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				FROM THE EDITOR
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			Welcome to the 40th Edition of Novel & Short Story Writer’s Market! The goal for this edition is much the same as in previous editions: fit as many up-to-date fiction listings as possible while also sharing some helpful craft and business articles.

			The articles on craft cover topics ranging from using out-of-character behavior to make your characters more interesting to writing compelling endings, plus learning to look at your work through the eyes of an editor when revising, as well as choosing the best title for your work. The business articles will help you work better with your editor, keep track of your submissions, and consider diversity in your writing. Plus you’ll find a new collection of inspiring interviews with these incredible authors: romance superstar Beverly Jenkins, Little Fires Everywhere best-selling author Celeste Ng, Puliter Prize–winner Viet Thanh Nguyen, and New York Times best-selling author of Midwives, The Flight Attendant, and Hour of the Witch, Chris Bohjalian.

			The heart of the book, the revised and updated listings sections, are filled to the brim with literary agents, book publishers, magazines, contests, conferences, and more.

			May the resources in this book offer the information and advice you need to find success in your writing journey.

			Yours in writing,

			Amy Jones

			Editor in Chief, Writer’s Digest

			http://twitter.com/AmyMJones_5

		
	
		
			
				HOW TO USE NSSWM
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			To make the most of Novel & Short Story Writer’s Market, you need to know how to use it. And with more than five hundred pages of fiction publishing markets and resources, a writer could easily get lost amid the information. This quick-start guide will help you navigate through the pages of Novel & Short Story Writer’s Market—as well as the fiction-publishing process—and accomplish your dream of seeing your work in print.

			
					
					READ, READ, READ. Read numerous magazines, fiction collections, and novels to determine if your fiction compares favorably with work currently being published. If your fiction is at least the same caliber as what you’re reading, then move on to step two. If not, postpone submitting your work and spend your time polishing your fiction. Reading the work of others is one of the best ways to improve your craft.

					You’ll find advice and inspiration from best-selling authors and seasoned writers in the articles found in the first few sections of this book (Craft & Technique, Interviews, and The Business of Fiction Writing). Novel & Short Story Writer’s Market also includes listings for Literary Agents who accept fiction submissions, Book Publishers and Magazines that publish fiction in a variety of genres, Contests & Awards to enter, and Conferences & Workshops where you can meet fellow writers and attend instructive sessions to hone your skills.

					

					
					ANALYZE YOUR FICTION. Determine the type of fiction you write to target markets most suitable for your work. Do you write literary, genre, mainstream, or one of many other categories of fiction? For definitions and explanations of genres and subgenres, check out the Glossary and the Genre Glossary in the Resources section of the book. Many magazines and presses are currently seeking specialized work in each of these areas as well as numerous others.

					For editors and publishers with specialized interests, see the Category Index in the back of the book.

					

					
					LEARN ABOUT THE MARKET. Read Writer’s Digest magazine; Publishers Weekly, the trade magazine of the publishing industry; and Independent Publisher, which contains information about small- to medium-size independent presses. And don’t forget the Internet. The number of sites for writers seems to grow daily, and among them you’ll find WritersDigest.com.

				

					
					FIND MARKETS FOR YOUR WORK. There are a variety of ways to locate markets for fiction. The periodical section in bookstores and libraries is a great place to discover new journals and magazines that might be open to your type of short stories. Read writing- related magazines and newsletters for information about new markets and publications seeking fiction submissions. Also, frequently browse bookstore shelves to see what novels and short story collections are being published and by whom. Check acknowledgment pages for names of editors and agents, too. Online journals often have links to the websites of other journals that may publish fiction. And last, but certainly not least, read the listings found here in Novel & Short Story Writer’s Market.

				

					
					SEND FOR GUIDELINES. In the listings in this book, we try to include as much submission information as we can get from editors and publishers. Over the course of the year, however, editors’ expectations and needs may change. Therefore, it is best to obtain a copy of the submission guidelines. You can check each magazine’s and press’s website—they usually contain a page with guideline information. Or you can do it the old-fashioned way and send a self-addressed, stamped envelope (SASE) with a request for them.

				

					
					BEGIN YOUR PUBLISHING EFFORTS WITH JOURNALS AND CONTESTS OPEN TO BEGINNERS. If this is your first attempt at publishing your work, your best bet is to begin with local publications or those you know are open to beginning writers. After you have built a publication history, you can try submitting to the more prestigious and nationally distributed magazines. For markets most open to beginners, look for the [image: actively seeking new writers] symbol following listing titles. Also look for the [image: seeks both new and established writers] symbol, which identifies markets open to exceptional work from beginners as well as work from experienced, previously published writers.

						

					
					SUBMIT YOUR FICTION IN A PROFESSIONAL MANNER. Take the time to show editors that you care about your work and are serious about publishing. By following a publication’s or book publisher’s submission guidelines and practicing standard submission etiquette, you can increase your chances that an editor will want to take the time to read your work and consider it for publication. Remember: First impressions matter. A carelessly assembled submission packet can jeopardize your chances before your story or novel manuscript has had a chance to speak for itself.

				

					
					KEEP TRACK OF YOUR SUBMISSIONS. Know when and where you have sent fiction and how long you need to wait before expecting a reply. If an editor does not respond in the time indicated in his or her market listing or guidelines, wait a few more weeks before following up with an e-mail or letter (with SASE) asking when the editor anticipates making a decision. If you do not receive a reply from the editor within a month or two, send a letter withdrawing your work from consideration and move on to the next market on your list.

				

					
					LEARN FROM REJECTION. Rejection is the hardest part of the publication process. Unfortunately rejection happens to every writer, and every writer needs to learn to deal with the negativity involved. Believe it or not, rejection can be valuable when used as a teaching tool rather than a reason to doubt yourself and your work. If an editor offers suggestions with his or her rejection slip, take those comments into consideration. You don’t have to agree with an editor’s opinion of your work. It may be that the editor has a different perspective on the piece than you do. Or you may find that the editor’s suggestions give you new insight into your work and help you improve your craft.

				

					
					DON’T GIVE UP. The best advice we can offer you as you try to get published is to be persistent and to always believe in yourself and your work. By continually reading other writers’ work, constantly working on the craft of fiction writing, and relentlessly submitting your work, you will eventually find that magazine or book publisher that’s the perfect match for your fiction. Novel & Short Story Writer’s Market will be here to help you every step of the way.

				

			

			
				KEY TO ICONS & ABBREVIATIONS

				[image: ]market accepts agented submissions only

				[image: ]market does not accept unsolicited submissions

				[image: ]award-winning market

				[image: ]Canadian market

				[image: ]market located outside of the U.S. and Canada

				[image: ]market pays (in magazine sections)

				[image: ]comment from the editor of Novel & Short Story Writer’s Market

				[image: ]actively seeking new writers

				[image: ]seeks both new and established writers

				[image: ]prefers working with established writers, mostly referrals

				[image: ]market has a specialized focus

				[image: ]imprint, subsidiary, or division of larger book publishing house (in book publishers section)

				[image: ]publisher of graphic novels or comics

			
			GUIDE TO LISTING FEATURES

			Below is an example of the market listings contained in Novel & Short Story Writer’s Market, with callouts identifying the various format features of the listings. (For an explanation of the icons used, see the sidebar above.)

