	 reasonable	 amount	 of 	
time.	Wallow	in	it	and	then	move	on.	Keep	
querying.

I	joined	Authonomy,	an	online	writers’	
community,	 for	 more	 feedback.	 I	 learned	
how	 to	 participate	 in	 an	 online	 group.	 I	
learned	 what	 and	 who	 to	 avoid	 in	 online	
groups.	I	made	some	writer	friends	for	life	
whom	I’ve	never	met	in	person.

Lesson #7: Be judicious with online 
groups, and with what you allow 
yourself to say. 
Your	words	online	live	forever	and	can	be	
searched	by	agents,	prospective	employers	
and	 crazed	 ex-spouses	 looking	 to	 renew	
that	restraining	order.

While	still	querying	my	first	novel,	I’m	
writing	my	second.	It’s	amazing	how	much	
better	 my	 writing	 is	 –	 from	 word	 choice	
to	 character	 arc	 to	 plot	 development	 to	

scene-setting	 to	 the	 novel’s	 organization,	
pace	 and	 flow.	 I	 didn’t	 realize	 how	much	
I	 had	 learned	 about	 the	 craft	 of 	 writing	
during	 the	 writing	 and	 multiple	 revisions	
of 	 my	 first	 novel.	 Beta	 readers	 often	 say	
something	 to	 the	 effect	of,	 “I	 liked	Carry	
Me	Away,	but	I	love	Hannah’s	Voice.	Have	
you	finished	it	yet?”

Lesson #8: Keep writing something 
new while querying the finished 
work. 
Keep	 honing	 your	 skills	 and	 keep	 your	
creative	 juices	 flowing.	 It	 helps	 to	 offset	
the	emotional	rollercoaster	of 	queries	and	
rejections.	You	might	even	realize	that	your	
second	book	 is	 so	much	better	 than	 your	
first	 that	maybe	your	first	 isn’t	 as	great	 as	
you	 once	 thought.	Maybe	 your	 first	 book	
will	 never	 be	 published.	 Or	 your	 second.	
But	with	each	novel	you	write,	 your	art	 is	
honed	and	your	craft	is	polished.	Many	of 	
the	 greatest	writers	we	 know	 today	wrote	
several	 novels	 before	 ever	 getting	 one	
published,	often	after	dozens	or	hundreds	
of 	 rejections.	 It’s	 not	 easy	 becoming	 an	
overnight	sensation	in	the	literary	world.

Lesson #9: Never, ever, ever give 
up.
You	need	to	write.	Your	soul	requires	it	of 	
you.	There	are	readers	out	there	waiting	to	
read	 what	 you	 have	 to	 say.	 They	 need	 to	
read	 it.	The	quality	of 	 their	 lives	depends	
on	it.	But	first,	you	must	learn	to	write	it	the	
way	it’s	meant	to	be	written.

Lesson #10: Realize how much you 
don’t know about writing.
Looking	back	on	the	 journey	thus	far	and	
how	 much	 I’ve	 learned	 about	 writing,	 I	
realize	this:	What	I	have	yet	to	learn	about	
writing	would	fill	a	library.

Robb Grindstaff  is managing editor of  an 
international daily newspaper. He writes short 
stories and unpublished novels, does freelance fiction 
editing, writes guest posts on other people’s blogs 
because he can’t be bothered to start his own, and 
enjoys the occasional tub of  chocolate ice cream 
whether or not he’s received any rejections.

This article first appeared as a guest post on 
the blog of  Michelle Witte, a fiction writer and 
non-fiction book editor, at www.belletrinsic.com. 

Discover a World Wide 
Web of Opportunities  
for Your Writing
By Shreena Kanabar – Pedalo Limited  

One	of 	the	best	feelings	when	you	are	reading	a	book	is	the	ability	
to	 escape	 the	 drudges	 of 	 reality	 and	 get	 lost	 in	 an	 entirely	 new	
world.	 	 The	 best	 stories	 are	 those	 that	 leave	 you	 wanting	 more.		
Many	 readers	put	down	a	great	book	and	want	 to	find	out	more	
about	the	inspiration	behind	the	story,	more	about	the	author	and	
what’s	coming	next.	

We	 are	 Pedalo	 Limited	 and	 have	 provided	 website	 design	
and	 development	 services	 for	 clients	 including	 Ian	Rankin,	Chris	
Manby,	Andrew	Roberts,	Susan	Lewis,	Philip	Pullman	and	over	a	
100	more	influential	writers.		Over	the	last	10	years	we	have	come	to	
understand	what	makes	a	successful	literary	website	and	we	want	to	
share	our	knowledge	with	you.	

Connecting	with	 your	 readers	 and	 giving	 them	 the	 chance	 to	
find	out	more	about	you	are	just	a	couple	of 	reasons	why	having	a	
website	is	beneficial	for	writers.		We	understand	the	opportunities	a	
website presents for a writer and how to get your writing discovered 
online.	

First	and	foremost,	a	website	is	a	promotional	tool.		It	is	a	great	
way	to	attract	attention	to	your	work,	interacting	with	your	reader	
base	 and	 also	 revealing	 the	 inspiration	 behind	 your	 writing.	 	 A	
website	 allows	 you	 to	 promote	 your	writing	 to	 a	 global	 audience	

24/7	and	gives	your	reader	base	first	hand	access	to	you	and	your	
work.	 	 Writers	 publish	 snippets	 of 	 their	 writing	 online	 enabling	
visitors	to	explore	their	work	and	encourage	them	to	purchase	their	
literature.		

For	a	writer,	a	website	acts	as	a	first	point	of 	call	for	publishers,	
agents,	commissioning	editors	and	readers.	 	Having	a	website	has	
become	 somewhat	 of 	 an	 expectation	 nowadays.	 	 Publicising	 any	
positive press or awards you have received through your website is 
a	useful	way	of 	showing	your	talent	and	experience	in	the	literary	
world.	

One	of 	the	main	benefits	is	that	your	website	is	in	your	control.		
As	the	author,	you	decide	the	key	message	of 	your	website	and	you	
decide	what	is	published.	

We	have	come	to	learn	plenty	of 	tricks	and	tips	over	the	last	10	
years	and	we	recently	launched	our	sister	website	Discover	Writers,	
filled	 with	 lots	 of 	 helpful	 hints	 and	 tips	 to	make	 any	 literary	 or	
publishing	website	stand	out.		Discover	Writers	is	also	a	showcase	
for	our	best	work	in	the	literary	field	so	take	a	look	at	our	portfolio	
and	see	what	we	have	done	for	our	clients.			

Log onto www.discoverwriters.com	for	more	information	about	
our	services	and	clients	or	to	download	our	FREE	Writers	Pack	–	
the	essential	guide	for	writers,	authors	and	journalists.		

A website allows you to promote your 
writing to a global audience 24/7

Your website is in your control

http://www.belletrinsic.com
http://www.discoverwriters.com
http://www.discoverwriters.com
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The Donkey’s Bridge
By Jill Marsh
German speakers have a charming phrase, die 
Eselsbrücke, which means donkey’s bridge. It refers 
to the mnemonic or mental stepping-stone we use to 
help us remember something. I still cannot write/type 
the word ‘receive’ without muttering ‘I before E except 
after C’. 

Colours of the rainbow? ‘Regular old yokels go boozing 
in village.’

Henry VIII’s wives? ‘Divorced, beheaded, died, 
divorced, beheaded, survived.’ 

Here I hope to pick up a few of our common confusions 
and help provide a memory link. So that next time 
you’re on the horns of a language dilemma, remember 
the donkey.

Which of the following  
sentences is correct?
1)	 Verbs/nouns	I
A)	 My	father	made	me	practise	the	accordion	daily.
B)	 My	father	made	me	practice	the	accordion	daily.

2) Confusion I
A)	 We	searched	the	whole	island	for	a	disinterested	referee.
B)	We	searched	the	whole	island	for	an	uninterested	referee.

3)	 Adjectives
A)	 After	picking	myself 	up,	I	realised	the	object	was	a	stationery	

car.
B)	 After	picking	myself 	up,	I	realised	the	object	was	a	stationary	

car.

4)	 Punctuation	I
A)	 You’re	wrong,	and	I	can	prove	it!
B)	 Your	wrong,	and	I	can	prove	it!

5)	 Lexis	I
A)	 The	guillotine	ended	the	rein	of 	Marie-Antoinette.
B)	The	guillotine	ended	the	rain	of 	Marie-Antoinette.
C)	 The	guillotine	ended	the	reign	of 	Marie-Antoinette.

6) Punctuation II
A)	 He	grabbed	the	detestable	beast	by	it’s	tail.
B)	 He	grabbed	the	detestable	beast	by	its	tail.	
C)	 He	grabbed	the	detestable	beast	by	its	tale.

7)	 Lexis	II
A)	 Breath	bated,	he	waited	for	the	next	instalment.

B)	 Breath	baited,	he	waited	for	the	next	installment.

8) Confusion II
A)	 She	lay	her	book	on	the	table	and	promised	to	decidedly	finish	

it.
B)	 She	laid	her	book	on	the	table	and	promised	decidedly	to	finish	

it.

9)	 Relative	Clauses
A)	 Andrew,	that	had	seen	the	hovercraft	sink,	raised	the	alarm.
B)	 Andrew,	who	had	seen	the	hovercraft	sink,	raised	the	alarm.

10)	Verbs/nouns	II
A)	 You	should	of 	told	me	earlier.
B)	 You	should	have	told	me	earlier.

Answers
1)	 Verbs	I
	 The	correct	answer	is	a).	Practise	is	a	verb,	practice	is	a	noun.	

Like	advise/advice,	license/licence.	Remember	the	suffix	–ise	
as	related	to	verbs;	categorise,	idolise,	realise.	Remember	‘ice’	is	
a	noun.

2) Confusion I
	 The	correct	answer	is	a).	Disinterested	 =	 unbiased,	 neutral.	

Uninterested	=	without	enthusiasm,	bored.	Or	to	put	it	another	
way;	 Disinterested	=	don’t	mind.	Uninterested	=	don’t	care

3)	 Adjectives
	 The	 correct	 answer	 is	 b).	 Stationary	 is	 an	 adjective	meaning	

‘not	moving’.Stationery	can	be	a	noun	or	an	adjective	referring	
to	paper,	pens,	folders,	etc.	I	remember	this	by	using	the	two	
letters.	A	stationary	car;	paper	is	stationery.

4)	 Punctuation	I
	 The	 correct	 answer	 is	 a).	 An	 apostrophe	 performs	 two	

functions;	 either	 it	 indicates	 a	possessive	 (Jane’s	house),	or	 it	
represents	a	missing	letter	(you’re	=	you	are).	Your	and	their	are	
possessive	pronouns,	your	dog,	their	problem.

5)	 Lexis	I
	 The	 correct	 answer	 is	 c).	 Reign,	 as	 in	 Regina,	 to	 rule	 over	

your	kingdom.	Reins	are	what	you	use	to	control	your	horses,	
temper	or	language;	and	rain	is	the	nasty	wet	stuff.

6) Punctuation II
	 The	correct	answer	is	b).	As	explained	above,	the	apostrophe	

can	do	two	things.	In	the	case	of 	it’s,	that	apostrophe	represents	
the	missing	letter	i.	It’s	raining	=	it	is	raining.

	 Its	is	a	possessive	pronoun.	The	dog	wagged	its	tail.	The	ghost	
told	its	bloody	tale.	

7)	 Lexis	II

	 The	correct	answer	is	a).	Think	about	the	verb	abate,	to	reduce,	

or	lessen.	He’s	holding	his	breath,	barely	breathing	in	suspense	

or	 fear.	 Bait	 is	 what	 you	 do	 to	 a	 fish	 hook,	 or	 mousetrap.	

Though	baited	breath	might	have	cheese	on	it,	I	suppose.	Most	

English-speaking	countries	use	instalment,	with	the	exception	

of 	the	US.

8) Confusion II

	 The	 correct	 answer	 is	 b).	 You	 should	 try	 never	 to	 split	 an	

infinitive.	 To	 boldly	 go	where	 no	man	 has	 gone	 before	 is	 a	

noble	sentiment,	but	woeful	grammar.

	 Lie,	lay,	lain.	(Put	oneself 	in	a	horizontal	position,	no	object).	

I	lie	here,	thinking	of 	you	/	He	lay	in	wait	/	It	had	lain	there	

for	centuries.	Lay,	laid.	(Place	something	in	position,	needs	an	

object)Hens	 lay	eggs	/	Have	you	 laid	 the	 table?	/	Our	plans	

have	been	laid	It’s	all	Bob	Dylan’s	fault.	Lay	Lady	Lay	-	a	lullaby	

adopted	by	chicken	farmers	everywhere.

9)	 Relative	Clauses

	 The	 correct	 answer	 is	b).	My	Mum,	who	 loves	 cake,	 lives	 in	

Wales.	 The	 man	 who	 lives	 opposite	 comes	 from	 Germany.	

Both	 sentences	 contain	 a	 relative	 clause:	 (who	 loves	 cake),	

(who	lives	opposite).	However,	if 	you	take	out	(who	loves	cake)	

from	sentence	1,	we	still	know	who	we’re	talking	about.	If 	we	

remove	(who	lives	opposite)	from	sentence	2,	the	information	

is	 insufficient.	The	 second	 sentence	needs	 the	 relative	 clause	

to	 define	 the	man.	 And	 in	 only	 in	 the	 second	 sentence,	 we	

can	substitute	‘that’	for	‘who’.	In	summary,	if 	you	NEED	the	

information,	no	commas	and	you	can	use	‘that’.	Same	goes	for	

‘which’.	The	cat	which/that	ate	my	hamster	was	a	Persian.	Her	

nose,	which	is	freckly,	is	highly	sensitive.

10)	Verbs	II	

	 The	correct	answer	is	b).	Modal	verbs	(should,	could,	would,	

must,	will,	 can)	 take	another	 two	verbs	 in	 the	past.	So	you’ll	

end	up	with	bundles	of 	three.	You	should	have	come	straight	

home.	–	I	would	have	called,	but	I	 lost	my	phone.	You	must	

have	crashed	 in	at	2am	-	It	couldn’t	have	been	that	 late.	You	

could	have	cleaned	up	the	vomit	-	The	beer	must	have	been	off.

A Paper-
less 
Society
By Mark Robberts

A	 few	 days	 ago	 I	was	 trawling	 through	 old	 documents,	

scripts,	synopses	–	and	more	 than	a	few	rejection	slips/

letters.		I	hadn’t	realised	how	much	I	had	accumulated	over	

the	years;	the	trouble	is,	I	never	throw	anything	away	being	

haunted	 by	 the	 belief 	 that	 that	 idea,	 jotted	 down	 scrap	

of 	 over-heard	 conversation	 or	 those	 hastily	 scribbled	

notes	will	one	day	come	in	handy	to	solve	a	momentary	

writer’s block.	 	 I	also	save	old	MS	and	 the	many	re-writes	

to	use	as	scrap	paper	and	for	jotting	down	ideas,	outlines,	

treatments,	etc.		

But	now	I	realised	that	–	fast	running	out	of 	storage	

space	-	I	had	no	option	but	to	shred.	However,	fighting	

to	overcome	the	pangs	of 	nostalgia	at	each	re-discovered	

master-piece,	 I	 recalled	 that	 when	 I	 was	 an	 editor	 and	

computers	 began	 to	 creep	 into	 the	 offices,	 the	 word	

was	 this	 new-fangled	high-spec,	 information	 technology	

heralded	a	‘paper-less	society’.		We	believed	and	rejoiced,	

for	 publishing	 houses	 and	 newspaper	 offices	 were	

notorious	for	the	amount	of 	accumulated	paper.		But	the	

rejoicing	 was	 premature,	 the	 ‘paper-less’	 society	 simply	

hasn’t	arrived	-	 in	fact	 just	the	reverse	applies,	the	paper	

mountain	has	grown	and	publishing	houses	still	are.		

The	trouble	 is	 instead	of 	making	corrections	on	the	

hard	copy	with	a	stroke	of 	a	pen,	 it	 is	so	easy	to	proof-

read	and	make	those	corrections	on	the	computer	screen,	

then	run	another	copy	off,	then	another	and	another.		The	

truth	is	I	once	cocked	a	snoot	at	those	who	wrote	–	and	

still	 write	 in	 long	 hand,	 in	 pencil	 and	with	 an	 eraser	 at	

hand;	but	now	I	know	why	and	am	tempted	to	join	them.