			
				THE SOUTHERN REVIEW 1 [image: Seeks both new and established writers; market pays; award-winning market]

				Old President’s House, Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, LA 70803-5001. (225)578-5108. Fax: (225)578-5098. E-mail: southernreview@lsu.edu. 2 Website: thesouthernreview.org.

				3 Contact: Cara Blue Adams, editor. Magazine: 6¼ × 10; 240 pages; 50 lb. Glatfelter paper; 65 lb. #1 grade cover stock. Quarterly. Circ. 3,000.

				
						
						Several stories published in The Southern Review were Pushcart Prize selections.

					

				

				NEEDS Literary. “We select fiction that conveys a unique and compelling voice and vision.” Receives approximately 300 unsolicited mss/month. Accepts 4-6 mss/issue. Reading period: September–June. Publishes ms 6 months after acceptance. Agented fiction 1%. Publishes 10–12 new writers/year. Recently published work by Jack Driscoll, Don Lee, Peter Levine, and Debbie Urbanski. Also publishes literary essays, literary criticism, poetry, and book reviews.

				4 HOW TO CONTACT Mail hard copy of ms with cover letter and SASE. No queries. (“Prefer brief letters giving author’s professional information, including recent or notable publications. Biographical info not necessary.” Responds in 10 weeks to mss. Sample copy for $8. Writer’s guidelines online. Reviews fiction, poetry.

				PAYMENT/TERMS Pays $30/page. Pays on publication for first North American serial rights. Sends page proof to author via e-mail. Sponsors awards/contests.

				5 TIPS “Careful attention to craftsmanship and technique combined with a developed sense of the creation of story will always make us pay attention.”

				1. AT-A-GLANCE REFERENCE ICONS

				2. E-MAIL AND WEBSITE INFORMATION

				3. SPECIFIC CONTACT NAMES

				4. DETAILED SUBMISSION GUIDELINES

				5. TIPS FOR SUBMISSION

			
		
	
		
			CRAFT & TECHNIQUE

		
	
		
			
				THE ART OF BREAKING CHARACTER

				No matter your genre, readers are drawn to the unexpected. Here’s how to use out-of-character behavior to add layers of intrigue to your story.

				
					by Jessica Strawser

				

				
					[image: ]
				

			
			Always make sure your characters are behaving in character on the page. It’s conventional wisdom for fiction writers, oft repeated at writing conferences, in craft books, and in magazines like this one: a given on your revision checklist, an essential of Character Building 101.

			This well-intentioned advice is not always well-heeded, however, in part because it’s easily misunderstood. What it does mean, and should mean, is that authentic, three-dimensional characters develop when you’ve taken care to know, inside and out, who these imaginary people are, and to portray that vision on the page so your readers know them, too.

			Fair enough.

			But fair enough alone does not keep readers turning pages.

			Because once you’ve established who your story’s players are, it’s actually out of character behavior that can propel them in more interesting ways.

			Consider which would turn your head faster:

			
					
					A cutting remark from the office hothead, or one from the meek, quiet receptionist?

				

					
					An act of kindness from your friendly neighbor, or one from the curmudgeon who’s never so much as smiled your way?

				

					
					A blatant come-on from a flirty bartender, or one from your best friend’s husband?

				

			

			Survey says: We’re drawn, for better or worse, to the unexpected.

			Plot and character are intrinsically linked. The moment a character deviates from their typical behavior is the moment we stop being distantly interested in the plot and start being intensely curious about the people driving it.

			We may instinctively know this—but how much have you thought about it when facing the blank page? When we isolate this approach, we can find ways to maximize this underutilized storytelling trick to our stories’ full potential.

			Here are some savvy ways to use out-of-character behavior to raise the question: “But why?”—and keep readers guessing, in the best possible way.

			USE THE WHOLE STAGE—OR MERELY A SPOTLIGHT

			The beauty of this approach is that it can be scaled up or down: You can have it at the center of your battle plan from the start, or bring it in on a rescue mission when something on the chapter level just isn’t working.

			
					
					OUT-OF-CHARACTER BEHAVIOR CAN KICK OFF AN ENTIRE NOVEL. In my debut, Almost Missed You, a woman who believes not only that she and her husband are happily married, but that they are fated to be together, is blindsided when he leaves her, in the middle of a family vacation, and takes their child with him. That’s Chapter 1—and right away it’s clear things were never as they seemed. We need his side of the story to piece together what’s really happened and why. And so will she if she wants her son back.

				

					
					IT CAN ADD DEPTH AND COMPLEXITY TO THE PLOT. In Angie Thomas’s The Hate U Give, Starr bears witness as her friend Khalil is shot during a police traffic stop, after which the media characterizes him as a drug dealer, a “thug.” Although there are signs that he’d been dealing, this doesn’t gel with the Khalil whom Starr has known and loved since childhood. His real story is more complicated, not to mention irrelevant to the officer having killed an unarmed teenager. Characters who are unfairly mischaracterized—or, conversely, who jump too quickly to conclusions about others—can make for rich, heartbreaking layers.

				

					
					IT CAN ADD INTEREST, TENSION, OR A TWIST TO A SCENE. Sometimes a classic is all the example we need. In Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, our characters are typecast to start: We have pride and we have prejudice, right? Mr. Darcy seems stiff and judgmental at first, but the moments where our heroine glimpses something more make her heart (and ours) beat a little faster, until we’re rooting for them both.

				

					
					IT CAN SHOW THAT A CHARACTER HAS REACHED A TIPPING POINT. In Kathryn Stockett’s The Help, Minny is a Black maid who has been waiting on ungrateful, prejudiced white people for years, but it’s a particularly terrible, awful wave of bad behavior from her employer that provokes her to do something she calls “the Terrible Awful” to a pie she bakes for the family. When she relays the story, even she is shocked by her behavior; she’s simply been pushed too far.

				

			

			With all of these aims, point of view is an important consideration. Setting up out-of-character behavior can be particularly effective if you show the character through the viewpoint of the person he is about to most intensely surprise or disappoint. Notice how many of the above examples do just that: the wife in Almost Missed You, the witness/friend in The Hate U Give, the romantic heroine in Pride and Prejudice. Characterizing through a relationship works naturally and, just as important, is relatable.

			Before you get carried away inventing all sorts of outlandish stunts, remember this:

			On any scale, this technique works only if your character (1) Has enough character established that we know what is in character for this person (otherwise, you won’t get the reader reaction you’re going for), and (2) Has a good reason for the out-of-character behavior (otherwise your reader will end up feeling duped, let down). In other words, the payoff must be every bit as plausible and satisfying as the step out of line.

			SET IT UP, THEN PAY IT OFF

			We’ve established that out-of-character behavior is interesting. But how can we make it believable?

			To begin thinking in these terms, think of a time you did something out of character. Let me rephrase that: Think of a time you did something other people would consider out of character for you.

			The reason likely falls into one of two categories:

			
					
					SOMETHING TIPPED THE BALANCE OR PUSHED YOUR BUTTONS. We looked at this in the case of Minny from The Help earlier, but it’s not always a negative thing. Consider a time you might have needed a push to be brave—to do the right thing instead of the easy thing, perhaps. Or when you were caught off guard, and for better or worse didn’t have time to think through the consequences of your actions.

				

			

			Or:

			
					
					HOW YOU WERE BEHAVING WASN’T ACTUALLY OUT OF CHARACTER AT ALL, BUT A PART OF YOUR CHARACTER THAT OTHERS DON’T USUALLY SEE. For whatever reason you let down your guard and it slipped out.

				

			

			So it is in fiction. Either of these can justify what’s going on with your characters in myriad ways we’ll gladly buy into. Of course, you’re not going to tell readers the reason right away: We’re after suspense here, after all!

			You’re going to make them wonder.

			Better still, you’re going to make them care.

			There are three main ways this kind of speculation about true character ultimately plays out in novels:

			
					
					I thought I knew you  . . .

				

					
					I thought I knew myself  . . .

				

					
					I know better than to trust you.

				

			

			Let’s look more closely at each.

			I Thought I Knew You  . . .

			In which a character turns out to be not at all what they first seemed.

			Thrillers are full of antagonists who bait their victims. In the best-selling Behind Closed Doors by B. A. Paris, for instance, the horrifying true character of the protagonist’s new husband is carefully, psychopathically hidden until they say “I do.” Then, we step into the title, and the nightmare begins.

			This approach brings a Billie Eilish song lyric to mind: “I’m the bad guy—duh.” But the world isn’t black and white. Good people sometimes make regrettable choices. If you’ve ever accepted an apology along the lines of, “That wasn’t like me, I’m sorry,” you can see how this technique can work for all sorts of characters on both sides of “right” and “wrong”—and in the vast gray area in between. Which brings us to our next point:

			I Thought I Knew Myself  . . .

			In which something has happened to impair a reliable character’s judgment.

			Compelling fiction plays to compelling extremes. In Lisa Scottoline’s Keep Quiet, a father makes a desperate choice at a terrible moment and helps his teenager cover up a hit-and-run. But doing so doesn’t involve just one secret, just one lie: It snowballs, and all the while he wrestles with guilt, regret, and fatherly love. We can’t turn the pages fast enough.

			I Know Better Than to Trust You  . . .

			In which an unreliable character tries to do something reliable.

			The rash of runaway bestsellers featuring unreliable narrators is full of these, from Nick in Gillian Flynn’s Gone Girl to Rachel in Paula Hawkins’s The Girl on the Train. There can be hints of “The Boy Who Cried Wolf” fable here: Even liars sometimes tell the truth. Just because a character is a cheater (in the case of Nick) or a black-out drunk (in the case of Rachel) doesn’t mean he can’t be victimized or she never remembers something with chilling accuracy.

			AUDITION YOUR WHOLE CAST

			Your wheels might already be turning around your protagonist and his Achilles’ heel, or your antagonist and her underhanded plans. But don’t forget your secondary players: Sometimes the less obvious choices can be the best choices. Particularly if you want to use this technique to add interest to a story that’s becoming predictable or falling flat, you can be meticulous about where and how you pull a character out of line.

			Look at the cast of your work-in-progress—or your idea for your next new story—and ask yourself:

			
					
					Who in this story is too regimented, predictable, archetypal, or one-note?

				

					
					Who doesn’t strike readers as suspicious enough?

				

					
					Who comes across as too suspicious?

				

					
					Who could play more of a starring role?

				

					
					What about your protagonist is too good?

				

					
					What about your antagonist is too bad?

				

					
					Whose shift might turn out to be a good surprise for the protagonist (especially in Act 3)?

				

					
					Whose shift might turn out to be a bad surprise for the protagonist (in any act)?

				

					
					Who is getting tired of playing by the rules?

				

					
					Who is starting to annoy your reader?

				

			

			Your answers will help you identify the smartest places to put this strategy to work. If you’re still unsure what form you’d like it to take, throw yourself a good old-fashioned brainstorming session using the prompts in the sidebar above. Have fun with it—delve into the contradictions, the surprises, the things that make you want to know more. Soon, your readers will be right there with you.

			
				PROMPTS FOR YOUR (OUT-OF-CHARACTER) PEN

				Have a character who’s simply too predictable? Let’s pull him out of your work-in-progress and into the sandbox to play.

				First, write a sentence or two that sums up your character in a nutshell (e.g., He couldn’t help being such a goody-goody rule follower: He’d practically been programmed that way from birth). Then, it’s time to brainstorm: Use one (or more) of these prompts to follow that with something unexpected. Notice that these call for all five senses; find the emotion hidden in a taste, a feel, a smell. What kind of out-of-character behavior does he already have within him?

				But no one knew  . . .

				But she had never  . . .

				But on the day of his wife’s funeral  . . .

				But every time she caught a whiff of a certain cologne  . . .

				But the taste of blood  . . .

				But when the text message came  . . .

				But his secret weakness  . . .

				But her pride  . . .

				But the sound of wind chimes  . . .

				But the feel of handspun wool  . . .

				But when she arrived on his doorstep  . . .

				But his broken heart  . . .

			
			JESSICA STRAWSER (JessicaStrawser.com) is editor-at-large of WD and the author of four suspense novels: Almost Missed You, the Book of the Month selection Not That I Could Tell, Forget You Know Me, and A Million Reasons Why (all from St. Martin’s Press). This article first appeared in the March 2020 issue of Writer’s Digest.

		
	
		
			
				OPEN ENDINGS

				Jordan Rosenfeld looks at the various types of novel endings that can both tie threads of the story together as well as leave readers curious.

				
					by Jordan Rosenfeld

				

				
					[image: ]
				

			
			
				“There is no real ending. It’s just the place where you stop the story.”

				—Frank Herbert, author of Dune

			

			Because real life is often messy, without structure, we often look to story endings that put everything in its place. However, endings in and of themselves can also be complex; not every book ends with a neat and tidy bow, nor should they. Leaving something up to the imagination invites participation from the reader and defies tropes of a too-perfect conclusion. Yet how do you walk the line between tying up all the meaningful threads in your story and also leaving something open for the reader’s imagination or even for a sequel?

			Here we’ll look at ways to do this in contemporary literature and explore how to create satisfying but open endings.

			
				FAIR WARNING!

				This article contains actual or potential spoilers for the following books.

				
						
						THE ONLY GOOD INDIANS by Stephen Graham Jones

					

						
						HOW TO STOP TIME by Matt Haig

					

						
						THE HAZEL WOOD by Melissa Albert

					

						
						WITH OR WITHOUT YOU by Caroline Leavitt

					

						
						MADNESS by Marya Hornbacher

					

						
						THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD by Colson Whitehead

					

						
						THE TEN THOUSAND DOORS OF JANUARY by Alix E. Harrow

					

						
						LEAVE THE WORLD BEHIND by Rumaan Alam

					

				

			
			NECESSARY CLOSURE

			Before we talk about what can be left open, we need to first discuss what must be concluded at the end of a story. A novel or memoir follows a protagonist or narrator on a path toward a compelling goal. The goal stated in the inciting incident must come to fruition and conclusion by the story’s end, or the reader will feel that the story has not yet ended. The final scenes after the story’s climax must:

			Answer Any Outstanding Questions

			Think of this as the game of Clue formula: Whodunit, what did they do, how did they do it, and where? Professor Plum murdered the maid in the ballroom with the candlestick. You’ll also want to tie up the “why” if you haven’t already—because she was blackmailing him over their affair. The reader needs to know these essentials before you can leave any questions floating in the air.