Meanwhile,	 I	 spent	 an	 afternoon	 shredding,	 happier	

by	the	minute	until	the	moment	I	realised	I	had	destroyed	

a	document	that	should	have	been	saved!
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Writing a Family History 
By Maureen Vincent-Northam
Let’s be realistic – an account of your family history 
is never going to hold the same fascination for others 
as it does for you. The chances, therefore, of getting 
several mainstream houses fighting over publishing 
rights are, at best, slim. Self publishing is probably 
going to be the road you’ll be treading unless, that is, 
you’re writing purely for your own pleasure or to keep a 
record of events for future descendants.

The good news is there’s no right or wrong way to write your 
account.	 It	 can	 be	 told	 from	 a	 variety	 of 	 angles;	 be	 simple	 or	
complex,	 include	a	 little	about	every	ancestor	 from	the	year	dot,	
or	 everyone	 you’ve	 ever	 met,	 or	 even	 concentrate	 on	 just	 one	
particular	aspect	of 	your	own	life.	

In	fact	your	personal	story	 is	a	good	place	to	start;	 the	three	
main	storytelling	forms	being	memoir,	biography	and	narrative.

Memoir
Think	of 	how	the	rich	and	famous	write	their	memoirs	–	a	series	
of 	recollections	rather	than	any	kind	of 	detailed	history.	Memoirs	
–	 stories	 centring	 on	 specific	 episodes	 in	 your	 life,	 are	 written	
from	your	perspective,	and	draw	on	incidents	you	recall	or	which	
happened	to	you.	

Consider	 what	 you	 might	 write	 about	 which	 will	 convey	 to	
your	readers	the	sort	of 	person	you	are.	A	collection	of 	humorous	
anecdotes	will	work	well,	but	try	interspersing	them	with	touching,	
poignant	moments,	too.

Most	of 	us	can	think	of 	episodes	in	our	lives	involving:	
•	 Schooldays
•	 Career
•	 Friends
•	 First	love
•	 Parenthood
•	 Driving
•	 Hobbies
•	 Fashion	disasters	

Biography
Using	 a	 biography	 form	works	 best	 if 	 you	 decide	 to	write	 your	
entire	life	story	up	to	the	present	day.	You’ll	need	to	record	accurate	
dates	 and	 other	 details	 along	 with	 your	 personal	 reminiscences,	
which	might	 involve	 liaising	with	 others	who	 are	 able	 to	 supply	
vital	background	information.

Narrative
The	narrative	style	 is	perhaps	 the	most	popular	of 	all.	With	 this	
method	the	lives	of 	other	family	members	can	be	interwoven	into	

your	personal	picture,	enabling	you	 to	 focus	on	your	 family	as	a	
whole	as	well	as	your	role	in	it.	

With	narrative	you	can	make	use	of 	historic	documentation,	
family	 trees	 and	 photographs	 –	 and	 all	 those	 stories	 related	 so	
amusingly	by	Aunt	Marjory	at	family	funerals.	

Using themes
Okay,	so	you	have	a	unique	story	to	tell.	But	don’t	simply	set	out	
the	bare	historical	facts,	instead	think	of 	yourself 	as	a	character	in	a	
book.	Imagine	the	times	you’ve	lived	through,	the	obstacles	you’ve	
had	to	overcome,	your	joys,	sorrows	and	hardships,	and	then	get	
writing.	

Consider	 using	 various	 themes	 as	 your	 starting	 point;	 travel,	
migrating	 to	another	country,	 arriving	 in	 this	 country,	 the	 family	
business,	life	in	a	village,	and	so	on.

Those good old days
It’s	true	that	the	more	you	think	back,	the	more	you’ll	remember.	
Other	family	members	–	and	friends	–	will	recollect	stories	about	
people	 and	 places	 you’d	 all	 but	 forgotten,	 so	 chat	with	 them	 to	
rediscover	some	half-buried	memories.	

Now	that	you’ve	accumulated	masses	of 	information	–	looked	
at	old	photographs	and	diaries,	read	well-thumbed	love	letters	and	
cringed	over	your	old	school	reports,	you’ll	begin	to	wonder	where,	
and	how,	to	write	the	epic	that	is	your	life	story.	

Choosing your point of view
When	you	write	about	your	own	life,	or	recall	family	stories	where	
you	were	personally	involved,	it’s	natural	to	write	in	the	first	person.	
But don’t bore the pants off  your readers by starting every sentence 
with	‘I’.	Vary	your	sentence	structure.	Not	‘I	would	meet	my	friends	
at	the	local	coffee	bar	after	school	every	Wednesday’,	but	‘Mario’s	
Coffee	Bar	was	the	place	to	hang	out	…’

Telling	your	story	as	though	you	were	writing	a	letter	or	holding	
a	conversation	with	a	friend	is	another	neat	trick.	Whether	yours	
is	a	chatty,	humorous,	or	formal	style	this	will	give	future	readers	a	
clearer	picture	of 	you	–	your	individual	stamp.	

You	 can	 also	be	 ‘creative’	by	using	 the	first	person	point	of 	
view	to	write	about	an	ancestor,	making	their	story	appear	more	
immediate	by	adopting	their	‘voice’.	This	involves	using	any	historic	
factual	data	you	discover	and	filling	in	the	story	background	with	
what	 you	 think	might	 have	 happened	 –	 the	way	 they	 do	 in	 the	
movies.	You	could,	of 	course,	make	up	the	whole	thing,	ignoring	
all	 the	 historic	 factual	 data	 completely	 –	 the	way	 they	 do	 in	 the	
tabloids.	

Even	though	it’s	more	usual	to	write	about	other	people	in	the	
third	person	you	could	chronicle	your	own	life	from	this	viewpoint	
too,	relating	your	personal	story	as	though	told	from	an	outsider’s	
point	of 	view.	

Choosing a point of reference
A	family	line	is	a	continuous	thread,	with	no	ascertainable	beginning	
and	with	 the	only	 ending	being	 the	present	day	–	 and	 even	 this	
situation	changes	every	24	hours!

So	 if 	 your	 aim	 is	 to	 write	 a	 full	 family	 history	 how	 do	 you	
decide	which	ancestor	should	kick	off 	your	epic?	Try	asking	a	few	
questions:

Did	one	of 	your	ancestors,	 like	countless	 thousands,	migrate	
to	 the	UK	from	another	country?	This	person’s	 ‘new	beginning’	
would	make	an	excellent	starting	point	in	your	family	story.

Was	one	of 	your	forebears	described	as	‘the	black	sheep’	of 	the	
family?	How	much	do	you	know	of 	the	family	legend?	How	did	the	
intrigue	begin?	Has	the	person	in	question	been	given	a	raw	deal?	
Could	a	little	detective	work	on	your	part	help	solve	the	mystery?

Did	any	of 	your	ancestors	have	an	unusual	profession	or	talent?	
Did	other	family	members	take	up	the	same	occupation	or	have	the	
same	skills?	Would	it	have	involved	study,	an	apprenticeship,	or	just	
some	strange	aptitude?	

Have	you	heard	a	courageous	tale	about	one	of 	your	ancestors?	
Was	 your	 great	 grandmother	 a	 suffragette	or	 your	 grandfather	 a	
much	decorated	war	veteran?	

Is	there	a	cluster	of 	ancestors	who	lived	in	the	same	small	town	
or	village?	How	much	did	their	surroundings	affect	their	lives?	You	
might	start	by	describing	the	area	and	how	your	family	fitted	into	
the	locale.

Do	you	have	one	ancestor	with	whom	you	feel	a	special	link?	
Someone	 whose	 life	 reflects	 your	 own	 in	 some	 way;	 someone	
whose	name	you	share	perhaps?

One	branch	of 	your	family	tree	may	stand	out	as	an	obvious	
starting	point,	either	because	it’s	the	 line	that	 is	already	the	most	
complete	research-wise,	or	because	geographically	it	will	be	easiest	
for	you	to	research.	

Choosing a format
To	choose	the	format	which	is	best	suited	to	your	saga,	you	first	
need	to	ask	yourself 	who	you	are	writing	it	for.

Is	 it	 purely	 a	 personal	 itch	 you	 must	 scratch,	 or	 a	 desire	
to	preserve	your	history	 so	 that	 it	 can	be	passed	on	 to	 the	next	
generation?	Is	 it	 something	you	will	 share	with	other	relatives	as	
well	 as	 your	 immediate	 family	 circle?	 Any	 bones	 of 	 contention	
–	grey	bits	 involving	or	 implicating	others?	The	need	 to	 ‘set	 the	
record	straight’,	to	‘tell	it	like	it	is’	(from	where	you’re	standing	at	
least)	 is	 tempting,	 but	 beware	 of 	writing	 anything	 that	 could	 be	
viewed	as	libellous.

Your	intended	readership	will	influence	the	way	you	construct	
your	story,	as	well	as	the	details	you	hope	to	include.	A	story	rich	
in	 historical	 facts	 including	 many	 descendants	 –	 and	 possibly	
collateral	lines	–	will	be	constructed	differently,	and	probably	more	
formally,	to	that	of 	a	collection	of 	light-hearted	memoirs	gathered	
from	your	parents,	grandparents	and	Uncle	Bob.	

If 	you’re	lucky	there	could	be	a	facet	of 	your	family’s	history	

that	would	appeal	to	a	wider	audience	and	you	might	be	considering	
developing	 this	 aspect	 with	 a	 view	 to	 publication.	 For	 this,	 the	
research	will	 need	 to	 be	 in-depth	 and	 thorough	 and	 the	writing	
style	more	formal.

Getting it on paper
Jot	down	anything	that	takes	you	back	–	people,	places,	holidays,	
jobs,	lovers,	anniversaries,	parties,	smells,	tastes.	

If 	 you	 liken	 compiling	 a	 family	 history	 to	 that	 of 	 putting	
together	 a	 book	 it’s	 helpful	 to	 create	 chapter	 categories.	 These	
headings	 and	 subheadings	 will	 cover	 the	 main	 areas	 of 	 your	
ancestors’	lives	–	or	yours	if 	you’re	writing	about	your	own	life	–	
and	might	be	broken	down	into:	

•	 Childhood	 (parents,	 siblings,	 games,	 pets,	 neighbourhood,	
holidays).

•	 Schooling	 (teachers,	 friends,	 sports,	 academic	 achievements,	
trips,	exams,	school	plays).

•	 Career	(workplace,	colleagues,	wages,	training,	hours,	boss).

•	 Marriage	 (partner,	 engagement,	 wedding,	 honeymoon,	 first	
home).

•	 Parenthood	(pregnancy,	early	years,	starting	school).

•	 Retirement	(golden	handshake,	hobbies,	grandchildren).

Final points
Everyone’s	history	 is	made	up	of 	an	assortment	of 	big,	and	not	
so	 big,	 experiences.	Our	 families	 have	 played	 a	 small	 part	 in	 all	
kinds	 of 	major	world	 events,	witnessing	 these	 things	 first	 hand.	
We’ve	each	had	a	starring	role	in	smaller,	local	and	more	personal	
episodes	too,	and	tales	of 	these	events	–	sad,	chilling,	amusing	or	
downright	 incredulous	–	and	the	places	and	people	 involved,	are	
what	makes	each	story	unique.	

Writing	 a	 basic,	 chronological	 family	 history	 is	 one	 thing,	
but	who’s	going	 to	remember	 the	human	elements,	 the	opinions	
and	 beliefs,	 family	 customs	 and	 traditions,	 or	 Granny’s	 recipes,	
superstitions	and	cure-all	remedies,	if 	you	don’t	write	about	them?	

Times	move	 rapidly	 and	 it	 becomes	 impossible	 for	 younger	
family	members	to	imagine	what	life	was	like	for	their	‘elders’.	It’s	
important	 that	we	pass	on	our	family	stories	and	 legends;	 future	
generations	will	be	grateful	that	we	did.	

So go on – 
write the story of your life!

Maureen Vincent-Northam wrote and tutored the 
online workshop Write up Your Tree. She’s the 
author of  The Greatest Genealogy Tips in the World 
and co-author of  The Writer’s ABC Checklist.  
www.maureen-vincent-northam.co.uk
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Sheila Bugler: 
The Synopsis Doctor
The synopsis of Rats, Troopers and Time by JW Hicks

Jane	sent	through	two	versions	of 	her	synopsis	for	me	to	look	
at.	A	quick	read	of 	each	told	me	she’d	already	put	a	lot	of 	work	into	
these.	They	both	read	well,	although	I	had	some	reservations	(see	
comments	in	red	left).

I	suggested	that	I	give	her	detailed	feedback	on	each	one	and	
we	used	those	comments	as	the	basis	for	further	work.

Looking	first	 at	 the	 longer	 synopsis	 (Version	1),	 I	 thought	 it	
was	 a	 good	 summary	 of 	 Jane’s	 novel.	 I	 thought	 it	 lacked	 spark,	
though,	and	it	didn’t	make	me	want	to	pick	up	the	book	and	read	it.	
Jane	had	included	quotes	from	the	novel	throughout.	For	me,	these	
didn’t	work	and	it	felt	like	a	lazy	way	of 	getting	her	‘voice’	across.	
However,	I	loved	the	concept,	Jane’s	use	of 	language	and	her	main	
character,	Bit.

I	thought	Jane’s	shorter	synopsis	(Version	2)	was	good	as	well.	
It	opened	with	a	great,	one-sentence	summary	of 	the	novel.	I	liked	
this.	I	also	liked	the	length	–	short	and	sharp.	However,	again,	I	felt	
the	writing	style	didn’t	reflect	what	I	imagined	was	in	the	novel	and	
suggested	Jane	take	another	look	at	this.

I	really	thought	we	were	nearly	there	when	–	out	of 	the	blue	
–	 Jane	 sent	 through	 something	 completely	 different.	Wow.	 This	
one	(Version	3)	knocked	my	socks	off.	It	 totally	gripped	me	and	
gave	me	a	real	feel	for	the	novel	and	its	characters.	Between	us,	we	
tweaked	it	until	we	were	both	happy.	For	me,	this	final	version	is	a	
cracker.	After	reading	it,	I	can’t	wait	to	see	the	novel	itself.

Original Version One
A	Rats	Troopers	and	Time	-	a	journey	from	one	world	to	the	next,	
beginning	in	the	future,	ending	in	the	past.	[Is	the	title	‘A	Rat’s…’	or	
‘Rat’s….?	I	don’t	understand	the	relevance	of 	the	‘A’	here.	It	looks	
like	a	typo.	If 	not,	you	need	to	use	lower	case	for	Rat’s	Troopers	
and	Time	here.	Do	you	see?]

Synopsis:-	[don’t	need	this]	CASS	is	sick,	lying	in	a	make-shift	
shelter	 after	 burying	 her	 father.	He	 died	 at	 the	 onset	 of 	 winter	
after		[you	use	‘after’	twice	in	quick	succession]	leaving	the	city.	As	
opponents of  the New Order Party and denied ration cards and 
work	warrants,	they	settled	at	the	city’s	edge,	scavenging	for	food	
and	attempting	to	live	off 	the	land.

General	Julius	Templeton	[His	name	in	CAPS]	assumed	power	
at	the	Crack-Up,	when	a	‘flu	pandemic	rocked	the	world.	Backed	by	
his	troopers	he	holds	New	Britain	in	an	unbreakable	grip.	He	calls	
opponents	of 	his	draconian	methods,	‘rats weakening the ship of  state.’ 
These	RATS	fight	in	packs,	guerrilla	style.

Cass	 is	 found	 by	ONE	EYE,	 a	 Rat	 scout.	 She	 attacks	 him,	
despite	her	weakness.	‘Still yourself, fighter,’ he says. ‘You bin honourably 
captured.’	[I	don’t	like	these	inserted	quotes.	You	should	be	able	to	
write	a	synopsis	without	them.]

Appreciating	her	fighting	spirit	he	takes	her	into	the	Whip	Tail	
[CAPS	again?]	tribe.	To	remain	a	Rat	she	must	win	a	name	through	
Trial	-		she	has	to	enter	trooper	territory	and	return	with	items	that	
will	aid	survival.

She	 is	 successful	 and	 re-named	Bitch Singer [CAPS] of  the 
Whip	Tails,	 aka	BIT,	 she	mates	with	STRIKER,	a	 survivor	of 	 a	
trooper-culled	tribe.

On	her	first	patrol	as	leader	[when	did	she	become	leader?] she 
is	wounded,	 lures	the	attackers	from	her	pack-mates	and	goes	to	
ground.	She	 is	befriended	by	a	tame	ferret,	she	names	BROWN.	
Brown	accompanies	her	back	to	camp.	‘Brown’s a fixture. Striker’s used 
to her smell and Brown’s stopped nipping him when he nestles close.’ 

A	month	on	and	The	Whip	Tails	are	betrayed	to	the	troopers	
and	 most	 Rats	 are	 killed	 or	 captured.	 One	 Eye,	 Bit’s	 mentor,	
escapes.	Bit	and	Striker	are	micro-chipped,	sterilised	and	taken	to	
different	Citizens	Reclamation	Centres	to	be	‘cured’	of 	rebellious	
thoughts	 and	 turned	 into	 compliant	 workers.	 Bit	 adopts	 a	 dull-
witted	 persona,	 becoming	 ‘the	 simpleton	who	 enjoys	 dirty	 jobs,	
who	works	till	told	to	stop.	Just	another	useful	piece	of 	equipment.’	
Brown	hides	in	service	ducts,	hunts	outside,	but	refuses	to	leave	Bit.	
Re-education	completed,	Bit	and	Striker	are	reunited	at	 the	slave	
auction	and	are	bought	by	Spartax.	She’s	ex-fighter-turned-trainer,	
whose	 teams	 fight	 in	 Templeton’s	 crowd-pleasing	 gladiatorial	
contests.	 In	Spartax’	compound	they	meet	KAI	an	ex-thief 	who	
becomes	as	close	as	a	brother	to	them.	

The	growing	 success	of 	Spartax’	Ravens,	 and	her	popularity	
with	 the	 wagering	masses,	makes	 Templeton	 plan	 her	 downfall.	
Forewarned	 of 	 attack,	 Spartax	 frees	 her	 fighters	 and	 they	 head	
for	 land	outside	the	general’s	control.	Losses	are	sustained	but	a	
core	survive	helped	by	a	re-discovered	One	Eye.	However	all	are	
captured	when	 the	 troopers	 eventually	 attack	 in	 force.	Brown	 is	
killed.	Bit,	Striker,	Kai	and	One	Eye	are	condemned	to	the	Labs	
for	the	experimentation	required	to	prove	Templeton’s	theory	of 	
time	manipulation.

This	agonising	process	translates	Bit’s	essence	fifty	years	into	
the	past,	to	a	world	with	a	different	history.	She	wakes	occupying	
the	body	of 	Dorrie	Hart,	a	housewife	injured	in	a	traffic	accident.	
Dorrie	 is	married	 to	GABE,	 and	 has	 a	 three-year-old	 daughter,	
BRONWEN.	

As	Bit	adjusts	to	her	new	body,	she	plans	escape.	Discovering	
that	Dorrie	 and	Bronwen	were	 fleeing	Gabe	 at	 the	 time	 of 	 the	
accident,	makes	her	think	again.	How	can	she	abandon	the	child	
who	has	taken	Brown’s	place	in	her	heart?	Bit	confronts	Gabe	over	
his	domineering	attitude,	but	he	alludes	to	Bronwen	warning	Bit	‘to	
behave’.	Bit	understands:		...	‘I’m	a	good	little	wifey	and	the	snake	
pit’s	empty.	Act	independent	and	Bron’s	in	with	the	rattlers.’		

The	old	Bit	would	have	culled	him	without	a	second’s	thought,	
but	 now	 she	merely	 says	 ‘It’s	 over,	Gabe.	 Think	 I	 need	 a	 knife	
to	cull	a	mouse	like	you?	See	these	fin	gers?	Pushed	through	the	
softness	of 	eyeballs,	they	have.	These	hands	have	snapped	necks.	
Think	I’d	jib	at	culling	you?’		Backed	into	a	corner	he	agrees	to	a	
divorce.	Bit	lets	him	live.	‘This	world’s	changing	me.	For	better	or	
worse?’

After	the	divorce	Bit	joins	a	volunteer	group	visiting	recovering	
coma	patients.	She	relates	stories	of 	Rat	life	to	a	man	injured	in	a	
motor	cycle	 accident.	The	 stories	 strike	 a	 chord;	 the	patient	 is	 a	
translated	Striker.	

Bit’s	words	bring	the	story	to	a	close:-		‘Welcome	home,’	I	say,	
hugging	him	so	tight	I	think	he’ll	break.	A	picture	of 	Kai	and	One	
Eye	bursts	into	my	mind.	‘Two	found	and	now	just	two	more	to	
go,’	I	tell	my	love,	my	Rat,	my	Striker.

Original Version Two
Rats,	Troopers	and	Time,	a	 journey	from	one	world	to	the	next;	
beginning	 in	 the	 future,	 ending	 in	 the	past.	 [LOVE	THIS	ONE	
SENTENCE	SUMMARY]

New	 Britain	 -	 General	 Julius	 Templeton	 is	 in	 control	 and	
London’s	in	ruins.	Cass	and	her	father	head	for	open	country.	

Her	father	dies	at	first	frost,	leaving	Cass	sick	with	raging	fever	
from	her	nail-stuck	hand.

Rescued	by	One	Eye,	a	rebel,	she	joins	the	Rats	and	wins	the	

name	Bitch	Singer	by	undergoing	Trial.	
Bit,	and	her	mate	Striker,	are	captured	and	sold	as	Gladiators	to	

be	trained	for	Templeton’s	New	Arena	Games.
Escaping,	they	lead	their	fellow	prisoners	into	the	wild	country	

to	carry	on	the	fight	against	Templeton.	This	time	when	they	are	
captured	they	are	sent	to	the	Labs,	where	they	undergo	experiments	
to	prove	the	General’s	theory	of 	time	manipulation.

After	one	session	Bit	 recovers	consciousness	50	years	 in	 the	
past,	her	mind	lodged	in	a	stranger’s	body	-	a	coma	victim,	Dorrie	
Hart.	Bit	also	learns	that	she	is	living	in	an	alternate	time-stream.

Her	 determination	 to	 run	 as	 soon	 as	 she	 is	 fit,	 is	 hampered	
by	 her	 growing	 closeness	 to	 Dorrie’s	 three	 year	 old	 daughter,	
BRONWYN	 [ADD],	 rendered	 speechless	 in	 the	 accident	 that	
injured	Dorrie.

That,	together	with	the	fact	that	Dorrie’s	husband	is	an	abusive	
control	 freak,	means	 that	 she	 cannot	 leave	 the	 child.	Alone	 she	
could	disappear,	but	encumbered	with	a	child	and	with	the	father	
alerting	the	Law?

But	 using	 Rat	 cunning	 together	 with	 her	 Arena	 skills,	 she	
convinces	[why	italics?]	Gabe	to	agree	to	a	divorce,	and	buys	a	home	
for	her	and	Bronwen	with	the	settlement.

Volunteering	as	a	hospital	helper,	she	meets	a	recovering	coma	
patient,	 and	discovers	 that	he	 is	 a	 fellow	 transposee;	none	other	
than	her	love,	her	Rat...	her	Striker.

Jane,
I	think	with	this	synopsis	you’re	very	nearly	there.	

Things	I	like	with	this	one:
•	 Brevity	–	it’s	short	and	sharp
•	 Language	 –	 feels	 like	 it’s	 in	 keeping	with	 the	 language	 of 	 the	
book	itself

Areas	that	need	work:
•	 It	reads	a	little	too	much	like	one	line	summaries	all	put	together.	
I	 think	 you	 need	 a	 stronger	 narrative	 thread	 running	 through	
this.

•	 It	still	feels	a	little	too	much	like	a	step	by	step	summary	rather	
than	an	overall	FLAVOUR.	Do	you	see	what	I	mean?

Like	I’ve	already	said,	 think	about	 the	blurb	at	 the	back	of 	your	
book	as	the	starting	point.	This	is	GOOD	but,	it	just	needs	some	
joining	 up.	 At	 the	 moment,	 you’ve	 got	 sentence	 +	 sentence	 +	
sentence,	etc	but	it	doesn’t	quite	add	up	to	a	polished	piece.	Not	
yet.	Nearly	there,	though!
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Final Version
Rats,	Troopers	and	Time,	a	 journey	from	one	world	to	the	next;	
beginning	in	the	future,	ending	in	the	past.

Mirrors	lie.	They	turn	you	mad.	Ya	gotta	fight	‘em.

I	 wake	 every	morning	 chanting,	 I’m	 Bit	 of 	 the	Whip	 Tails	 and	
I’m	Rat.	Then	I	try	the	mirror.	And	every	frinking	day	she’s	there.	
Dorrie	Hart,	that	round	faced	slug	with	her	blue-eyed	stare.	She’s	
no	 thin-faced	 tribesman,	 no	 freedom	 fighter,	 no	 trooper	 killer.	
She’s.	Not.	Me.

Medics	lie.	They	twist	your	brain.	Ya	gotta	fight	‘em.

They	tell	me	I	belong	in	this	fake	world,	that	I	woke	from	a	coma,	
brain	fuzzed,	forgetful.	They	tell	me	the	shifty-eyed	frink	named	
Gabe	is	my	husband,	the	speechless	kid	my	daughter.	They	say	the	
old	guy,	Henry,	is	my	father.	Lies,	all	lies.

Truth	is,	I	buried	my	father	under	a	pile	of 	stones	to	keep	the	curs	
from	cracking	his	bones.	Truth	is,	Templeton’s	med-techs	robbed	
me	of 	my	chance	of 	kids	when	they	neutered	me	and	Striker,	my	

Whip	Tail	mate.

This	ain’t	no	lie,	I	swear.

Home	with	Gabe	and	the	kid,	I	bide	my	time,	gathering	knowledge,	
building	 strength.	 Soon	 as	 I’m	 fit	 I’ll	 run,	 get	 from	 this	 make-
believe	life	and	find...	

What?	My	own	world?	How?

There	 are	 no	 ruined	 cities	 here.	No	 Sickness	 that’s	 killed	whole	
populations.	No	General	Templeton	 taking	control	and	crushing	
all	 nay-sayers,	 and	 no	 accursed	 med-techs	 using	 ‘experimental	
research	into	time	travel’	as	an	excuse	for	torture.	Wonder	if 	they	
ever	imagined	the	experiment	would	succeed?	

Striker,	One-Eye	and	Kai	were	sent	to	the	labs	with	me	-	the	last	
survivors	of 	our	tribe.	Are	they	here,	in	this	time-stream,	lost	same	
as	me?	

I’ll	find	out.	

I’ll	find	them.	

Now	that	is	the	frinking	truth.		

 

 

Jane’s journey.
My	original	outline	was	a	blow	by	blow	account;	 factual,	correct	
and	utterly	boring.	It	was	lifeless	and	I	despaired.	The	second	was	
an	 abridged	version,	not	quite	 so	packed	with	 facts.	 I	 submitted	
both	 to	Doctor	Syn	and	 she	agreed	with	my	assessment.	Where	
was	the	flavour,	the	MC’s	voice?	

Wiping	the	two	versions	from	my	mind	I	read	the	book	again,	
with	Dr	Syn’s	caveats	 in	mind.	 	I	read	and	pondered,	 then	spent	
a	 fair	 old	 time	 filling	 pages	 of 	 my	 new-bought	 notebook	 with	
pencilled	sentences	and	crossings	out.	 In	vain	I	searched	for	 the	
killer	syn.

That	night	I	went	to	sleep	having	instructed	my	brain	to	work	
something	out.	Well,	 it	must	have	been	 listening	because	when	I	
got	the	notebook	out,	next	morning,	the	third	synopsis	poured	on	
to	the	page.

I	sent	it	off 	to	the	doc,	she	advised	a	few	tweaks	and	blammo	
-	job	done.	

Jane.	

Meridian Writing Spring Competition
Story:	 max	3,000	(no	lower	limit)	on	any	theme/genre
Fee:	 £5
Prizes:	 £100,	£50,	and	£25,	
Closing	Date:	 31st	March,	2010
Details:	 www.meridian-writing.co.uk

Biscuit Publishing International Short Story Prize
Story:	 1000-5000	words.	
Fee:	 £10	online	or	£11	for	cheques.	
Prizes:	 £1500
Closing	Date:	 14th	April	2010
Details:	 http://www.biscuitpublishing.com

The Yeovil Literary Prize 2010
Novel:		 Synopsis	and	Opening	Chapters	
Fee:	 £10
Prizes:		 1st	£1000,	2nd	£250,	3rd	£100

Short	Story:		 max	2,000	words
Fee:	 £5
Prizes:		 1st			£500				2nd			£200				3rd			£100

Poetry:		 40	lines	max
Fee:	 £5	;	£8	for	2	;	£10	for	3
Prizes:		

Closing	Date:	 31st	May	2010
Details:	 http://www.writing-competition.co.uk

Bridport
Short	Story:		 max	5,000	words
Fee:	 £7
Prizes:		 1st	£5000,	2nd	£1000,	3rd	£500,

Poetry:		 42	lines	max
Fee:	 £6
Prizes:		 1st	£5000,	2nd	£1000,	3rd	£500,

Flash	Fiction:		 250	words	max
Fee:	 £5
Prizes:		 £1000

Closing	Date:	 30th	June	2010
Details:	 http://www.bridportprize.org.uk/rules.htm

Essex Poetry Festival Open Competition
Poem:		 40	lines	on	any	subject
Fee:	 £6	each	or	£20	for	five	
Prizes:	 1st	Prize	£1000,	2nd	£500,	3rd	£250 
	 and	3	runner-up	prizes	of 	£50
Closing	Date:	 30th	July	2010
Details:	 www.essex-poetry-festival.co.uk/compa.html

Competitions

A	competition	for	flash	fiction.

When	it	comes	to	prizes,	it	often	seems	
as	though	flash	fiction	is	the	poor	relation	
of 	competitions.	The	time	seems	right	to	
inaugurate	a	flash	fiction	competition	where	
the	prize	money	reflects	the	skill	required	to	
encapsulate	an	entire	story	in	just	500	words.

This	quarterly	open-themed	competition,	
judged	by	Simon	Whaley,	has	a	closing	date	
of 	31st	March	2010.	The	results	will	appear	
on	the	website	on	or	before	15th	May	2010.

Entry fee: 
£5	for	one	story,	£8	for	two	stories

Prizes will be awarded as follows:
First:	£250	
plus	publication	in	Words	with	JAM

Second:	£100

Third: £50

Highly commended: 
A	copy	of 	The	Writer’s	ABC	Checklist

The	three	winning	entries	will	be	published	
on	Lorraine	Mace’s	website.

Payment	options	and	entry	instructions	can	
be found on the website HERE

The competitions listed here are all run 
by independent parties and not Words 
with JAM. However, Flash 500 is being 
run by Lorraine Mace and judged by 
Simon Whaley, and Words with JAM are 
pleased to have been asked to publish 
the winning entry in the June issue.
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Apprenticeships  
in Fiction 2010
A one-year professional development programme 
for first-time novelists

Deadline: 31st May 2010

Adventures	 in	 Fiction	 is	 proud	 to	 present	 five	 subsidized	
placements	for	first-time	novelists	of 	commercial	and	literary	
fiction,	including	one	for	crime,	one	for	fantasy	and	one	for	
fiction	 for	 children	 and	 young	 people	 (9+/teenage).	 The	
placements,	which	have	an	 individual	value	of 	over	£2,750	
will	take	the	form	of 	an	apprenticeship	with	a	professional	
writer	working	 in	a	 similar	genre.	The	five	apprentices	will	
be	 selected	 from	 open	 competition	 by	 a	 panel	 of 	 experts	
including	 Hannah	 Westland	 from	 leading	 literary	 agency	
Rogers,	Coleridge,	White.			

The	 scheme	 is	 supported	 by	Arts	 Council	 England.	 In	 its	
first	 four	years,	 it	has	already	resulted	 in	 three	publications	
and	referred	eight	writers	to	literary	agents.	Six	writers	have	
secured	funding,	two	from	Arts	Council	England,	to	support	
placements.	

Apprenticeships	 in	 Fiction	 aims	 to	 encourage	 diversity,	
excellence	and	originality.	

For	further	information	go	to	
http://www.adventuresinfiction.co.uk/apprenticeships

http://
http://www.lorrainemace.com/index_files/flash500.html#
http://www.adventuresinfiction.co.uk/apprenticeships
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Submitting a  
non-fiction proposal
By Lorraine Mace
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We hear so much about what to include and how to 
submit novels to agents and publishers, that it’s 
almost a case of information overload. However, for 
writers of non-fiction books the information on what to 
include and when to submit it is much harder to find.

You’d	 be	 forgiven	 for	 thinking	 there	 couldn’t	 be	 much	
difference	between	the	two	forms	of 	submission,	but	that	isn’t	the	
case	at	all.	If 	you	have	a	non-fiction	book	idea,	you	need	to	forget	
almost	everything	you’ve	learned	to	do	with	submitting	novels	and	
start	again	from	scratch.