			Conclude the Main Action and Drama

			At the end of a story, you must reassure the reader that the action that started this story is truly over. So, unless you are very specifically setting up the reader for a sequel, you should not introduce any significant new action.

			For example, in Stephen Graham Jones’s literary horror novel The Only Good Indians, a ghost, known as Elk Head Woman, who was shot while pregnant in her Elk form by four teen boys years before, spends much of the novel wreaking her revenge upon them, until all who are left are their children. After running for her life all day, the final target of the angry ghost, Gabe’s daughter, Denorah, stops her stepfather from shooting Elk Head Woman, and this act of mercy transforms the ghost and allows her to resume her Elk form with her calf. Once this happens, there is no more action. The story is over:

			
				An elk cow stands up from the snow and lowers her face to her calf, licks its face until it wobbles up, finds it feet, and that’s the last anyone ever sees of those two, walking off into the grass, mother and calf, the herd out there waiting to fold them back in, walk with them through the seasons.

			

			Show Protagonist Change or Transformation

			There are any number of reasons we tell stories, ranging from pure entertainment, to attempting to impart a moral, lesson, or message. The stories that linger with us are those where a protagonist or narrator changes in some way. This change can be subtle: a new attitude, a new vocation, acceptance, or forgiveness. Or it can be a bigger transformation: a redemption story, leaving behind a toxic way of life, escaping an abusive partner. While there are some exceptions, most stories won’t feel complete until the protagonist or narrator has undergone some sort of change by the end. It is often this change, in fact, that enables a story to feel both concluded but also open ended, as the character now sees the world, themselves, and their choices differently.

			In the novel How to Stop Time by Matt Haig, protagonist Tom Hazard is born in 1500s France with a condition that enables him to age very, very slowly. He aligns with others like him as part of “the Albatross Society,” which, in exchange for protection and the resources to survive, forces him to leave his life every eight years so that no one wonders why he doesn’t age. At more than 400 years old, he lives a life of secrecy and few attachments, always searching for his daughter, Marion, who is long-lived like he is. However, through trial and tribulation, by the novel’s end, he’s come to realize that a life without attachments isn’t worth living, and opens himself to new love and fatherhood again. Yet even here, the novel leaves some questions open to the reader—he will outlive his new wife; he may outlive his new daughter. Can he stand to do so? Will living out in the open rather than in secrecy put him and his family in danger? Readers can only wonder.

			LEAVE THINGS OPEN-ENDED

			Now that you know what must be concluded, here are several ways to leave an ending open but still satisfy the demands of a conclusion.

			Show Life After Change

			Characters who change are often poised to take new paths. You can overtly tell the reader that your character has changed—say an investment banker with little empathy whose life changed when he was held hostage by a mass shooter has now decided to do humanitarian work. Or you can leave the reader just after your protagonist’s epiphany that post-trauma, he now wants to make positive change in the world. Maybe he doesn’t yet know what he wants to do, only that he has to leave behind his old life. By leaving the final move up to the reader, you hew closer to reality and you avoid an ending that is either predictable or too neat.

			In other stories, simply digesting the events of the plot may leave the protagonist in an uncertain place and there’s no need to try and make things certain. In Melissa Albert’s YA fantasy novel The Hazel Wood, Alice Proserpine and her single mother, Ella, have spent much of their lives moving from place to place due to weird, bad luck that follows them. Ella is the daughter of Althea Proserpine, a famous fairy tale writer, whose death leaves her mysterious estate, the Hazel Wood, to Ella. But Ella wants nothing to do with her mother’s estate and tries to keep Alice from it as well.

			Naturally, Alice finds herself drawn there by one of her grandmother’s uber-fans, a boy named Ellery Finch. There, Alice learns that her grandmother didn’t write the fairy tales—she dictated them from a world that abuts the Hazel Wood, known as the Hinterland. And Alice learns she wasn’t born to Ella; she was plucked from a fairy tale, “Alice-Three-Times,” and the fairy tale wants her back (which explains the bad luck that has followed her and her mother).

			After much drama and conflict, Alice is able to flee the Hinterland, but must leave behind her friend Finch, and is returned to her old life two years after she left. Though now the bad luck that has chased her and her mother will end, and she is armed with the truth, she must learn to live with the knowledge of what she really is, wonder about her friend Finch, and fight the yearning to return to the Hinterland. Though the book reads as a standalone, Albert did return with a sequel, The Night Country.

			Hint at a New Future

			When the events of the story have changed the protagonist, they must now interact with others and their own life differently. This may be overt—a change of careers, geographical location, behavior, etc.—or it may be subtle, as in Caroline Leavitt’s literary novel With or Without You. Stella, a nurse, is in a long-term relationship with Simon, an aging, wannabe rock star. She wants kids, he doesn’t. She wants to buy a home, he isn’t sure. After taking pills at Simon’s urging for a night of fun, Stella falls into a coma, and Simon has to push pause on his chance to go on a career-making tour. Stella awakens months later with a remarkable artistic talent that becomes her preoccupation. Their relationship begins to fray, ultimately leading to separation and epiphanies about who they really are and what they want from life.

			At the end, Stella is living in Simon’s childhood home, making art, and pregnant, but unsure of who the father is. Leavitt doesn’t bring resolution about the baby—it is up to us to decide whether Stella will tell Simon it may be his child. Similarly, Simon now has a new vantage point about what really matters to him. What we do know is that they are vastly different people from where they started, now on paths much truer to their hearts. It ends:

			
				She was forty-three now, and when this baby was born, maybe, in a way, she’d be newly born, too. She’d become someone and something different  . . . Listen, she would whisper to him. Nothing and no one stays still or stays the same. Everything and everyone changes. We all have multitudes inside of us, each of them young with hope. Listen, she’d repeat. Any moment, something amazing can happen.

			

			You can demonstrate a changed character by how they speak, behave, or interact differently with people, places, and things from their former life. A different approach, attitude, or set of priorities can show change without a conclusive ending.

			In fact, this same strategy can apply to memoir as well. The memoirist has the chance to stop the story wherever they want, to choose a point in the story where an ending makes the most sense. In Marya Hornbacher’s memoir Madness, the chronicle of her long journey to diagnosis and treatment for bipolar disorder and alcohol misuse, her ending is not neat and tidy. She still lives with the challenges of her mental health and staying sober. But she has overcome so much and learned a lot along the way, and this makes her hopeful:

			
				We are a creation, a product of our own minds, a pastiche of memory, dream, fear, desire. My memory looks like a child’s collage, or a ransom note, incomplete and full of holes. All I have is today, this moment, to work with. I am writing my story as I go. I am inventing myself one moment, one experience, at a time.