Non-fiction shouldn’t be completed in 
advance
Nearly	all	the	submission	requirements	for	a	non-fiction	book	are	
completely	different	to	a	novel	–	but	the	most	important	difference	
is	how	much	of 	the	book	to	write	before	trying	for	a	publishing	
deal.	Most	of 	us	are	fully	aware	that	there	is	little	point	in	submitting	
the	opening	chapters	of 	a	work	of 	fiction	unless	you	have	already	
written,	revised	and	rewritten	the	entire	book	at	least	twice.	This	is	
because,	if 	you	are	fortunate	enough	to	be	asked	for	the	rest	of 	the	
manuscript,	you	need	to	be	able	to	send	it	off 	immediately.

In	 the	 case	 of 	 non-fiction,	 the	 opposite	 applies.	 It	 is	 better	
by	far	not	to	write	the	book	before	submitting	a	proposal,	or,	 if 	
you	have,	not	to	say	so	in	your	initial	approach.	A	publisher	who	
is	 interested	 in	 the	basic	 idea	may	want	 you	 to	deal	with	certain	
aspects	 in	 a	 different	 way	 to	 your	 outline.	 If 	 you	 have	 already	
written	the	book,	this	could	mean	lots	of 	wasted	time	and	effort	
on	your	part	because	you’d	need	to	take	it	in	a	different	direction,	
but,	worse	still,	the	publisher	might	end	up	rejecting	the	proposal	
because	 he	 feels	 the	 completed	work	 is	 not	 suitable	 for	 his	 list.	
Giving	the	publisher	an	outline	of 	your	intentions	opens	the	door	
for	dialogue	that	could	well	result	in	a	publishing	deal.

So what should go in your proposal?
Covering letter
You	need	a	covering	letter,	as	with	fiction,	addressed	to	the	correct	
person	 in	 the	 publishing	 house.	 If 	 you	 can’t	 find	 out	 who	 this	
should	be	from	their	website,	it’s	worth	picking	up	the	phone	and	
asking.	 If 	 you	can	get	your	proposal	on	 the	 right	desk	 from	the	
outset,	you’ve	already	cleared	the	first	hurdle.

While	on	the	phone,	ask	if 	you	can	submit	your	proposal	by	

email	 –	 if 	 yes,	 do	make	 sure	 you	 get	 the	 correct	 email	 address.	
You	don’t	want	 your	 carefully	worded	 submission	 to	 languish	 in	
the	filing	clerk’s	inbox	with	no	chance	of 	it	ever	making	its	way	to	
the	correct	computer.

The	 letter	 or	 email	 should	 start	 with	 a	 one-paragraph	 hook	
which	 encapsulates	 the	 essence	 of 	 your	 idea.	 Next	 you	 should	
briefly	describe	the	target	audience,	the	gap	in	the	market,	and	say	
why	you	are	the	right	person	to	write	the	book.	Give	the	working	
title	 and	 estimated	word	 count.	 Say	whether	 the	book	would	be	
illustrated	–	and	if 	yes,	the	form	of 	illustrations	and	who	would	be	
responsible	for	supplying	them.

If 	you	are	sending	your	submission	by	snail	mail,	do	remember	
to	 include	 an	 addressed	envelope	with	 sufficient	postage	 for	 the	
return	of 	the	proposal.

The actual proposal
The	proposal	 starts	with	 a	 title	 page,	 goes	 on	 to	 give	 details	 of 	
what	your	book	is	all	about,	including	any	unique	selling	points	and	
then	states	how	you	intend	to	handle	the	subject	matter.	It	should	
also	include	a	section	covering	the	competitors	in	the	marketplace,	
a	 section	 on	 marketing	 aims,	 an	 author’s	 biography,	 a	 table	 of 	
contents,	 a	 chapter	 by	 chapter	 synopsis,	 and	 one	 or	 two	 sample	
chapters,	depending	on	the	publisher’s	requirements.	The	sections	
below	cover	each	of 	these	items	in	more	detail.

Title Page
This	 contains	 your	 contact	details,	 the	 title	of 	 the	work	 and	 the	
(estimated)	 completed	word	 count.	 You	 should	 also	 include	 the	
proposed	delivery	date	by	adding	a	line	along	the	lines	of:	Delivery	
within	six	months	of 	signing	contract,	or	whichever	time	span	you	
feel	is	appropriate	and,	most	importantly,	achievable.	There	is	no	
point	in	saying	you	can	deliver	within	a	set	number	of 	months	if 	
you	know	that	 isn’t	going	to	be	possible.	You	might	well	get	 the	
deal	by	lying,	but	publishers	really	don’t	take	kindly	to	authors	who	
don’t	deliver	when	they	say	they	will.

Competition
Say	which	books	you	see	as	competition	and	why	your	book	will	fill	
a	niche	not	covered	by	any	of 	them.	Or,	if 	your	book	is	along	very	
similar	lines	to	existing	titles,	state	why	yours	is	better.	Never	run	
your	competitors’	work	down,	simply	stress	where	you	feel	yours	is	
superior	or	covers	a	gap	in	the	market.

Marketing
Start	by	giving	a	detailed	account	of 	 the	prospective	market	and	
how	you	see	your	work	tapping	into	that	audience.	For	non-fiction	

work	it	has	always	been	necessary	for	authors	to	be	actively	involved	
in	the	marketing	of 	their	title,	but	in	the	current	climate	it	is	more	
important	than	ever	to	let	the	publisher	know	that	you	are	not	only	
willing	to	get	involved,	but	also	that	you	have	the	contacts	to	get	
some	much-needed	publicity	once	the	book	is	published.

You	need	 to	 include	details	of 	how	you	will	 be	 able	 to	help	
with	marketing	your	material.	Say	which	magazines	you	can	write	
for,	which	 organisations	 you	 can	 approach	which	 are	 connected	
with	your	book’s	subject	matter,	list	local	events	you	could	organise	
or	 attend	 as	 a	 speaker,	 and	 suggest	 radio	 stations	 that	 could	 be	
approached	to	publicise	your	work	as	a	local	author.	

In	short,	include	any	information	which	shows	your	willingness	
to	self-promote	your	work.

Biography
An	author	biography	is	always	written	in	the	third	person.	Keep	it	
fairly	short,	but	make	sure	that	it	establishes	your	credibility,	both	as	
a	writer,	and	as	someone	qualified	on	your	book’s	subject.	Include	
any	experience	which	touches	on	the	book’s	theme,	as	well	as	any	
writing	credits.

Table of contents
The	 table	 of 	 contents	 shows	 how	 you	 intend	 to	 organise	 your	
material.	You	need	to	give	a	list	of 	all	the	proposed	chapters,	with	
titles	and	subtitles,	if 	appropriate.

Chapter by chapter synopses
Within	 the	 table	 of 	 contents	 you	 need	 an	 outline	 of 	what	 each	
chapter	is	going	to	cover.	You	will	need	to	supply	a	brief 	description	
of 	 each	 chapter,	 trying,	where	possible,	 to	use	 the	 same	 tone	 as	
you	have	used	 in	writing	 the	sample	chapters.	 In	other	words,	 if 	
the	book	is	humorous,	make	sure	that	comes	through	in	the	mini-
synopses.	 If 	 it’s	 going	 to	 be	 a	weighty	 tome,	 intent	 on	 showing	
how	to	achieve	world	peace	 in	a	single	weekend,	adding	humour	
would	be	totally	inappropriate	–	unless,	of 	course,	you	are	covering	
politics	from	a	comic	angle.

As	 an	 example,	 the	 following	 is	 a	 small	 section	 from	a	non-
fiction	humour	proposal:

… and so to France
“Other	people	just	go	on	holiday,	why	can’t	you?”

I’ve	never	yet	been	to	a	foreign	destination	without	imagining	
what	it	would	be	like	to	live	there.	An	idyllic	trip	to	France	proved	
to	be	no	 exception	–	 four	months	 later	we	were	packed	up	 and	
ready	to	move.

Losing the Plot
French	 estate	 agents	 may	 have	 sexier	 accents	 than	 their	 British	
counterparts,	 but	 they’ll	 still	 try	 to	 sell	 you	 something	 even	 a	
homeless	chicken	would	turn	its	nose	up	at.

Gîte Alors!
After	a	two	day	drive	and	a	night	spent	in	a	hotel	room	that	bore	
close	 resemblance	 to	 a	 prison	 cell,	 we	 reached	 the	 gîte	 late	 on	
Sunday	evening	when	all	shops	were	firmly	closed,	only	to	discover	
a	few	essentials	were	not	provided	–	such	as	towels	and	bed	linen.

Sample chapter or chapters
Unlike	 fiction,	 with	 a	 non-fiction	 book	 proposal,	 it	 isn’t	 always	
necessary	 to	 submit	 the	 opening	 chapters.	 Unless	 these	 are	
specifically	requested,	you	could	send	the	chapters	you	consider	the	
strongest.	However,	make	sure	that	you	only	 include	the	number	
of 	chapters	the	publisher	requires.	If 	this	information	isn’t	readily	
available	 on	 their	 website,	 this	 is	 another	 question	 to	 ask	 when	
telephoning	to	find	the	editor’s	name	and	email	address.

To summarise:
•	 It	 is	 better	 not	 to	 have	 written	 the	 book	 before	 submitting	 a	
proposal	for	a	non-fiction	book

•	 The	proposal	is	your	sales	pitch	and	needs	to	be	strong

•	 Give	the	purpose	of 	the	book	and	show	the	tone	you	intend	to	
take

•	 State	why	the	book	is	needed

•	 Say	why	you	are	qualified	to	write	on	the	subject

•	 Detail	your	target	market

•	 Name	competing	titles	and	give	reasons	why	your	book	is	better

•	 List	chapter	headings

•	 Give	a	short	synopsis	of 	each	chapter

•	 Unless	the	publisher	requests	opening	chapters	you	can	send	the	
chapter or chapters you consider to be the strongest

The above information was adapted from The Writer’s ABC Checklist (Accent 
Press Jan 2010) by Lorraine Mace and Maureen Vincent-Northam
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Could My Book Be  
a Whisper Book?
By Catriona Troth
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Whisper books are the holy grail of the publishing 
industry – a book which, without any particular 
‘hype’, appears out of nowhere to become a runaway 
bestseller.  A book which people buy and read 
just because someone else tells them how bloody 
marvellous it is.

The	 example	 everyone	 will	 quote	 is	 Harry Potter and the 
Philosopher’s Stone.	 	 Hard	 though	 it	 is	 to	 imagine	 at	 this	 remove,	
back	in	1997,	Bloomsbury	had	just	taken	a	punt	on	an	unknown	
writer	and	a	manuscript	eight	other	publishers	had	rejected.		They	
presumably	expected	to	make	a	respectable	number	of 	sales	with	it,	
but	no	one	imagined	it	would	become	a	worldwide	phenomenon.		
Certainly,	 it	didn’t	have	any	massive	publicity	machine	behind	 it.		
But	children	started	reading	it.		They	started	telling	other	children	
about	it.		And	like	the	perfect	meme,	the	news	spread.

Of 	course,	the	whole	point	about	whisper	books	is	that	they	
are	 essentially	 random.	 	 If 	 it	 were	 possible	 to	 predict	 just	 what	
combination	of 	zeitgeist	and	great	writing	would	cause	this	kind	of 	
reading	explosion,	every	publisher	in	the	business	would	be	saving	
themselves	a	fortune	in	marketing.		On	the	other	hand,	it	can’t	hurt	
(can	it?)	to	maximise	the	chances	of 	your	book	being	talked	about.

But	what	 can	 you,	 the	 author,	 do?	 	 I	 assume	 that	 you	 don’t	
have	 the	marketing	 resources	 of 	Mega	Global	Acme	Publishing	
behind	 you,	 or	 you	 wouldn’t	 be	 bothering	 to	 read	 these	 pages.		
You’ve	written	your	book,	you	or	your	publisher	have	designed	an	
eye-catching	and	appropriate	killer	cover,	you	have	written	a	killer	
blurb,	 you’ve	 seen	 it	 trickle	 into	 a	 few	 bookshops	 and	 libraries.		
These	 days,	 you’ve	 probably	 also	 got	 a	webpage,	 a	 blog,	maybe	
even	a	Twitter	feed.		Surely	you’ve	done	everything	you	can?

Well,	maybe	not.	 	Here	 are	 a	 few	 ideas	 for	 things	 you	could	
try	to	increase	your	book’s	exposure	and	maybe,	just	maybe,	start	
people	talking	about	your	book.

BookCrossing
BookCrossing	is	a	simple	and	brilliant	idea,	
kicked	off 	by	Ron	Hornbaker	in	the	USA	
in	2001.		The	basic	concept	is	that	you	take	
a	book	that	you’ve	enjoyed,	register	it	with	
the www.bookcrossing.com	 ,	get	a	unique	
ID	code,	and	then	leave	it	somewhere.		It	
could	be	just	a	random	place	–	like	a	park	
bench	or	a	railway	station	–	or	it	could	be	a	registered	BookCrossing	
Zone.		

When	a	new	 reader	picks	up	 the	book,	 they	will	find	a	note	
like	this:

I’ve registered this book at BookCrossing.com so I can track its 
journey through this world. Please go to www.BookCrossing.
com/123-456789 to let me know you found it, then read it 
and/or pass it on for someone else to enjoy. Thank you!

This	 could	 be	 a	 simple	 hand	written	 note,	 one	 of 	 the	 site’s	
own	labels	[downloadable	for	free	from	http://www.bookcrossing.
com/labels],	or	a	label	you’ve	designed	yourself.

After	 that,	 you	 can	 track	 your	 book’s	 progress	 around	 the	
world.	 	 BookCrossing	 currently	 has	 more	 than	 850	 thousand	
registered	users	in	over	130	countries.		More	than	6	million	books	
have	been	registered	on	the	site.		It	also	has	forums	for	readers	to	
discuss	the	books	they	have	enjoyed.		

I	 expect	 if 	 you	 have	 been	 lucky	 enough	 to	 have	 your	 book	
published,	you	will	have	strong-armed	just	about	every	friend	and	

relation	you	could	find	into	buying	a	copy.		But	much	as	you	might	
like	to	wander	into	their	houses	any	time	in	the	next	ten	years	and	
be	able	to	see	your	book	still	taking	pride	of 	place	on	their	shelves,	
might	it	not	serve	your	writing	career	even	better	if 	at	least	some	
of 	those	friends	were	to	register	their	copies	with	BookCrossing	
and	get	the	book	OUT	THERE	for	other	readers	to	enjoy?

If 	you	are	considering	self 	publishing,	this	could	be	an	even	
greater	opportunity.		Chances	are,	you’ll	have	a	few	blank	pages	at	
the	back	of 	your	book.		Why	not	use	at	least	one	of 	them	to	print	a	
copy	of 	the	BookCrossing	registration	form	permanently	into	the	
book?		All	the	first	reader	of 	each	copy	has	to	do	is	to	register	with	
the	website,	write	the	ID	number	they’re	given	onto	the	form	and	
send	the	book	on	its	way.

Readers’ Recommendations
Of 	 course,	 you	 can	 have	 your	 book	 lurking	 in	 BookCrossing	
Zones	all	over	the	world,	but	you	still	need	a	reader	to	pick	it	up	
and	take	it	with	them.

You	know	what	it’s	like.		You	see	a	book	by	an	author	you’ve	
never	heard	of,	 and	you’re	not	 sure.	 	Should	you	pick	 it	up?	 	 Is	
it	worth	the	risk?	 	You	have	precious	 little	 time	for	reading	and,	
frankly,	life	is	too	short	to	waste	reading	a	book	that	turns	out	to	
be	a	total	dud.

If 	there	is	one	thing	that	will	encourage	most	readers	to	pick	up	
a	book,	it’s	a	recommendation	from	someone	you	trust.		Amazon	
knew	 this	when	 they	 set	up	 their	website,	 and	 that	 is	why,	 right	
from	the	start,	they	set	up	functions	like	“Customers	Who	Bought	
This	Item	Also	Bought…”

I	 touched	 on	 this	 subject	 in	 my	 last	 article	 ‘What	 Makes	 a	
Reader	 Choose	 YOUR	 Book?’	 where	 I	 mentioned	 that	 some	
libraries	provide	bookmarks	on	which	readers	can	write	comments	
about	the	book	they	have	just	read.		Someone	browsing	can	flick	
to	the	readers’	comments	and	get	a	feel	for	whether	this	is	a	book	
that	would	appeal	to	them.		

Again,	 though,	 why	 wait	 for	 someone	 else	 to	 provide	 that	
facility?	 	Why	not	provide	a	space	at	 the	back	of 	your	book	for	
where	readers	can	write	their	comments?		(Again,	self 	publishers	
have	 a	 bit	 of 	 an	 advantage	 here,	 as	 they	 can,	 if 	 they	 choose,	
incorporate	something	within	the	binding	of 	the	book.		Otherwise	
you	could	always	design	a	sticker	or	bookmark	to	be	enclosed	with	
individual	copies.)