				And that’s all right. It means I can choose who I become. It means I can write my future. I can create a person, write a story, full of hope.

			

			Reveal Freedom

			In some stories, you may have a protagonist or narrator who was forced for one reason or another to live a life they did not choose, from those enslaved or living in a cult, to someone whose self-esteem is so low they don’t know how to leave an unhappy marriage. In these stories, the protagonist or narrator may finally get to live a life of their own choosing after the events of your story. Achieving freedom itself may be enough of an end for your story. You can let the reader wonder what comes next.

			In Colson Whitehead’s novel The Underground Railroad, which imagines a literal railroad of trains and engineers helping the enslaved to freedom, Cora is an enslaved person who escapes a Georgia cotton plantation. She undergoes many brutal trials and terrors on her journey, but ultimately finds her freedom. But Whitehead doesn’t pretend that life after enslavement is easy or perfect for Cora. In fact, he doesn’t tell us what her life will be like at all. The novel shows us what one woman will do to escape the horror of enslavement, and leaves us in its final sentences with a note of hope and a reminder of reality:

			
				“I was in Georgia, I ran away.” She said her name was Cora. She unfolded the blanket at her feet and wrapped herself in it.

				“I go by Ollie,” he said. The other two wagons came into view around the bend.

				The blanket was stiff and raspy under her chin but she didn’t mind. She wondered where he escaped from, how bad it was, and how far he traveled before he put it behind him.

			

			Start Over

			Particularly in fantasy novels or science fiction, plot events may cause characters to lose their memory, enter a parallel reality, or simply start over in a relationship that had challenges and turmoil.

			In the fantasy and sci-fi cases, characters who knew each other in another life, identity, reality, or iteration may now find one another again but not have the memories to back them up. The reader will have to hope that they will find their way back to each other:

			In The Ten Thousand Doors of January by Alix E. Harrow, January Scaller has been raised by an eccentric collector of foreign oddities, Mr. Locke, who employs her father to travel the world acquiring them. But when news of her father’s death arrives, January’s benefactor suddenly becomes a jailer, and January learns that she has the power to open doors into other worlds and that her father might not actually be dead. Along the way, she becomes close to a boy named Samuel Zappia, an ally on her journey to find her father and the truth about her powers and this nefarious society bent on stopping her. Samuel is ultimately victim to a spell that steals his memory, so when he reencounters January at the end, he does not know her, but we sense that he will find his way back to her.

			
				The woman’s smile is sad, but her voice is steady. “I have something for you, Mr. Zappia.” She produces from her coat a fat bundle of papers tied with what appears to be brown string, a rag, and strand of fencing wire  . . .

				Samuel takes the pile of paper, because there doesn’t seem to be anything else to do. He notices as he does so that her left wrist is a labyrinth of ink and scars.

				“I know this must all seem very strange to you, but please just read it. As a sort of favor to me, although I guess that doesn’t mean much anymore.” The woman huffs an almost-laugh. “Read it anyway. And when you’re done, come find me. You know—you still remember where Locke House is, don’t you?”  . . .

				She kisses him—a soft heat, so fleeting he isn’t sure whether he imagined it—and turns away. Samuel finds himself entirely unable to speak.

			

			A Truly Open End

			There are some books that simply do not answer all the questions the story poses. These books ask us to consider that there may be no clear answers, or understand that the story’s end is more powerfully decided by the reader. In the not knowing, we must chew on big questions.

			One such example is the new literary thriller Leave the World Behind by Rumaan Alam. In it, a New York family is vacationing at a rental home in Long Island. A strange and sudden blackout in New York City sends a couple to their doorstep one night—they turn out to be the owners of the home, and ask if they can stay, afraid to venture back to the city. The six people grapple with signs of a possible apocalypse: horrible loud noises that shatter windows and make some of their teeth fall out, an impossible migration of thousands of deer, and the loss of any/all internet and cellular services. The novel never explains what the disaster is; it doesn’t tell us how any of these people will get out of or manage this situation—what it does is explore the inner workings of six people who all cope very differently with this big, powerful unknown. It’s a novel of ideas, and as such, it makes no promises to tie up those plot threads—its goal is to make you think. Tackling such an ending is ambitious and can backfire, as readers like to feel some sense of completion, but if you know what you’re doing, and where you want to go, it can lead to a powerful, memorable story.

			On Sequels

			If you are intentionally setting your book up for a sequel, you have the most latitude to leave one major plot thread outstanding. However, a note on this—it’s best to treat each book you write as though it is the only one readers will ever read; thus, you still need to be sure to conclude those essential ingredients mentioned earlier. But, with a sequel forthcoming, you can leave something unresolved or unanswered, a plot point to pick up in the next book. For example, Albert’s The Hazel Wood dangles the questions: Will Alice ever go back to the Hinterland? Will she and Finch reconnect? And the sequel, The Night Country, answers those questions.

			(NOT-SO) FINAL THOUGHTS

			Strong endings of any kind require that you know your character very well, understand their goals, the stakes of their story, and how the plot effects change on them. Sometimes it takes multiple drafts to achieve the ending you’ve been seeking. Sometimes feedback from beta readers can tell you that your ending is too precious or perfect.

			The better you know your characters, the more you can “earn” their ending and plant seeds of wonder in the reader’s mind without sealing the story up so tightly there’s no room for other possibilities.

			JORDAN ROSENFELD (JordanRosenfeld.net) is the author of three novels and six books on the craft of writing, most recently How to Write a Page-Turner. Her articles and essays have appeared in such places as The Atlantic, The New York Times, Salon, Scientific American, The Washington Post, and more. She teaches online writing classes and groups. This article first appeared in the May/June 2021 issue of Writer’s Digest.

		
	
		
			
				A NEW VIEW

				Award-nominated fiction editor Diana M. Pho shares five tips for looking at your manuscript from a new perspective and avoiding common first-draft mistakes.
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			Congratulations! You just typed “The End” on page 300 or so of your manuscript and pressed “Save.” After months—perhaps even years—of constantly chipping away at your manuscript, you tied up the plot, the characters faced physical and emotional challenges (and perhaps overcame them), and your closing sentence is perfected. Now that your book is complete, the real work comes in: revision.

			Because of my time as a developmental editor at a Big Five publisher, I understand the struggle writers have in creating. Finishing a full novel is not a feat to be taken lightly! But that’s only the first step. Revising effectively is key to making sure all the building blocks of your story are strong enough to hold up to the scrutiny of book professionals and readers alike as it goes through the long and arduous journey toward publication.

			So what does it take to make sure your book is ready? Whether you intend to land an agent, submit to a contest opportunity or publisher directly, or even self-publish, there are some important elements to keep in mind while polishing up your manuscript to make it shine. After working for over a decade in traditional publishing, I’ve seen certain flaws and weaknesses appear again and again in manuscripts. Following these tips will get your manuscript that much closer to publishing-ready.

			MAKE SURE YOUR CHARACTERS ARE EFFECTIVE, NOT JUST “LIKEABLE”

			Good characters can make or break a story, but the word good is highly subjective. Let’s parse what those qualities entail and how that should apply to your overall manuscript.

			First of all, analyze the types of characters featured in your novel. There should be a protagonist, of course, but also a group of characters that form the core cast. These figures, including the antagonist, should have distinctive personalities, faults, and strengths, as well as interesting quirks or habits that make them memorable to your reader. That is the common understanding of the oft-heard writing advice of “well-rounded”: meaning, they should feel like fully formed, independent people. This requirement, however, doesn’t necessarily mean all of your characters should be likeable, relatable, or even sympathetic. I’m not referring only to a well-drawn villain, either! All of your characters have to be understandable and engaging to a reader, even if they are unlikeable.

			When thinking about effective characters, also consider this adage: Everyone thinks they are the hero of their own story. Whether the character is a sidekick, a foil to our protagonist, or an antagonist, each one should have their own wants, needs, desires, and challenges outside of their relationship to the main character. The moments that highlight these character needs don’t have to be featured, but enough character details should be included for readers to infer that this person has something else going on in their life when they are not on the page.

			You may have also heard that all characters in a story should have an “arc,” defined as a dramatic change over the course of the story. In fact, that is a bit of a misconception: Characters most affected by the plot should have an arc. Not every single person in your story needs one, though. Sure, you can have intricate backstories for the bus driver in chapter 5 or the bartender at your PI’s favorite haunt, but remember, a backstory doesn’t equal a character arc. If nothing particularly spectacular happens to that bus driver or that bartender over the course of the novel, that’s OK, too. They can be rendered as colorful, significant, or amusing background people without needing to change.

			That being said, there is one last element to ensure your characters are effective: Each must have a purpose in the story. Your characters may be engaging and believable, but in the end, they remain a gear inside the greater machine of your novel. If a character doesn’t serve a major role to the theme, plot, or interactions with the main characters, ask yourself: Are they really necessary? Is a character duplicating a plot purpose another character handles more strongly? Is the reason why they are in the story only because they are entertaining, but they don’t make a difference overall? For example, if you have several characters rallying behind your lead, how is each person contributing to the team effort? If you can’t think of an answer, perhaps you have too many characters.

			When Stephen King famously wrote, “Kill your darlings, kill your darlings, even when it breaks your egocentric little scribbler’s heart, kill your darlings,” he meant more than removing your manuscript’s most self-indulgent passages. You should also make sure that every story aspect, especially your cast of characters, serves the book well. Otherwise, they should be cut.

			TRACK YOUR PACING: THE MACRO AND THE MICRO

			With pacing, there’s more to it than having plot events move forward. The macro, or big-picture, understanding of pacing involves the order of the plot and the speed at which it moves from one beat to the next. Another equally important aspect of pacing is the micro: the granular scope of your writing that examines the flow of your sentence structure and your scene-building. You can cram in as many intense fight sequences, car chases, and intergalactic space battles as you want to make the plot “move,” but if the sentence-by-sentence layout doesn’t work in sync with your plotting, the read will be affected negatively.

			To examine the macro level of your pacing, I always recommend constructing a reverse outline of your book once it’s complete. A reverse outline is writing out the plot events, chapter by chapter, with each chapter’s word count. When developmental editing, I organize my reverse outline in an Excel grid, with four columns labeled “Chapter Number,” “Plot Description,” “Word Count,” and “Notes.” Seeing the plot laid out in this technical fashion can highlight lulls or bloated passages in your book. Noting word count isn’t to standardize the length of your chapters; it’s to make you rethink why certain chapters are longer or shorter, and consider whether they are the proper length for the plot, character, and thematic elements that the chapter contains.

			Pacing on a micro level means looking at how your passages break down. Variety is the spice of life, and of reading: Watch how you balance dialogue, narration, and exposition on the page. Longer sentences read slower than punchy lines. Likewise, extensive passages read slower than shorter paragraphs or lines of dialogue. Break up your sentence structure to keep your reader’s attention.

			Additionally, think about your use of white space on the page. Super-short sentences or a lot of one-liner paragraphs can result in choppy pacing. Unless you are writing a dialogue scene bouncing between characters, think about when short lines on a page are most effective.

			How can you test out the micro pacing of your writing? The best way, in my experience, is to read it aloud. If you have partial hearing loss or are deaf, have a hearing friend time themselves reading aloud. Make sure to include pauses at the beginning of every paragraph. If the read-aloud has too many “stops” that jar the narrative flow, you may have too many one-liner paragraphs. If your mind wanders before you reach the end of a long passage, then perhaps you should break up that exposition, or start cutting it down to feel more snappy.

			Similarly, make sure that your scene structure doesn’t fall into the same patterns. While an effective scene should always have a beginning, middle, and end, be aware of how you tend to construct your scenes. Do they always begin with dialogue? Do you format your chapters in a similar way? Do you tend to use “fade to black” every time characters get hurt in order to end the scene? All of these are examples of scene structure patterns.

			Without enough scene variation, your writing can feel sluggish, even when the actual scene is describing important character epiphanies or intense battle sequences. Often, I see chapters written out in this order: an opening description of the setting, then characters have some plot-related interactions before the chapter wraps with characters leaving the space. A fine way to construct a chapter, but having every chapter laid out this way creates a subconscious feeling of monotony, like a car ride on an endless flat highway. Recognizing which scene structure techniques you tend to fall back on will help make sure you don’t use them too repetitively throughout your novel.

			LINE EDIT TO HIGHLIGHT YOUR LANGUAGE

			Speaking further about writing minutiae, a vigorous line edit will refine and strengthen prose without interfering with your voice. A common writing weakness I see is when the voice veers into purple prose, or overly descriptive and flowery language. Now, there is always a time and place for evocative and lyrical writing—I’m not against that! Purple prose, however, happens when there are so many descriptions, metaphors, adjectives, and adverbs that the story becomes bogged down in details. Too much figurative language acts like sensory overload in the mind’s eye, and a reader can lose attention.

			While assessing whether a passage contains purple prose is subjective, a good rule of thumb is this: Think about the most important figurative language or visual moment to highlight in a sentence. Use one per sentence. Make sure each example of figurative language makes sense in context of the entire paragraph. Then, with each paragraph on a page. For adjectives, think about cutting out one per sentence that isn’t absolutely necessary. Think of your line edit as using a highlighter: You’re not simply removing words, but brightening up your line-by-line writing to be as powerful and concentrated as possible.

			Filler words are another component that can clog up good writing. Everyone has them in their writing voice. Instances of filler words include but aren’t limited to “um,” “well,” “with,” “and,” “but,” “which was,” and “that is” showing up in your sentences. Typically, they act as the connective tissue for clauses. Using too many, however, could make your sentences feel weighty and turn them into run-ons. Filler words often crop up when you are using the passive voice.

			Example:

			
				Passive voice with filler words: The dog, who was walking alongside the bridge, then barked at a stray cat.

				Active voice with filler words cut: That dog walking alongside the bridge barked at a stray cat.

			

			Another helpful trick is to use the “find” function for your Word document and look up words or phrases you tend to use often, especially when constructing clauses. Make sure you don’t use too many per page. Think about different ways you can revise that line, cut out that extra clause, or make that sentence more active.