Another	way	 to	get	 your	book	 talked	about	would	be	 to	 try	
and	get	it	reviewed	on	book	recommendation	websites.		Amazon,	
of 	course,	is	an	obvious	example.		I’ve	listed	a	few	others	in	the	
sidebar.	 	 But	 one	 that	makes	 it	 very	 easy	 for	 readers	 to	 upload	
their	 reviews	 of 	 books–	 and	which	 has	 a	 front	 end	 that	makes	
it	 particularly	 fun	 to	 browse	 –	 is	 http://www.reader2reader.net.	
You	can	upload	your	own	reviews,	comment	on	others’	reviews	or	

BookCrossing Zones can be found all over the 
UK.  I live about thirty miles outside of London, 
at the end of a commuter line, and I would have 
been willing to bet that my nearest Zones would 
all be in London.  I was pleasantly surprised to 
discover several within a few miles of where I live!

But the areas of the UK where BookCrossing 
really seems to have taken off are Derbyshire and 
Nottinghamshire.  Both counties are well out in 
front of Greater London.  So if you live in either 
of those areas – keep your eyes peeled.  You may 
well stumble on one of those ‘books in the wild.’

http://www.bookcrossing.com/hunt/3/travel_

A few on-line sites to find book
recommendations:

http://www.whatshouldireadnext.com/search

http://www.whichbook.net/  

http://www.goodreads.com/

Publishers know 
very well that 
getting people 
talking is the 
key to promoting 
new writers.  
Competitions 
like Amazon 
Rising Stars allow 
publishers to 
showcase what 
they consider 
their best new 
talent, and allow 
readers to review 
their books and 
vote on those they 
consider the best.
On Amazon:

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Amazon-Rising-
Stars/b?ie=UTF8&node=697384

On Bookseller:

http://www.thebookseller.com/news/95519-
amazons-rising-stars-shortlist-announced.html

http://www.bookcrossing.com
http://www.bookcrossing.com/labels
http://www.bookcrossing.com/labels
http://www.reader2reader.net
http://www.bookcrossing.com/hunt/3/travel_
http://www.whatshouldireadnext.com/search
http://www.whichbook.net/
http://www.goodreads.com/
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Amazon-Rising-Stars/b?ie=UTF8&node=697384
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Amazon-Rising-Stars/b?ie=UTF8&node=697384
http://www.thebookseller.com/news/95519-amazons-rising-stars-shortlist-announced.html
http://www.thebookseller.com/news/95519-amazons-rising-stars-shortlist-announced.html
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create	lists	of 	favourites,	all	of 	which	will	then	guide	other	readers	
to	find	books	they	might	like	too.	(One	word	of 	warning	though	–	
there	is	no	facility	to	edit	what	you	have	put	up,	so	make	sure	you	
check	your	entry	BEFORE	you	submit	it!)

Putting It All Together
Of 	course,	you	can	twist	your	friends’	arms	to	upload	glowing	

reviews	on	 sites	 like	 these.	But,	 in	 the	 end,	 it’s	 strangers	picking	
up	 your	 book,	 loving	 it,	 and	 telling	 others	 about	 it	 that	 makes	
a	whisper	book.	 	 So	 always	make	 it	 as	 easy	 as	possible	 for	 your	
readers	to	pass	the	word	on.		

I’ve	included	a	simple	example	of 	a	form	you	could	use	at	the	
back	of 	your	book.		For	me,	the	key	things	for	such	a	form	are:

•	 DON’T	leave	too	big	a	space	for	comments	–	people	will	be	put	
off 	it	they	think	they	are	being	asked	to	write	an	essay.

•	 DO	mention	 other	 ways	 to	 let	 people	 know	what	 they	 think	
about	the	book	(but	don’t	be	pushy	about	it)

•	 DO	provide	 some	way	of 	 giving	 some	 information	 about	 the	
reviewers	 likes	 and	 dislikes.	 	 After	 all,	 if 	 someone’s	 favourite	
book	is	bloodcurdling	thriller,	you	may	not	be	too	bothered	if 	
they	hated	a	lyrical	love	story,	but	you	might	listen	more	closely	
to	their	opinion	on	the	latest	crime	story.

Like	this	book?	Hate	it?	 
Tell	other	readers	what	you	thought	about	it:

I	thought	this	book	was	most	like:

My	favourite	book	is:

Want	more	people	to	know	about	it?	You	could	always	
upload	a	review	at	www.reader2reader.net 

Hmm...which group? 
By Adam Bailey
There are three types of writers, 
thus three types of writing groups. 
Friendly, Drunken, and Pretentious.

Friendly	 Groups	 meet	 in	 the	
community	centre.	The	community	centre	
sits	 midway	 between	 church	 and	 pub	 in	
the	moral	 spectrum;	 it’s	 where	 sober	 folk	
go	 to	 be	 naughty	 (every	 Friendly	 has	 at	
least	one	OAP	specializing	 in	 erotica)	 and	
where	 alcoholics	 go	 to	 be	 good	 (there	
will	 be	 nightly	 AA	meetings).	 Of 	 course,	
experienced	writers	know	that	AA	meetings	
follow	much	 the	 same	 lines	 as	 Friendlies:	
someone	speaks	out	loud,	no	one’s	entirely	
sure	what	 they’re	 rambling	on	about,	 then	
everyone	 claps	 and	 remarks	how	well	he’s	
progressing.	You	don’t	want	 to	 attend	 the	
AA	 meeting	 by	 mistake	 though,	 so	 first	
have	a	look	inside	at	the	members	and	see	
if 	 they	 resemble	 famous	writers.	Pugilistic	
war-horses	 (Hemmingway)?	 Alien-esque	
dream-beings	 (Stephen	 King)?	 Are	 they	
Scottish	 (J.K.	 Rowling)?	 If 	 yes,	 that’s	 the	
AA	meet.

A	 local	 writer	 of 	 some	 merit	 will	
organize	 the	 Friendly	 although	 their	
credentials	 will	 remain	 forever	 difficult	 to	
ascertain,	since	you	feel	you	shouldn’t	really	
ask.	Over	 time	you	 learn,	one	 thing	 is	 for	
sure,	he’s	had	a	number	of 	articles	accepted	
in	 Country	 Life.	 And	 you	 can’t	 say	 fairer	
than	that.	

Overall	 the	 Friendly	 is	 a	 wonderful	
world	 of 	 praise	 and	 belonging.	 However	
it	 starts	 to	 get	 a	 little	 disconcerting	 that	
nearly	 everyone	 in	 your	 group,	 hitherto	
anonymous	 faces	 of 	 the	 community,	 are	
writing	ghoulish	serial	killer	gore-fests.	

If 	 you’re	 a	 Drunken	 Writer,	 and	
chances	 are	 you	 will	 be,	 join	 a	 Drunken	
Group.	 They	meet	 in	 pubs!	 There	 are	 no	
downsides,	 certainly	 not	 for	 about	 ten	
years	anyway,	at	which	point	your	liver	goes	
postal;	not	a	peep	for	years	and	then	total	
meltdown.

Anyway,	 all	 that	 can	 wait	 because	
most	 importantly,	 you’ve	 finally	 found	 a	

community	 of 	 writers	 who’ll	 understand	
you.	 You’re	 a	 drunkard!	 And	 obviously	
they’re	 all	 experienced	 writers	 too,	 been	
sending	 out	 their	 work	 for	 years,	 so	 they	
all	 know	 the	 formula.	 This	 is,	 roughly,	
one	 acceptance	per	 thirty	 form	 rejections.	
Indeed,	Sir,	a	blend	like	this	is	simply	made	
to	be	a	cocktail:	just	add	drink.

So	 things	 are	 going	well	 then.	That	 is	
until	 you	 arrive	 and	 your	 already	 sensitive	
writer’s	confidence,	which	veers	(artistically)	
from	 genius	 to	 joke	 with	 each	 step,	 soon	
sees	that	the	other	members	arriving	at	the	
same	 time	 are	 all	 vivaciously	 charismatic,	
in	 fact	 just	 like	 writers	 should	 be.	 Ok,	
you	 don’t	 mind	 distinguished	 authors	 like	
Salman	Rushdie	 and	 Jordan	 charming	 the	
world’s	pants	off,	but	surely	these	Drunken	
Writers	are	all	just	jobbing	wannabees.	The	
net	 effect	 is:	 you’re	 a	 mundane	 loser.	 In	
your	inside	coat	pocket	you	crunch	up	the	
poem	 you’ve	 been	 clutching	 like	 hope	 to	
your	breast.

But	of 	course,	it	all	makes	sense.	Pubs	
are	 expensive,	 especially	 for	 artist-types,	
and	they’ve	all	just	sank	a	couple	in	the	off-
license	car	park	beforehand.	They’re	pissed!	
Watch	how	you	quickly	gargle	a	double	and	
in	no	time	become	loquacious	Martin	Amis.	
Smokin!	Another	and	you’re	Hemmingway.	
Take	that!

If 	you’re	a	Pretentious	Writer	however,	
things	are	more	difficult.	

There	 are	 plenty	 of 	 Pretentious	
Groups.	 They	 meet,	 pretentiously,	 after	
hours	in	a	local	bookshop.	Obviously,	they	
would	meet	in	a	church	if 	the	bible	wasn’t	
so	impossibly	clichéd.	Deus	et	machina	on	
every	page;	genre	stuff.	 If 	 the	Pretentious	
Group	 is	 in	 London	 they	 meet	 in	 a	
bookshop	on	Brick	Lane.	While	the	shop	is	
still	open.	Shockingly	postmodern,	no?	

No.	Pretentious.
Unfortunately	 Pretentious	 Groups	

consider	 themselves	 above	 new	 members	
and	 adopt	 a	 vetting	 process	 akin	 to	 Park	
Avenue	 landlords.	 As	 if 	 the	 group	 is	 an	
Olympiad	 control	 area,	 it’ll	 make	 you	

provide	 a	 sample	 before	 you	 can	 take	
another	step.

Another	problem	is,	if 	you’re	allowed	to	
join,	and	you	won’t	be,	you’ll	pay	a	weekly	
fee that soon adds up to enough to have 
not	too	long	ago	bought	a	deposit	for	a	flat	
in	Brick	Lane.	Before	twats	like	this	arrived	
and	pushed	up	prices.

So	 you’re	 a	 Pretentious,	 but	 what	
do	 you	 do?	 Do	 you	 apply?	 The	 thing	
is,	 Pretentious’s	 aren’t	 used	 to	 rejection.	
Hence,	 they’re	 Pretentious.	 They’ve	 never	
sent	out	their	work	to	agents,	competitions,	
publishers,	 anywhere.	Partly	because	 that’s	
not	what	 they’re	about,	 their	writing	 is	 far	
too	 complicated	 for	 anyone	 other	 than	
fellow	Pretentious’s	to	appreciate.	Putting	it	
in	the	contaminated	hands	of 	those	who’ve	
never	 been	 cleansed	 by	 the	 poetry	 of 	
Ma’on	Ma’aa’oon,	or	‘witnessed’	the	aurora	
borealis	whilst	riding	a	lama,	vulgarizes	the	
whole	process.	And	also	it’s	partly	because	
they’ve	 noticed	 that	 when	 someone	 reads	
their	 work,	 their	 nose	 bleeds.	 The	 effect	
of 	reading	it	is	like	being	hit	over	the	head	
repeatedly	 by	 the	 Complete	 Works	 of 	
Twatface.

The	 thing	 is,	 and	 this	 is	 something	
that	every	writer	knows	of 	course…	every	
writer	is	at	some	point	Pretentious.	Until,	in	
fact,	the	day	they	receive	their	first	rejection.	
That’s	when	you	think	maybe	writing	advice	
you	keep	being	given	has	something	about	
it	after	all.

Therefore	if 	you’re	a	Pretentious,	apply	
to	 join	a	Pretentious	Group.	They	will	say	
no	–	it’s	a	rejection	of 	sorts	and	you’re	well	
on	your	way.

Obviously,	there’s	only	one	way	to	take	
rejection	–	become	a	Drunken.	

Which	you	will	be,	steadfastly,	until	your	
hand	starts	shaking	and	you	keep	dropping	
your	pen	in	public.	So	then	wave	goodbye	
to	these	years	of 	reckless	ambition,	and	join	
a	Friendly.

Or	 the	AA.	Either	way,	 life’s	 about	 to	
give	you	a	massive	pat	on	the	back.

In	the	last	couple	of 	weeks,	with	the	help	of 	some	friends,	
I	have	 ‘released’	 ten	books	on	BookCrossing	 in	different	
locations	across	the	UK.		Just	for	fun,	I	thought	I	would	
give	you	the	ID	numbers,	so	you	can	see	what’s	happened	
to	them	since	(if 	anything).		I’ll	be	adding	more	books	as	I	
go	along,	so	this	is	just	for	starters.

If 	you	want	to	follow	my	journal	entries,	my	profile	in	
BookCrossing	 is	Kat-WWJ.	 	Go	 to	 http://bookcrossing.
com/referral/Kat-WWJ		and	click	on	‘All	Books’.

•	 433	–	7820361:		Atonement,	by	Ian	McEwan,	 
released	@Amersham,	Bucks,	26th	February	2010

•	 433	–	7820362:		Tyranny	of 	the	Blood,	by	Jo	Reed,	 
released	@Bristol,	13th	March	2010

•	 433	–	7820363:		Peace	Like	a	River,	by	Leif 	Enger,	 
released	@	Leeds,	1st	March	2010

•	 433	–	7820364:		Getting	Back	Brahms,	by	Mavis	Cheek,	 
released	@	Nuneaton,	6th	March,	2010

•	 433	–	7820365:		Beach	Beneath	the	Pavement,	by	
Roland	Denning,	released	@	Regents	Park,	26th	
February	2010

•	 433	–	7820366:		Shining	Hero,	by	Sara	Banerji,	 
released	@Luton,	27th	February	2010

•	 433	–	7820367:		Gentlemen	&	Players,	by	Joanne	
Harris,	released	@Manchester	5th	March	2010

•	 433	–	7820368:		The	Learning	Curve,	by	Melissa	
Nathan,	released	@Euston	Station,	26th	February	2010

•	 433	–	7820369:		The	Golden	Notebook,	by	Doris	
Lessing,	released	@	Clitheroe,	2nd	March	2010

•	 433	–	7820370:		Salmon	Fishing	in	the	Yemen,	by	Paul	
Torday,	released	@Euston,	1st	March	2010

•	 433	–	7820364:		Getting	Back	Brahms,	by	Mavis	Cheek,	 
released	on	the	train	to	Liverpool,	5th	March,	2010

•	 433	–	7820367:		Gentlemen	&	Players,	by	Joanne	
Harris,	released	@	Nuneaton,	6th	March	2010

WHY	 NOT	 JOIN	 IN?	 	 If 	 you	 release	 a	 book	 on	
BookCrossing,	or	if 	you	pick	up	a	book	‘in	the	wild’,	why	
not	tell	Words	With	Jam	about	it?		We’ll	keep	an	eye	your	
book’s	progress,	and	tell	other	readers	about	its	adventures.

Want to download a copy of this form 
to use in your own book? Click here

http://bookcrossing.com/referral/Kat-WWJ
http://bookcrossing.com/referral/Kat-WWJ
https://docs.google.com/fileview?id=0B1LUS8aMXzE0ZmEyYjAyYjItODkyMi00ZDU1LTk4OTYtMWE1NTFjOTllNTAz&hl=en
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Dan Holloway runs the “hold a self-
publisher to account” column, 
singled out for its transparency and 
helpfulness by Digital Book World, 
on his blog, www.agnieskasshoes.
blogspot.com, at the start of every 
month. He gives a breakdown of 
all the sales, downloads, activity, 
and media coverage for his self-
published book, Songs from the 
Other Side of the Wall, over the 
preceding month. He appears on 
social media bible Mashable’s list 
of 100 top authors on Twitter, and 
has guest blogged on sites such 
as Loudpoet, Editor Unleashed, 
How Publishing Really Works, and 
NovelR. Here, he explains how not 
to use social media to promote your 
book.

This article would not have been 
possible without the help and 
support of Anne Lyken-Garner, 
fellow member of Year Zero Writers, 
the savviest person I’ve met in the 
blogosphere, proud possessor of 
and contributor to three amazing 
blogs – Sunday’s Child Lives Here; 
Relationship Supermarket; and A 
Blogger’s Books.

OK,	 now	 you	 have	 a	 wonderful	 blog.	
It	 looks	 amazing.	 What	 you’ve	 written	 is	
groundbreaking	 at	 the	 very	 least,	 and	 you	
are	 managing	 to	 produce	 content	 of 	 a	
similarly	high	standard	at	least	twice	a	week.	