			Finally, using too many dialogue tags may act as filler words: “he said,” “they said,” “she remarked,” “zir exclaimed,” etc. Again, a great tip is to read your dialogue out loud and think about when sentences can stand alone without these tags.

			REMEMBER CHEKHOV’S GUN AND CONTINUITY CHECKS

			One last tip to polish your writing is to do a final read for continuity checks, a term plucked from film and television. When someone talks about continuity on a set, it could mean positioning props in the right place, or making sure scenes shot out of order still occur during the same time of day for editing later. When I’m referring to continuity in writing, however, I think about the great Russian playwright and author Anton Chekhov and the conceit of Chekhov’s Gun.

			About writing, Chekhov advised: “If you say in the first chapter that there is a rifle hanging on the wall, in the second or third chapter it absolutely must go off. If it’s not going to be fired, it shouldn’t be hanging there.” His idea describes how every element you include in a story must have meaning. This should not be confused with the idea that every setting detail (like a gun on a wall) has to impact the plot later on. Instead, remember when you have a dramatic reveal, significant character moment, or plot turn, your writing has to build toward these moments with context clues seeded earlier in the story. Otherwise, they appear unexpected and illogical to the reader. Additionally, think about what details you hyperfocus on in a scene or chapter. If you don’t return to that detail later on, consider removing it entirely, or else that focus could feel like an unresolved thread, an unintended continuity error.

			The exception to this tip, of course, is the twist ending. Even so, twist endings only work with enough setup beforehand to establish the norms of the story, so the reader is surprised by the contradicting final scene.

			FINALLY, KNOW WHEN ENOUGH IS ENOUGH

			Developmental edits are some of the largest, most constructive edits you can get on a book, and as an editor, I have turned books inside out with authors to help get the final story to where it needs to be. Handling that type of revision by yourself can be a daunting task. Keeping this advice in mind, though, may help smooth out the revision process. Even knowing every successful book has had some significant trimming involved is the first step toward becoming your own effective developmental editor.

			On the opposite end of this editing spectrum, authors can spiral into a cycle of constant revision. “Let it go, let it go,” our favorite Disney ice queen once sang. Indeed, when your creative gut says that you’ve done all you can, don’t hold your novel back anymore! Trust yourself. Time to hand this novel off to another writer, agent, or editor for their critical eye, and now, you can act like an old pro when it comes to the revision process.

			DIANA M. PHO (DianaMPho.com) is an independent scholar, playwright, and three-time Hugo-Award-nominated fiction editor. She has a dual bachelor’s degree in English and Russian literature from Mount Holyoke College and a master’s in performance studies from New York University. This article first appeared in the January/February 2021 issue of Writer’s Digest.
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			What’s in a name? Nothing? Everything? The essence of success? It’s been the theme of countless debates over the centuries, one that even Shakespeare pondered in Romeo and Juliet when he wrote: “What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.” And it’s one that pertains directly to the titles of novels and short stories. Some titles demand our attention, grabbing us right away with their wit, whimsy, humor, or horror, while others simply provide a connection we can’t explain, and still others just fall flat. But how important are titles, and what role do they play in the success (or failure) of a novel or short story? Can a title be a game-changer? And what are some tips for landing a rock-solid title? Myriad authors, as well as a host of others in the publishing industry, including editors, literary agents, writing instructors, publishing consultants, and heads of professional writing organizations, weigh in on this ever-timely topic.

			A SHORT HISTORY OF MEMORABLE TITLES

			Before getting into the nitty-gritty of the importance and role of titles, a brief history into the naming process of some best-selling stories of all time provides much entertainment and insight. A few of the original titles of Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind were Pansy, Toe the Weary Land, and Tomorrow Is Another Day. (This last one was changed when Mitchell discovered sixteen other books in print that began with “Tomorrow.”) F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby was almost called Gold-Hatted Gatsby, The High-Bouncing Lover, and Trimalchio in West Egg. George Orwell’s original title for 1984 was The Last Man in Europe, but he thought that title was too bleak and so he changed it to 1984, a reversal of the last two digits of the year in which he completed the manuscript, a year far enough into the future to make his fictional world seem possible. Somerset Maugham’s first choice for Of Human Bondage was Beauty and Ashes, but it was already taken. Some of the first titles for Charles Dickens’s Bleak House were Tom-All-Alone’s: The Ruined House and The East Wind. Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice was once called First Impressions, and Peter Benchley, twenty minutes before going to press with Jaws, considered dozens of other titles, including Leviathan Rising, Great White, and A Silence in the Water.

			THE IMPORTANCE OF TITLES

			Are novel and short story titles really that important? New York Times best-selling author Erik Larson thinks so. In a 2015 blog post entitled “The Epic Hunt for an Epic Title for  . . . an Epic,” he says: “They should convey not only a sense of the book’s subject, but also a feeling—will this be a funny read, or a contemplative one; is it a book I’d like to read at poolside, or in the dentist’s chair waiting for the Novocaine to kick in; will it transport me to an imaginary realm, or knock me flat with trauma and despair.”

			In The Pleasures of Reading: A Booklover’s Alphabet (Libraries Unlimited, 2014), author Catherine Sheldrick Ross says: “For publishers and booksellers, a title is a lure to attract readers.” And she’s bang on. In the few seconds a manuscript/novel/short story has to attract its potential readers, whether it’s in the slush pile, on crowded bricks-and-mortar bookshelves, or online, a title needs to be memorable, original, intriguing, easily understood, and appealing to its target market, conveying both the genre and the tone immediately. Taylor Brown, Wilmington, North Carolina–based best-selling author of the novels Fallen Land, The River of Kings, Gods of Howl Mountain, and Pride of Eden, stresses that a “well-conceived title  . . . can make a story stand out from the slush pile of an agent or literary magazine. I’ve heard editors admit that their inboxes become so saturated with submissions that they can’t read everything, so they have to choose only the pieces whose titles stand out.”

			In her book The Complete Canadian Book Editor (Brush Education Inc., 2016), Leslie Vermeer says “titles help readers meet books because they signal how the book is positioned in the market.” That holds true for Nebraska native K. M. Weiland, an award-winning and internationally published author who mentors fellow scribes and writes historical and speculative fiction. She says “a title’s most important job is signaling genre. A particularly snappy title can act as a hook all its own (e.g., The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time).” Anita Purcell, executive director of Canadian Authors Association, shares a similar view. “A good title serves to hook the potential reader—the more intriguing the title is, the better the chance of the book or story being selected by readers.” Why is this the case? According to research conducted at Thomas Nelson, consumers first look at the book’s title, followed by the cover, the back cover, the flaps, the table of contents, the book’s first few paragraphs, and last, the price.

			For Elizabeth Berg, Chicago-based, award-winning, New York Times best-selling author of The Story of Arthur Truluv, Night of Miracles, and The Confession Club, titles are “really important. Along with the jacket, the title is the first chance a book has of catching someone’s attention. The role of the title is not, as I thought for years, to be poetic. Rather, the role of the title is to give some suggestion of what the book is about.” And, she says, “if it’s catchy, that helps—or cool, or funny, or interesting in some way. Or beautiful (Leaves of Grass),” she notes. “If a reader can remember it so they can ask for it in a bookstore, that helps.”

			For Brown, “from a craft perspective, I sometimes feel that titles aren’t given enough weight. Too many writers think of them as an afterthought. To me, the title is integral to the piece. Much like that idea of the mot juste—the exact, appropriate word we’re always hunting for in our prose—the title has to be just right.”

			For Linden MacIntyre, award-winning journalist, international best-selling and Scotiabank Prize–winning author, and former host of the award-winning investigative TV documentary The Fifth Estate, the importance of the title is “relative to the importance (familiarity) of the author. The less established the author, the more important the title, which must convey information about content, as well as the promise of originality and reader satisfaction.” So, he says, “as an author’s reputation grows, one notes the size of the byline grows in relation to the title of the work, which suggests that we eventually presume that an established author will probably deliver satisfaction at some level.” He says that “a book title is a form of branding, but so, too, is an author’s name.” Geoffrey E. Taylor, former director of the Toronto International Festival of Authors, agrees. “For a lesser-known writer, the design and title often play an even more important role.” And, he adds, “books are still often judged by their covers. Depending on the book, the author’s name, the cover design, and the title are all important elements of the packaging. For some readers, the publisher or imprint also has an influence.” But, says Taylor, “the work itself is always the most important foundation of any project.” 

			THE ROLE OF BOOK TITLES

			Effective titles bring readers immediately and completely into the novel or short story’s world, setting readers up for what’s between the covers and interacting with the story in a compelling way. Titles may create a sense of inevitability (A Farewell to Arms; Bleak House), amp up anticipation and preset tension (Gone Girl; “Graveyard Shift”), or add intensity to the poetic nature of a key phrase (Gone With the Wind; The Catcher in the Rye). Essentially, a title can be described as the soul of the story, the key to its meaning. Lee Parpart, Toronto, Ontario–based writer, cultural organizer, editor for Iguana Books, and co-president of Canadian Authors Association, Toronto branch, says “titles are a bit like endings. They can’t just sum up what the story is about without feeling horribly reductive, but they should hint at something central to the story. A good title should contain multitudes within itself in relation to the story or book.” A book or short story’s title makes you want to start reading it right away—or not—as the title is a story’s best chance at a first impression. Michael Redhill, a Scotiabank Giller Prize–winning novelist (Bellevue Square), poet, and playwright who lives in Toronto, concurs. “A title is a first impression, so it’s very important, and a great title can live forever. It should offer something, or make a kind of promise to the reader. It should, ultimately, be of a piece with the work.”

			As Michael Hyatt says in Platform: Get Noticed in a Noisy World (Thomas Nelson, 2012): “If your title doesn’t pull me into the content, what will? Don’t be cute; tempt me.” In her book You’ve Got a Book in You: A Stress-Free Guide to Writing the Book of Your Dreams (Writer’s Digest Books, 2013), American prizewinning novelist and writing authority Elizabeth Sims says, “Choosing the right title for your book is like choosing the right name for your baby. No single perfect choice exists; several probably do, and as many as a zillion titles might be adequate.” Sarah Selecky, author of the novel Radiant Shimmering Light and the Scotiabank Giller Prize–nominated short story collection This Cake Is for the Party, and the creator of Sarah Selecky Writing School in Prince Edward County, Ontario, also says titles can be akin to people’s names, but has this take: “Once you know and love someone, you love the sound of their name because it’s so familiar. The name can become an extension of the person. Sometimes a title can remind you of another famous title, which might bring a certain kind of attention to it.”

			For MacIntyre, “a book, especially a work of fiction, quickly becomes the ‘property’ of other people—readers who will relate in different ways to the content and form different impressions of what the book is saying.” So, he says, “a book title must, if possible, be particular enough to create an idea of what the story is about, but flexible enough to accommodate changes in perception as the story unfolds in other minds.”

			For Lori Hahnel, Calgary-based author of After You’ve Gone, Love Minus Zero, and Nothing Sacred, creative writing teacher at Mount Royal University and the Alexandra Writers’ Centre Society, and board member of the Writers’ Guild of Alberta, “the role of titles is to interest the reader, perhaps get them to ask a question, and possibly to evoke something about the story—the mood, the atmosphere, maybe the era.”

			Newfoundland-based, award-winning author Charis Cotter feels the same way. She says a good title “needs to sum up the essence of the book in a few words, and it travels with the reader as they read the book, so they will keep referring back to it and connecting it to the story. For years after you read a good book with a really good title, thinking about the title will recall the book, and why you liked it so much.” Patti Callahan Henry, a Mountain Brook, Alabama–based, New York Times and USA Today best-selling author of fifteen books, says “the title should be as clear as possible about what the story is at his heart.” And she likes “a bit of surprise” in a title—“a little clue that you find during the story where you smile and say, ‘Ah! That’s where that title came from.’ ” Weiland agrees. “The title may make no sense out of context, other than to (hopefully) strike readers as an enticement. But in context, the title not only explains itself, but, optimally, adds a nuance of understanding to the story itself. I love it when I’m able to close a book (or finish a series) and suddenly realize: ‘Oh, that’s what the title meant!’ ” Purcell concurs: “Sometimes a good title is one that is most appreciated after the work has been read.”

			Parpart agrees, taking it a step further: “I love that a title holds on to its mystery until the end of the story or book, then relates back in a way that magnifies a number of key concerns. A good title actually demands that you go back to it after you’re finished reading and think through all the layered ways in which it relates to the book or story.” She cites Raymond Carver as a master at this. Parpart says although his titles are “deceptively simple,” they “relate to the stories in complex and satisfying ways,” referring to “A Small, Good Thing” (in his collection Cathedral) as an example of “an entire world of complex human emotion packed into one story.” To her, “a good title is one that opens a door onto meanings that are inherent within the story, but that also depend on the title to deepen and become more apparent.” Sam Hiyate, president and literary agent at The Rights Factory in Toronto, agrees when it comes to short story titles. “Here, the title can have a more intimate relation to the story and can even become part of unraveling the meaning or message in the story at the end.” But, adds Parpart, titles of “individual short stories are less important than the title of the collection.”

			WHOSE “JOB” ARE TITLES, ANYWAY?

			While finishing his detective novel The Lady in the Lake, Raymond Chandler wrote to his publisher, saying, “I’m trying to think up a good title for you to want me to change.” When it comes to the responsibility of creating a title, opinions vary. Sims adamantly believes “an author must own that title if at all possible, if only for the sake of pure dignity. And of course, as the author, you’ve spent the most amount of time with that book, writing drafts, thinking about revisions while waiting for your hamburger at the drive-thru, feverishly contemplating possibilities of success or failure.” So, she says, the writer is “the most invested in the project,” and they “should never count on anybody to come up with a title. It’s OK to invite input, though.” Berg thinks “it’s great when the author comes up with the title. Who better to do that, really? Who knows the intent and the heart of the book better than the author?” And, adds Redhill, “If the author has the ‘right’ title (i.e., everyone gets why that’s the title), hopefully no one interferes.”

			Vermeer says that “titles are touchy things, frequently a point of fierce debate. Sometimes the author knows best.” This was the case for the first novel by Trevor Cole, a Toronto-based, award-winning author of The Whisky King
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