But	still	you	haven’t	had	“the	knock”.	In	
fact,	you	haven’t	had	a	comment.	Well,	aside	
from	 that	 one	 your	 best	 mate	 Carol	 sent	
you	 saying	 “oh	 how	 lovely”	 because	 you	

kept	telling	her	about	 it	over	spritzers.	It’s	
pretty	dispiriting.	We’re	often	led	to	believe	
that	having	a	blog	is	the	key	to	success,	but	
it	 isn’t.	It’s	the	first	step	of 	what	may	well	
be	a	road	to	nowhere.	“If 	you	build	it,	they	
will	come”	may	work	 for	baseball	pitches,	
but	sadly	it	doesn’t	for	blogs.	On	the	other	
hand,	 there	 are	 things	 you	 can	 do	 to	 get	
people	reading.	And	don’t	forget	to	keep	up	
producing	great	content!

It’s	time	to	think	about	the	second	stage	
of 	blogging:

Getting your blog read
Tell People you’re there!

It	sounds	obvious,	but	very	few	people	
will	 come	 and	 read	 what	 you’ve	 got	 to	
say	 unless	 you	 tell	 them	 you’re	 there.	 Of 	
course,	 how	 to	 do	 that	 seems	 daunting.	
But	actually,	much	of 	it	is	just	the	same	as	
telling	Carol	 you’ve	 got	 a	 new	 blog	while	
you	sip	spritzers.	

The	 most	 effective	 ways	 of 	 telling	
people	 you’re	 there	 aren’t	 really	 telling	 at	
all.	After	all,	you	didn’t	drag	Carol	off 	the	
street	and	say	“you	don’t	know	me	but	I’ve	
got	 this	 really	 cool	 blog	 about	 writing.”	
Well,	maybe	you	did,	but	if 	so	the	chances	
are	“oh	how	 lovely”	wasn’t	 the	 full	 extent	
of 	her	comment.	

Most	 of 	 what	 you	 do	 to	 tell	 people	
about	 your	 blog	 is	 exactly	 the	 same.	 It’s	
not about coshing strangers over the head 
and	 saying	 “read	 this!”	 What	 would	 be	
the	point?	You	want	people	to	come	back	
to	 your	 blog	 again	 and	 again,	 to	 tell	 their	
friends	and	share	the	job	of 	spreading	the	
word	with	you.	And	the	way	 to	do	 that	 is	
to	build	relationships	with	people	who	are	
interested	in	the	same	things	you	are.

You	 may	 have	 heard	 the	 phrase	 Web	
2.0,	 or	 “platform”.	 They	 can	 mean	 a	 lot	
of 	 things,	but	 in	a	nutshell	 they	express	a	
simple	fact	of 	human	nature	–	we’re	nosey	

and	 gregarious	 creatures,	 we	 humans.	
In	 your	 “real”	 life	 you	 don’t	 (probably,	
anyway!)	 go	 to	 the	 same	 shop	 every	 day,	
speak	 to	 the	 shopkeeper,	 then	 go	 home;	
and	 repeat	 the	same	routine	every	day.	At	
least	if 	you	do,	you	probably	realise	you’re	
missing	out	on	 a	whole	wealth	 and	depth	
of 	experience.	

Well,	it’s	the	same	with	the	web.	To	get	
the	most	out	of 	it,	you	need	to	go	to	more	
than	one	place.	You	need	more	than	just	a	
blog.	It	seems	like	that	takes	a	 lot	of 	time	
and	effort,	but	just	keep	thinking	of 	it	like	
your	everyday	life	–	it	seems	like	an	effort	
to	go	 to	 the	gym,	or	 the	park,	or	 to	hang	
out	in	a	bar,	but	none	of 	these	things	really	
takes	much	 time,	 and	 the	 reward	 you	 get	
in	terms	of 	new	friends	and	experience	 is	
disproportionately	high.

In	 the	 coming	 months	 we’ll	 have	 a	
look	 at	 how	 to	 go	 about	 this	 meeting	
people	exercise,	but	you	should	think	about	
opening	accounts	with	sites	like	Twitter	and	
Facebook.

Make your blog easy to 
find 
People	 search	 the	 internet	 all	 the	 time	
looking	for	material	that	interests	them.	In	
theory	 this	 is	 fantastic,	 because	 it	 means	
you	don’t	have	 to	go	out	 and	find	people	
who’d	love	your	blog.	They	can	come	and	
find	you.	Unfortunately,	it’s	not	that	simple.	
There	are	lots	and	lots	of 	sites	doing	similar	
things	that	compete	for	people’s	attention.	
For	 example,	 if 	 you	 search	 Google	 for	
“indie	fiction”	 you	will	 get	 over	 5	million	
results.	You	are	a	very	small	needle	in	a	very	
large	haystack.

But	there	are	things	you	can	do	to	help	
people	find	 you	 through	 search	 engines.	 I	
want	to	look	at	the	two	most	 important	–	
keywords	and	tags.

Blogs Part 2: Ever feel like 
you’re talking to yourself?
By Dan Holloway

Keywords: 
These	are	 the	 things	 that	people	 type	 into	
search	 engines	 when	 they’re	 looking	 for	
things.	They	can	be	words,	like	“writing”	or	
phrases,	like	“contemporary	urban	fiction”.	
You	can	learn	a	lot	about	what	exact	terms	
people	search	for	 through	the	site	Google	
Adwords,	 and	 its	 keywords	 tool.	This	will	
tell	you	exactly	how	often	people	use	terms.	
Once	you	know	this	you	can	make	sure	to	
put	 lots	 of 	 these	 keywords	 and	 keyword	
phrases	 in	 the	 “about	 this	 blog”	 section,	
or	 the	 blog’s	 homepage,	 to	 increase	 the	
chances	 of 	 people	 coming	 across	 it	 by	
chance.

Tags: 
In	both	blogger	and	Wordpress,	you	will	see	
a	 little	box,	either	 to	 the	side	of,	or	at	 the	
bottom	of,	 your	post.	 It	will	 invite	you	 to	
add	“tags”	to	your	post.	Like	keywords,	the	
tags	you	add	to	your	post	will	help	search	
engines	 to	 match	 your	 posts	 to	 readers	
looking	 for	what	 you’re	writing	 about.	So,	
like	keywords,	you	should	use	all	the	words	
and	phrases	you	can	that	people	interested	
in	what	you’ve	got	to	say	might	be	looking	
for.	They	needn’t	 be	 anything	 at	 all	 to	 do	
with	 the	 actual	 words	 in	 the	 article.	 For	
example,	 if 	 you	 write	 about	 celebrity	
culture,	 you	 might	 write	 about	 different	
people	 each	week,	 but	 people	who	 search	
for	Katie	 Price	would	 probably	 always	 be	
interested	 in	 what	 you	 have	 to	 say	 –	 so	
use	“Katie	Price”	as	a	tag	every	time.	Tags	
give	you	a	freedom	for	lateral	thinking	that	
keywords	don’t.

Adding widgets
One	thing	you	can	do	to	attract	readers,	

is	to	add	things	to	your	blog	called	widgets	
(not,	as	I	grew	up	thinking,	those	things	in	
the	 bottom	 of 	 beer	 cans	 that	 make	 your	
canned	pint	creamy,	but	simply	a	cute	word	
for	add-ons).	Both	Wordpress	and	Blogger	
allow	you	to	add	all	kind	of 	gadgets	to	your	
site.	That’s	 great.	But	 there	 are	only	 three	
I	would	really	recommend	for	a	beginner:

1. Followers list  
This	 is	a	Blogger	rather	 than	a	Wordpress	
feature,	 but	 if 	 you’re	 using	 Blogger	 it’s	
invaluable.	 You	 will	 find	 it	 through	 your	
Blogger	 “dashboard”.	 It	 allows	 people	

simply	to	click	a	button	to	follow	your	blog.	
Why	does	that	matter?	First,	it	means	they	
will	be	told	about	updates	to	your	blog	–	so	
once	you’ve	got	someone	to	read	your	blog,	
you	 can	 keep	 them	 coming	back.	 Second,	
everyone	they	know	will	be	able	to	see	they	
are	following	your	blog	when	they	view	that	
person’s	profile	–	that	will	bring	ever	more	
people	looking.

2. Stat counter
This	is	something	that	tells	you	how	many	
people	have	visited	your	site.	There	are	all	
kinds	of 	things	that	will	do	this	(just	google	
“stat	 counter”	 to	 see	 them).	 But	 the	 very	
best	I’ve	found	is	Google	Analytics	(www.
google.com/analytics).	This	is	very	easy	to	
use	 –	 simply	 create	 an	 account	 (if 	 you’re	
using	gmail	or	Blogger	it	can	be	all	part	of 	
the	same	package,	and	enter	the	address	of 	
your	blog.	This	will	 tell	 you	not	only	how	
many	 people	 visit	 your	 site	 each	 day,	 but	
which	 sites	 they	 come	 from	 to	 get	 there	
and	all	sorts	of 	other	information	that	will	
help	 you	 know	what	 publicity	 is	 working,	
and	what	isn’t,	what	posts	people	enjoy,	and	
which	aren’t	so	appealing.	

3. A blogroll
A	blogroll	is	a	list	of 	other	people’s	blogs.	
If 	you	use	Blogger,	you	will	be	able	to	add	
other	 Blogger	 users	 to	 your	 blogroll	 very	
easily,	simply	by	clicking	“follow”,	but	both	
Blogger	 and	Wordpress	 will	 allow	 you	 to	
add	blogs	one	by	one.	There	are	two	reasons	
why	you	should	add	other	peoples’	blogs	to	
your	 blogroll.	 First,	 it’s	 good	manners.	 If 	
someone	has	followed	your	blog	then	it	 is	
polite	 to	 follow	 theirs	 if 	 they	write	 things	
your	readers	would	be	interested	in.	Much	
of 	 the	 internet	 works	 on	 courtesy	 and	
reciprocity	in	this	way.	Second,	it	is	good	to	
give	your	 readers	 information	about	other	
sites	 they	 might	 find	 interesting.	 If 	 they	
know	 that	when	 they	go	 to	 your	 site	 they	
can	 not	 only	 read	what	 you’ve	 got	 to	 say	
but	 can	 navigate	 to	 lots	 of 	 other	 exciting	
places,	 you’re	more	 likely	 to	 be	 their	 first	
port	of 	call.

Commenting
Become	 part	 of 	 the	 blogging	 community.	
As	 in	 so	 many	 areas	 in	 life,	 on	 the	Web,	
good	manners,	or	Netiquette,	are	a	hugely	
desirable	quality.	One	of 	the	very	best	ways	
you	can	both	show	good	manners	and	get	

people	to	read	your	blog,	or	keep	reading,	is	
through	your	use	of 	comments.

It	 is	 very	 poor	 form	 to	 comment	 on	
other	 people’s	 blogs	 saying	 “come	 and	
read	 my	 great	 blog.”	 It’s	 not	 really	 good	
form	to	mention	what	you	do	at	all	when	
you	 comment,	 except	 as	 it’s	 relevant	 to	
that	 person’s	 blog.	 You	 are,	 after	 all,	 in	
their	 house	 so	 to	 speak,	 and	 you	 should	
act	with	 according	 courtesy.	On	 the	other	
hand,	 if 	you	identify	the	most	widely-read	
blogs	in	your	field,	and	then	regularly	offer	
intelligent	comments	there	about	what	the	
blogger	 has	 said,	 or	 about	 some	 relevant	
aspect	 of 	 the	 subject,	 you	 will	 soon	 find	
yourself 	 attracting	 readers	 to	 your	 site.	
Every	 time	 you	 comment,	 you	 can	 enter	
your	blog’s	address	in	the	form	along	with	
your	name,	so	that	interested	people,	when	
they	click	your	name,	will	find	your	blog.	By	
taking	part	in	the	community	life	of 	other	
bloggers,	you	will	very	easily	and	naturally	
find	 new	 friends,	 and	 by	 making	 your	
comments	 interesting	 you	 will	 draw	 them	
to	your	blog.

When	people	leave	comments	for	you,	
you	should	always	try	to	respond	politely	to	
show	 them	 you	 read	 your	 comments,	 and	
encourage	them	back.	And	remember,	even	
if 	someone	is	rude,	it	can	reflect	very	well	
on	you	to	remain	polite	in	response.

To Summarise
•	 Blogging	 is	 not	 about	 hard	 selling!	 It’s	
more	 like	 a	 great	 social	 life	 with	 good	
friends.	 If 	 there’s	 a	 “sales”	 aspect	 it’s	
more	 like	 a	 party-plan	 than	 double	
glazing

•	 Always	 be	 polite,	 even	 if 	 others	 aren’t	
polite	to	you

•	 Become	part	of 	the	blogging	community	
–	 spend	 time	 commenting	 on	 other	
people’s	blogs

•	 Follow	 other	 people’s	 interesting	 blogs,	
and	 have	 a	 followers	 list	 so	 they	 can	
follow	yours

•	 Always	use	lots	of 	tags	and	keywords	in	
your	blog	posts.

http://www.agnieskashoes.blogspot.com
http://www.agnieskashoes.blogspot.com
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Dear	Editor,
First	 let	me	 congratulate	 you	 all	 on	 a	

job	well	done.	I	have	often	prayed	for	a	free	
on	line	bi	monthly	magazine	that	had	a	load	
of 	stuff 	about	writing	in	it	and	here	it	is	–	
the	answer	to	my	prayers	–	and	no	one	even	
had	to	get	sacrificed	this	time.

I	am	writing	to	you	to	ask	if 	you	or	any	
of 	your	readers	could	offer	me	some	advice.	
I	 shall	 be	 attending	 the	 annual	 Tent	 in	 a	
Muddy	 Field	 Literary	 festival	 near	 Exeter	
this	summer.	 It	will	be	my	second	visit	 to	
the	area	as	I	attended	their	fabulous	Arty/
Rubbish	Jewellery	Making	in	a	Local	Youth	
Club	Building	festival	last	year	–	I	can’t	tell	
you	 how	wonderful	 it	 was;	 I	 mean,	 there	
was	 dancing	 about	 in	 a	 cold	 wet	 field	 in	
the	nip	and	everything.	However,	the	close	
friend	that	drove	me	there	the	last	time	has	
since	died	in	a	freak	sacrificial	accident	and	
so	 sadly	will	 be	 unable	 to	 bring	me	 there	
this	year.	I	wondered	if 	any	of 	your	readers	
were	 going	 and	 could	 possibly	 offer	 me	
some	assistance.

Thank	you	ever	so	much,
Hekabah	Gryffson.

Dear	Editor,
Recently	 while	 scanning	 through	 the	

virtual	 pages	 of 	 your	 virtual	 magazine	 I	
came	across	a	 letter	 looking	for	directions	
to	Exeter.	 Yes,	 I	 thought,	 this	 is	 the	 very	
sort	of 	 thing	 I	may	be	 able	 to	 assist	with	
as	 I	 have	 done	 several	weekends	 away	 on	
orienteering	trips	not	to	mention	my	twenty	
two	 years	 as	 a	 member	 of 	 the	 British	
Caravanning	 and	General	 Traffic	Holding	
Up	 Society.	 However,	 as	 I	 examined	 the	
letter	 more	 closely,	 I	 noticed	 that	 the	
young	 lady	 in	 question	 had	 neglected	 to	
give	us	a	starting	point.	Now,	I	don’t	claim	
to	 be	 an	 expert	 in	 the	 direction	 giving	
department,	more	a	sort	of 	gifted	amateur	
(I	 got	 an	 honourable	mention	 in	 a	 recent	
competition),	 but	 if 	 there’s	 one	 thing	 I	
would	need	in	a	case	such	as	this	it	is	a	point	
of,	 what	 we	 call	 in	 amateur	 orienteering	
circles,	 departure.	 I	 would	 be	 only	 too	
happy	 to	offer	 any	 assistance	 that	 I	 could	
if 	Ms	Gryffson	could	furnish	me	with	that	
simple	detail.

Yours	sincerely,
A.	B.	Usybody

Dear	Editor,
I	 was	 just	 writing	 to	 point	 out	 that	 a	

letter	printed	in	this	issue	of 	your	magazine	
looking	for	directions	neglected	to	mention	
from	 where	 but	 I	 see	 someone	 else	 has	
beaten	 me	 to	 it.	 While	 I’m	 at	 it	 –	 what	
happened	to	her	mate?

Ben Bag

Dears	Ben	and	A	B,
Well	spotted.
Ed

Dear	Editor,
I	was	delighted	to	see	a	letter	I	had	sent	

to	 you	 was	 chosen	 for	 inclusion	 in	 your	
wonderful	 free	 online	 magazine.	 Imagine	
my	embarrassment		as	I	read	over	the	letter	
when	I	realised	that	I	had	neglected	to	point	
out	 that	 I	 am	 currently	 in	 Birmingham.	 I	
hope	that	clears	 things	up	for	Ben	and	A.	
As	for	what	happened	to	my	friend,	well,	it	
was	just	a	silly	accident	–	let’s	 just	say	you	
shouldn’t	ever	drink	and	scythe,	LOL!

Thanks	again,
Hekabah	Gryffson.

Dear	Editor,
Now	that	Ms	Gryffson	has	been	good	

enough	to	furnish	me	with	a	starting	point	
I	 believe	 I	 can	 be	 of 	 some	 assistance.	 I	
believe	it	would	be	best	to	get	onto	the	A	
41	 and	 then	 the	M	 5	 (towards	 the	 South	
West).	Go	straight	past	Worcester,	then	past	
Bristol	and	then	past	Taunton.	Now,	once	
you’ve	done	that	you’ll	want	to	take	exit	31	
for	the	A	30	(Bodmin,	Okehampton).	The	
next	 exit	 you’ll	 be	 looking	 for	 is	 the	 one	
towards	 Exeter	 Exeter,	 Crediton	 –	 the	 A	
377.	At	the	rather	fine	roundabout	take	the	
exit	for	the	A	377		and	as	they	might	say	in	
France,	There	it	is.

I	hope	that	has	been	of 	some	use,
A B Usybody

Dear	Editor,
You	 recently	 printed	 a	 letter	 in	 your	

pages	detailing	directions	from	Birmingham	
to	Exeter.	While	 the	route	mentioned	was	
functional,	 I’m	afraid	 it	 shows	a	 total	 lack	
of 	 imagination	(I	believe	 it	was	sent	 in	by	
a	 caravanner,	 so	 what	 do	 you	 expect?).	
Never	 mind	 exit	 31,	 it	 is	 shorter	 and	 far	

more	picturesque	to	opt	for	exit	29	and	go	
by	Honiton	on	the	A	30(E)	all	 the	way	to	
Exeter	Airport.

Yours	truly,
F	U	Charley

Dear	Editor,
Well,	I	am	so	livid	I	hardly	know	where	

to	 begin.	 I	 read,	 with	 increasing	 anger,	 a	
letter	you	allowed	to	appear	on	your	pages	
suggesting,	 among	 other	 things,	 that	 exit	
29	was	a	better	option	for	Exeter.	Well,	let	
me	tell	you	right	here	and	now,	it	damn	well	
isn’t	–	I’m	sorry	about	the	bad	language,	but	
that’s	 just	how	strongly	 I	 feel.	Mr	Charley	
quite	 clearly	doesn’t	have	 a	 clue	what	he’s	
talking	about.

He	also	made	a	carravannist	 remark.	I	
find	 it	unsettling	 to	 see	 that	 sort	of 	 thing	
in	print.	I	am	so	wound	up	right	now	that	
I	may	even	need	a	second	cup	of 	Horlicks	
before	I	go	to	bed	this	evening.	I	trust	the	
matter	will	be	taken	in	hand.

Yours	sincerely,
A B Usybody

Dear	Editor,
Why do you continue to give space 

to	 the	 caravanning	 twatiness	 of 	A	B?	He	
hasn’t	a	clue.

Yours	etc,
F U

Dear	Editor,
I	do	not	remember	ever	feeling	quite	as	

cross	as	 I	do	at	 this	moment.	 I	have	only	
one	 thing	 to	 say	 to	Mr	 so	 called	 Charley	
and	it	is	this	–	You	sir,	and	I	don’t	say	this	
lightly,	are	a	fucking	bum	stew.	I	 think	we	
can	leave	the	matter	there.

A B

Dear	Editor,
I	just	want	to	thank	your	super	readers	

for	all	their	wonderful	help.	Alas	it	seems	it	
has	all	been	in	vain	as	it	looks	like	I	shall	be	
unable	to	attend	the	Tent	in	a	Muddy	Field	
Literary	 festival	 this	 year	 as	 unexpectedly	
I	have	not	been	granted	parole,	LOL!	Ah	
well,	maybe	next	year.

Thanks	everybody,
Hekabah	Gryffson.

Dear Editor
Letters of the satirical variety

Letters

David from Vancouver sent in the following 
question. I belong to a writers’ group and keep 
hearing that writers shouldn’t use the passive 
voice, but no one can tell me why. What’s 
wrong with the passive voice and why is it such 
a taboo?
Because	new	writers	tend	to	overuse	the	passive	voice,	many	
writing	teachers	advise	their	students	not	to	use	it.	This	has	
resulted	in	lots	of 	confusion,	with	people	condemning	usage	
of 	 the	passive	voice	without	 really	even	knowing	what	 it	 is	–	or	
recognising	 it	when	it’s	used.	However,	 there	 is	definitely	a	place	
for	 it	 in	modern	writing,	so	it	seems	a	shame	that	 it	has	become	
such	a	taboo.

The	passive	voice	differs	from	the	active	voice	because	it	places	
the	emphasis	on	the	result	of 	an	action	or	on	the	receiver	of 	an	
action,	rather	than	on	the	action	itself.	This	is	appropriate	in	cases	
where	the	person	carrying	out	the	action	is	unknown,	unimportant	
or	anonymous.	

A	knife	was	thrown	into	the	room	and	it	hit	Jane.	This	is	passive	
voice.	A	knife	was	thrown	into	the	room	by	John	and	it	hit	Jane,	
is	also	passive	voice,	even	though	we	now	know	that	John	is	the	
knife-throwing	nutter	who	Jane	should	most	probably	have	ditched	
years	before.

However,	John	threw	a	knife	into	the	room	and	it	hit	Jane,	is	
active	voice.

Active	voice	is	more	immediate	and	makes	it	easier	to	visualise	
the	action.	Too	many	sentences	in	the	passive	voice	make	a	written	
passage	wordy	and	dull	and	you	should	limit	your	use	of 	it,	but	that	
doesn’t	mean	it	should	never	be	used.	It	is	particularly	useful	when	
you	don’t	want	to	let	on	who	has	said	or	done	something.

Jane	was	told	John	was	dangerous.	This	is	passive	voice	because	
we	have	no	idea	who	told	Jane	she	should	duck	when	John	turned	
up	 with	 sharp	 objects.	 Jane	 was	 told	 by	 George	 that	 John	 was	
dangerous,	 is	also	passive	voice.	On	the	other	hand,	George	told	
Jane	John	was	dangerous,	is	active	voice.

Either	way,	Jane	should	run	and	John	needs	to	get	help	with	
his	anger	issues.

Elizabeth 
from Whitstable in Kent wants 
to know about sidebars. I sent away for article 
guidelines from one of  the major weekly magazines 
and they say they want sidebars included with 
travel articles. What is a sidebar? 
A	sidebar	is	the	term	used	for	information	which	is	relevant	to	an	
article,	 but	which	 doesn’t	 appear	 in	 the	main	 text.	 For	 example,	
when	writing	a	travel	article,	the	details	of 	how	to	get	to	a	town,	or	
other	information	pertinent	to	the	reader,	such	as	the	tourist	office	
address	and	opening	times.

These	details	appear	to	the	side	of 	the	main	text,	usually	in	a	
box,	to	draw	attention	to	the	information.	Sidebars	can	also	contain	
quotes,	polls	and	lists	related	to	the	article.

The	term	is	used	in	both	newspapers	and	magazines	and	is	also	
now	common	in	web	design,	where	sidebars	are	used	to	make	links	
stand	out	more	readily	against	the	text.

When	submitting	your	article,	the	sidebar	facts	should	be	given	
on	a	separate	page	and	clearly	marked	as	additional	 information.	
Many	 articles,	 but	 particularly	 travel	 pieces,	 are	 enhanced	by	 the	
use	of 	sidebars.	It	is	a	good	idea	to	mention	in	your	query	letter	the	
type	of 	additional	information	you	intend	to	include.

Do you have a question? Email it to  
lorraine@wordswithjam.co.uk with ‘QUESTION’ in the 
subject bar.
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Co-author of The Writer’s 
ABC Checklist, Lorraine 
Mace, answers your 
questions ...

Vanessa Couchman from Caylus, France asked: What recourse do you have if  an editor agrees to publish your article, but then changes his/her mind later on?Providing	 you	 have	 some	 form	of 	 proof 	 that	 the	 article	had	been	commissioned	or	accepted,	such	as	a	contract	or	acceptance	email,	then	you	would	be	able	to	claim	a	kill	fee	if 	the	work	wasn’t	published.This	 applies	 regardless	 of 	 whether	 the	 piece	 was	submitted	on	spec	or	commissioned.	If 	the	editor	has	said	yes,	but	then	decides	not	to	use	the	work	at	a	 later	stage,	the	author	can	submit	an	invoice	for	a	percentage	of 	the	magazine’s	usual	rate,	or	a	percentage	of 	the	amount	agreed	at	 time	 of 	 acceptance.	 The	main	 exception	 would	 be	 if 	work	was	commissioned,	but	the	article	submitted	was	so	poorly	presented	that	the	editor	was	unable	to	use	it.A	kill	fee	is	a	percentage	(usually,	but	not	always,	fifty	per	 cent)	 of 	 the	 original	 fee	 agreed	with	 an	 editor	 for	 a	particular	 piece	 of 	work,	which	 is	 then	 subsequently	 not	published.
Do	 be	 aware	 that	 not	 all	 magazines	 pay	 kill	 fees.	 If 	you	 submit	work	 to	 a	 publication	whose	 guidelines	 state	that	 kill	 fees	 are	 not	 paid,	 you	 have	 effectively	 accepted	their	 conditions,	 and	 therefore	 cannot	 claim	 a	 kill	 fee	 if 	commissioned	work	is	not	used.Acceptance	of 	a	kill	fee	does	not	affect	your	rights	and	you	would	be	entitled	to	resell	that	piece	of 	work	to	a	rival	publication.

mailto:lorraine%40wordswithjam.co.uk?subject=Question%20Corner
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Floccinaucinihilipilification: 
the estimation of something as 
valueless 

Tacenda: things better left unsaid

5’9”: The average height of a 
British adult male

Deipnosophist: someone skilled in 
making dinner-table conversation  

Logodaedalus: one who is cunning 
in the use of words

Last Night in Twisted 
River by John Irving
Review by Jill Marsh
As	far	as	I	recall,	I	have	deliberately	given	
up	on	only	one	other	book	in	my	reading	
lifetime.	I	keep	going	back	to	Don	deLillo’s	
Underworld,	and	will	nail	it,	one	day.	In	order	
to	finish	Shanghai Baby	(Wei	Hui),	And The 
Ass Saw The Angel	(Nick	Cave),	and	Strong 
Motion (Jonathan	Franzen),	I	took	repeated	
breaks	to	gather	enough	patience,	courage	
and	 interest	 respectively.	 But	 after	 four	
valiant	 assaults,	 I	 finally	 admitted	 that	
Orhan	Pamuk’s	Snow	was	not	for	me,	and	
laid	it	down	for	good.	Like	its	title,	I	found	
it	bleak,	blank	and	bitterly	cold.	

So	I’m	not	a	quitter.	
There	 are	 some	 writers	 I	 trust,	

anticipate	their	new	novels	with	glee,	allow	
them	 their	 off 	 moments,	 and	 even	 buy	
them	 in	 hardback.	 Hitherto,	 John	 Irving	
would	have	been	a	shoo-in	to	the	top	ten.	
I’ve	read	and	reread	all	of 	his,	particularly	
A Prayer for Owen Meany and The Cider House 
Rules.	Like	the	best	catch-phrases,	Irving’s	
style	 and	 themes	 become	 endearing	
through	 repetition.	 So	 how	 could	 a	 die-
hard	Irving-ite	fail	to	love	this	last?

It’s	 full	 of 	 it	 -	 wrestling,	 father/son	
dynamics,	 running,	 sexual	 initiation	 by	
older	woman,	bears,	improbable	accidents,	

identity/name,	fiction,	writing	and	authors	
–	check.	

With	 classic	 Irving	 portent,	 it	 begins	
with	an	accident	in	New	Hampshire.

Angel	Pope,	 a	new	kid	 at	 the	 logging	
station,	 falls	 into	 the	 river,	 under	 the	 log	
stream.	 Dead.	 Dominic	 Bacigalupo,	 the	
limping	 cook	 of 	 the	 logging	 station,	 is	
enjoying	 the	 sexual	 attentions	 of 	 Injun	
Jane.	 His	 son,	 Danny,	 believes	 his	 father	
is	 being	 attacked	 by	 a	 bear	 and	 attacks	
the	 hairy	 thing	 with	 a	 skillet.	 Injun	 Jane,	
now	 dead	 as	 a	 dead	 bear,	 was	 the	 local	
cop’s	girlfriend.	Cue	the	fifty-year	flight	of 	
father	and	son	from	the	accident/murder.		
In	Boston,	the	cook,	now	known	as	Tony	
Angel,	 hooks	 up	with	 the	mother	 of 	 the	
dead	logging-accident	kid,	and	works	in	the	
family’s	Italian	restaurant.	Danny	grows	up	
and	 is	 deflowered	 by	 his	 aunt.	 His	 older	
cousins	ensure	he	keeps	his	hand	in.	So	far,	
so	fascinating.

For	some	reason,	Irving	rushes	forward	
to	when	Danny	is	married	with	a	child	and	
a	successful	author.	Did	you	hear	 that?	A	
SUCCESSFUL	AUTHOR.	Whose	 fourth	
book	 made	 him	 successful.	 (For	
non-Irving	 fans,	 here	 are	 your	
crib-notes;	 Irving’s	 fourth	 was	
The World According to Garp.)		He	
writes	 a	book	called	Kissing Kin.	
(Crib-notes:	Hotel New Hampshire 
revolves	 around	 sister	 –	 brother	
sexual	attraction.)	

Inexplicably,	Irving	takes	us	back	and	
forth	through	time,	through	a	long-winded	
series	 of 	 semi-reminiscences,	 frequently	
alluding	 to	 the	 truly	 special	 nature	 of 	
writers.	 The	 author’s	 fascination	with	 the	
author	 and	 what	 others	 think	 about	 the	
author,	 and	 how	 much	 of 	 the	 author’s	
work	 might	 be	 autobiographical	 has	 the	
feel	of 	a	hall	of 	mirrors.	I	gave	up.	

Despite	 my	 manifold	 irritations	 with	
this	novel,	the	charms	of 	my	ex	still	exert	
a	pull.	He	loads	his	narrative	with	symbolic	
augurs,	the	equivalent	of 	a	clever	yet	cynical	
soundtrack;	coincidences	and	accidents	are	
weighted	 with	 tragedy	 but	 relayed	 with	

comedy;	 characters	 are	 warmly	 animated	
to	 the	 point	 where	 we	 believe	 a	 grizzled	
logger	has	opinions	on	a	semi-colon.	

But	I	got	closure.	Literally.	
At	 best,	 the	 purposeful	 parade	 of 	

Irving’s	 habits	 comes	 across	 as	 coy	
manipulation,	 inviting	 his	 acolytes	 to	
applaud	 and	 nod	 knowingly.	 “I	 know,	 I	
know,	what	am	I	like?”

At	 worst,	 there’s	 a	 whiff 	 of 	 self-
aggrandising	 vanity.	 As	 a	 cherished	 and	
established	writer,	he	deserves	a	platform	
for	his	views	on	the	importance	of 	fiction,	
but Twisted River,	as	a	novel,	has	the	smug	
tone	of 	a	man	 looking	at	his	reflection.	I	
have	 all	 Irving’s	 books,	 and	 credit	 them	
with	 raising	 my	 literary	 awareness.	 But	 I	
put	this	one	down	feeling	that	 it	was	one	
large	wink.	

(I	chose	that	last	vowel	with	care.)

REVIEWER RATING: Tacenda
Amazon Paperback Price £7.99

The Magicians by Lev 
Grossman
Review by D Guest

There	is	no	questioning	Lev	Grossman’s	
literary	pedigree:	You	don’t	get	to	be	Time	
Magazine’s	book	critic	without	knowing	a	
thing	or	two	about	the	written	word.	So	it’s	
baffling	as	to	why	he	loads	The	Magicians	

with every poor prose technique 
he	can	 lay	his	hands	on:	Cliché’s,	
repetitions,	 clumsy	 handling	 of 	
point	of 	view	-	not	to	mention	
the	plague	of 	adverbs	and	other	
authorial	intrusions	that	swarm	
on	every	page.	 In	 fact,	 in	 some	

places	it’s	down	right	sloppy	-	the	
stuff 	of 	first	drafts.	

Then	 there’s	 Quentin	 Coldwater,	
our	 leading	 man,	 but	 definitely	 not	
our	 hero.	 He’s	 unlikeable,	 cowardly,	
irritating	and	contradictory.	Grossman	
intimates	 an	 unhappiness	 within	
Quentin,	 implies	 that	 it’s	 the	driving	
force	 behind	Quentin’s	 actions,	 but	
never	explores	or	defines	it,	though	
we do get pages of  introspection on 
Quentin’s	 immediate	 thoughts	 and	
feelings,	only	for	him	to	change	his	
stand	point	at	the	very	next	turn.	

And what can be said of  the 
content?	 Harry	 Potter,	 Lord	 of 	

the	 Rings,	 The	 Chronicles	
of 	 Narnia,	 Star	 Wars:	
Grossman	 pilfers	
elements	from	them	all.	

So	 with	 all	 this	
working	 against	
The	 Magicians,	 why	

could	 I	 not	 put	 it	 down?	
Why	 did	 I	 enjoy	 it?	 I	 want	 to	

believe	 that	 Mr	 Grossman	 is	 sticking	 a	
brave	middle	finger	up	to	the	literary	snobs.	
Can no one ever write another story about 
a	young	wizard?	-	a	fantasy	land	populated	
with	 talking	 animals	 and	 mythical	 beasts?	
Do	all	 leading	men	have	to	be	courageous	
and	 honourable?	 Can	 a	 fantasy	 be	 the	
playground	 for	 philosophical	 and	 (dare	 I	
say)	literary	themes?	

Maybe	Grossman	has	painted	a	truer	(if 	
not sadder) picture of  

what	it	is	to	be	human.	We	are	not	all	heroic.	
We	can	be	indecisive,	cowardly,	despicable,	
dishonourable	and	selfish.	We	all	 think	we	
know	what	the	Something	is	that	will	make	
us	complete,	make	us	happy,	but	in	reality,	
that	Something	probably	doesn’t	exist.	The	
best we can hope for is that we never get 
tired	 of 	 looking	 for	 it.	 It’s	 the	 journey	 to	
Fillory	that	counts	-	just	ask	Quentin.	

If 	nothing	else,	The	Magicians	is	great	
fun	 and	 better	 than	 the	 sum	 of 	 its	 parts,	
and,	unlike	Codex,	has	an	ending.

REVIEWER RATING: Deipnosophist
Amazon Paperback Price £4.52

The Kingfisher by 
Andrew Wrigley
Review by Anne 
Stormont
Readers	 who	 are	 members	 of 	 the	 peer	
review	 writing	 website,	 youwriteon.com,	
will	 be	 familiar	 with	 Andrew	 Wrigley’s	
writing.	 His	 novels	 and	 his	 short	 stories	
have	a	permanent	place	near	the	top	of 	the	
bestsellers	charts	on	that	site.	He	was	also	
a	finalist	in	the	same	website’s	Book	of 	the	
Year	awards	for	2009.

Wrigley’s	 writing	 is	 literary,	 original,	
thought-provoking	and,	above	

What we think  
of some books ...

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/095615350X?ie=UTF8&tag=theboo-21&linkCode=as2&camp=1634&creative=19450&creativeASIN=095615350X
http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/095615350X?ie=UTF8&tag=theboo-21&linkCode=as2&camp=1634&creative=19450&creativeASIN=095615350X
http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0747585857?ie=UTF8&tag=theboo-21&linkCode=as2&camp=1634&creative=19450&creativeASIN=0747585857
http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0747585857?ie=UTF8&tag=theboo-21&linkCode=as2&camp=1634&creative=19450&creativeASIN=0747585857
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The Burning Land by 
Bernard Cornwell
Review by JD Smith
Once	 more,	 Cornwell	 plunges	 us	
into	 the	 Saxon	 world	 of 	 Alfred	
the	Great,	as	narrated	by	his	oath-
sworn	 and	 unwilling	 warrior,	
Uhtred:	a	man	Alfred	both	despises	
and needs in order to secure the 
kingdom	of 	Wessex.

The	fifth	book	in	the	series,	we	
see	Alfred	in	failing	health,	and	his	
successor,	Edward,	 is	his	 father’s	
son:	 quiet,	 pious,	 clever,	 but	
also	 untested	 on	 the	 battlefield	
and	 lacking	 in	 the	 reputation	
needed	to	lead	men	successfully.	
Knowing	 this,	 the	Vikings	who	
have	failed	so	many	times	before	
decide	to	attack	Wessex.

The	 battle	 leads	 to	 a	
bloody	 defeat	 for	 the	Vikings,	
but	 in	 the	 aftermath,	 Uhtred	
suffers	 personal	 tragedy	 and,	
after	 killing	 a	 priest,	 refuses	
to	 succumb	 to	 Alfred’s	
punishment.	He	 breaks	 from	
Wessex,	 reneges	on	his	oath,	
and	returns	to	the	North.	To	
Ragnar.	To	take	Bebbanburg.

The	 Spinners,	 as	 always,	
weave	 a	 different	 fate.	
Uhtred	 might	 have	 broken	
his	 oath	 to	 Alfred,	 but	
another	 oath,	 to	 Alfred’s	
daughter	 Aethelflaed,	 is	
not	 so	 easily	 dismissed.	

Resigned,	Uhtred	returns	south	
and	 takes	command	of 	 the	Mercian	army,	
leading	 them	 in	 battle	 against	 the	Vikings	
once	more.

Cornwell	delivers	what	can	only	ever	be	
described	as	the	gory	reality	of 	what	it	is	to	
stand	on	a	battlefield	amidst	a	blood-thirsty	
enemy	and	fight	until	there	is	nothing	left	but	
victory	or	defeat.	He	does	it	magnificently,	
time	and	again,	each	battle	unique,	each	one	
rewarding the reader with a vivid picture of  
these	long	ago	times.	Anyone	familiar	with	
Cornwell’s	 work	 will	 have	 felt	 the	 putrid	
breath	 of 	 an	 enemy	warrior	 on	 their	 face	
as	they	stand	in	a	shield	wall.	You	will	feel	
it	again	here.

Alfred	is	one	of 	the	most	interestingly	
carved	 characters	 Cornwell	 has	 created.	
Known	 as	 Alfred	 the	 Great,	 he	 appears	

anything	 but	 Great	 to	 the	 reader	 as	 we	
witness	Uhtred’s	unwillingness	to	fight	for	
a	man	who	gives	only	a	begrudging	respect.	
Simultaneously	 we	 see	 the	 slivers	 of 	
cleverness	and	cunning	that	earned	Alfred	
his	title.

The	 pagan	 and	 Christian	 conflicts	 are	
present	and	conveyed	brilliantly	(if 	perhaps	
typically)	as	ever.	Uhtred’s	struggle	with	his	
own	beliefs	and	desires	are	questioned	and	
tested	throughout,	ever	changing,	yet	always	
understandable.	We	are	there	constantly	as	
he	flickers	from	Saxon	to	Viking	and	back	
again.	Knowing	as	we	always	have	that	his	
future	is	inexorably	tied	to	Alfred.

The	story	itself 	isn’t	surprising,	the	plot	
twists	being	subtle	in	places.	But	Cornwell’s	
narrative	 as	 always	 carries	 you	 through	
to	 the	 end	 of 	 the	 book	 with	 a	 satisfying	
hunger	 to	move	onto	 the	next	volume	of 	
Uhtred,	Lord	of 	Bebbanburg’s,	life.

REVIEWER RATING: 5’9” 1/2
Amazon Paperback Price £7.19

The Vengeful Virgin, by 
Gil Brewer (1958)
Review by Sheila Bugler
From	 the	 opening	 line,	 you	 know	
you’re	 in	 classic	 pulp	 fiction	 territory:	 
She wasn’t what you would call beautiful. She was 
just a red-haired girl with a lot of  sock.

So	 Gil	 Brewer	 sweeps	 us	 along	 with	
this	 noir	 tale	 of 	 love,	 lust	 and	murder	 in	
1950s	post-war	America.	From	the	outset,	
you	know	it’s	not	going	to	end	well	for	Jack	
Ruxton,	a	TV	repair	man	who’s	got	it	bad	
for	the	voluptuous,	manipulative,	unhinged	
and	 wonderfully-named	 Shirley	 Angela.	
There’s	 just	 something	 too	 desperate,	 too	
flawed	about	Jack	for	things	to	go	the	way	
he	plans.

Jack	 meets	 Shirley	 Angela	 when	 he’s	
called	 to	 install	 a	TV	 in	 the	 home	of 	 the	
invalid	 tycoon	 Victor	 Spondell.	 Shirley	
Angela	 is	 Victor’s	 step-daughter	 and	
primary	 carer.	 She	 doesn’t	 like	 looking	
after	Victor	but	she’s	got	no	choice.	When	
the	old	man	dies,	she	stands	 to	 inherit	his	
fortune.	In	the	meantime,	all	she	has	to	do	
is	sit	back	and	wait	for	Victor	to	die.

Except	 Shirley	 Angela	 is	 done	 with	
waiting.	Young,	beautiful	and	bursting	with	
life,	she’s	had	enough	of 	Victor.	It	doesn’t	
take	long	for	her	and	Jack	to	come	up	with	a	

plan	that	will	get	Victor	out	of 	the	way	once	
and	for	all.	Half 	mad	with	 lust	for	Shirley	
Angela	 and	 the	 thought	 of 	 all	 that	 cash,	
Jack	will	do	whatever	it	takes	to	help	Shirley	
Angela	get	what	she	wants.	

Jack	 and	 Shirley	 Angela’s	 plan	 seems	
simple	 but,	 like	 all	 good	 crime	 fiction,	
nothing	is	as	it	first	seems.	Especially	when	
you	throw	Shirley	Angela’s	nosy	neighbour	
and	 Jack’s	 vindictive	 ex-girlfriend	 into	 the	
mix.

When	 Victor	 dies,	 it	 doesn’t	 take	 the	
cops	long	to	work	out	that	this	was	no	death	
by	 natural	 causes.	 By	 the	 time	 Jack	 and	
Shirley	Angela	 get	 their	hands	on	Victor’s	
money	 and	 go	 on	 the	 run,	 you	 know	 it’s	
already	too	late	for	them.	

Despite	Jack’s	many	flaws,	you	can’t	help	
rooting	 for	 him	 and	 as	 the	 tragic	 ending	
draws	nearer,	it’s	impossible	to	put	the	book	
down.	You	know	it’s	not	going	to	be	pretty,	
but,	just	like	Jack,	you	keep	going,	
drawn	 relentlessly	 forward,	
right	to	the	bitter	end.

Gil	 Brewer	 was	
a	 prolific	 author	 of 	
noir	 soft	 back	 fiction	
throughout	 the	 1950s	
and	 1960s.	 Originally	
published	 in	 1958,	 The 
Vengeful Virgin	 was	 republished	 i n 
2007	 by	 the	 Hardcase	 Crime	 imprint,	
which	 publishes	 some	 of 	 the	 best	 crime	
fiction	 around,	 from	 lost	 noir	 classics	 to	
contemporary	 novels	 by	 authors	 such	 as	
Ken	 Bruen,	 Stephen	 King	 and	 Lawrence	
Block.	

Even	 if 	 you	 never	 read	 crime	 fiction,	
this	 series	 is	 worth	 a	 look	 for	 the	 covers	
alone	 –classic	 noir	 sleeves	 that	 perfectly	
evoke	the	pulp	style	of 	the	1950s.	If 	you’re	
new	 to	 pulp	 fiction,	 this	 series	 is	worth	 a	
look	and	you	could	do	a	lot	worse	than	start	
with	Gil	Brewer’s	The Vengeful Virgin.

REVIEWER RATING: Deipnosophist
Amazon Paperback Price £4.76

a l l ,	
entertaining.	 So	
it’s	 good	 to	 see	 that	 he	 has	 published	 a	
collection	 of 	 his	 award-winning	 short	
stories.	 He	 has	 called	 the	 collection	 ‘The	
Kingfisher’.

The	Random	House	 reviewer,	 quoted	
on	the	back	of 	the	book,	got	it	right	when	
comparing	the	title	story	of 	this	collection	
to	a	gem.	Indeed	all	the	stories	in	the	book,	
like	 the	 colours	 of 	 the	 kingfisher,	 have	
jewel	like	qualities.	They	are	vivid,	vibrant	
and	varied.	

They	 are	 also	 multi-faceted.	 There’s	
the	stark	violence	and	awful	truths	of 	the	
title	story	-	its	characters	playing	out	their	
own	particular	endings	to	the	‘troubles’	in	
Northern	Ireland.	There	are	 the	poignant	
possibilities	 contained	 in	 ‘Resurrection’,	
when the protagonist gets a second 
chance.	 There’s	 the	 disturbing	 nightmare	
of 	‘Limbo’.	There’s	the	pain,	bleakness	and	

longing	
of 	 ‘The	 Wake	 of 	 the	
Dawn’.	 There’s	 the	
betrayal	 and	 horror	 of 	
‘The	 Admiral’s	 Clock’.	 And	
there’s	the	black,	black	humour	and	raging	
against	the	dying	of 	the	 light	of 	 ‘Autumn	
Flush’.	 This	 last	 one	 is	 my	 personal	
favourite.

One of  the advantages of  a short 
story	 collection	 is,	 of 	 course,	 that	 it	 can	
be	dipped	 in	and	out	of.	And	such	 is	 the	
richness	of 	Wrigley’s	writing,	 it’s	probably	
best	 to	 read	 the	 stories	 over	 an	 extended	

period.	 Each	 story	 merits	
time	 for	 reflection	
before	 embarking	 on	
subsequent	 one.	 The	
stories	also	stand	up	to	
re-reading.	 Being	 able	
to	find	things	you	didn’t	

s p o t 
first	 time	 around	 is,	

surely,	another	mark	of 	quality	and	depth	
in	writing.

Anyone who has tried writing short 
stories	 will	 know	 it’s	 far	 from	 easy.	 But	
as	with	 anyone	 at	 the	 top	of 	 their	 game,	
Wrigley	makes	 the	 art	 of 	 the	 short	 story	
look	deceptively	simple.	

This is indeed a treasure chest of  
beautifully	 worked	 and	 polished	 gems.	 A	
great	example	of 	the	short	story	at	its	best.

REVIEWER RATING: Logodaedalus
Amazon	 Price	 £5.99	 (ISBN:978	 1	 84923	
474	0)

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/095615350X?ie=UTF8&tag=theboo-21&linkCode=as2&camp=1634&creative=19450&creativeASIN=095615350X
http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/095615350X?ie=UTF8&tag=theboo-21&linkCode=as2&camp=1634&creative=19450&creativeASIN=095615350X
http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0747585857?ie=UTF8&tag=theboo-21&linkCode=as2&camp=1634&creative=19450&creativeASIN=0747585857
http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0747585857?ie=UTF8&tag=theboo-21&linkCode=as2&camp=1634&creative=19450&creativeASIN=0747585857
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Submissions
If 	you	would	like	to	submit	a	story	or	poem	for	consideration,,	
or	 think	 of 	 yourself 	 as	 a	 bit	 of 	 a	 columnist,	 please	 visit	 the	
guidelines	 on	 our	 website	 for	 more	 information	 on	 how	 to	
submit	material	to	us.

Reviews
We	are	always	on	the	look	out	for	book	reviewers.	If 	you	would	
like	to	submit	a	review	for	consideration	in	the	next	issue,	email	
it	as	a	Word	attachment	 to	submissions@wordswithjam.co.uk	
-	don’t	forget	to	include	the	book	title,	author,	your	own	name	
and	email	on	the	actual	Word	file	-	very	important,	that!

Your Letters
We	would	like	to	hear	from	you
What	 did	 you	 think	 of 	 the	magazine	 overall?	Which	 feature	
did	you	like	best?	What	would	you	like	to	see	return	in	future	
editions?	Which	article	did	you	find	most	useful?	Which	was	the	
funniest?	These	are	all	questions	we	want	to	know	the	answers	
to;	plus	anything	else	you	have	to	say.	Even	if 	it’s	to	tell	us	the	
whole	magazine	is	crap;	we	still	want	to	know	-	just	don’t	forget	
to say why	...

Email	your	comments	to	editor@quinnpublications.co.uk

We	will	hopefully	post	some	of 	your	feedback	in	the	next	issue.

www.quinnpublications.co.uk     www.wordswithjam.co.uk

Did I hear you say it’s ... 
FREE? 
            Well, considering it is FREE, that’s more than
        likely. However, there is only one way to keep an  
e-zine running, and that’s with readers. Lots of them. So, tell (or force) all 
writers and readers you know to subscribe at www.wordswithjam.co.uk 
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