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			When I first met Barbara Poelle in 2007, I’m fairly sure I gave her nothing more than a frosty “nice to meet you” before turning, pointedly, back to my keyboard. You see, when we met we were both newly minted literary agents whose companies shared an office space, and in the parlance of reality television circa the early aughts, I was not there to make friends. Coming off a stint at an agency whose workplace culture one might politely describe as “intense,” I had no reason to think the overly peppy blue-eyed lady in the cubicle down the way was anything but a distraction from the ultimate goal: publishing world domination.

			I wore my newness like a scarlet letter, something to be hidden and shed as quickly as possible. Barbara embraced hers, bounding toward new learning with the joy of a golden retriever puppy who just saw a squirrel for the first time. While I panicked each day that I was about to be fired (by whom, exactly, or why was unclear—but let this not be a barrier for the Type A in search of a worry), Barbara exulted in the daily discoveries of mastering a new professional stage. The joy she took from every new experience was contagious, and soon her chilly, panicky officemate (me) couldn’t resist inching a little closer, won over by her enthusiasm, yes, but also the undeniable fact that she had the goods. Her taste and instincts were impeccable, and I couldn’t resist the pull of her orbit. Maybe I could be there a little to make friends?

			The quirks of New York City office real estate soon led to us literally sharing an office, giving us an excellent opener at publishing cocktail parties, where we frequently wingwoman-ed one another through editor encounters ranging from sublime to excruciating: “We’re officemates!” one of us would say, setting up the other to chime in, “But we don’t work for the same agency!” But more importantly, with this greater proximity something wonderful happened: I discovered that the peppy blue-eyed lady wasn’t a distraction from world domination; she was the key. The lead balloon (me) and the helium zeppelin (her) helped each other find the perfect cruising altitude. And together, both of our careers took flight.

			In the years that followed, we have celebrated many career highs (and weathered a few lows—we’re magnificent at our jobs, make no mistake, but we’re still humans working in publishing). We’ve sat in companionable silence reading manuscripts for most of many weekends, breaking only for snacks and refills delivered by one or the other of our bemused husbands. We’ve closed down the Javits Center at the end of Book Expo and toasted the opening of my agency. We’ve compared submission lists, tried to build a better publishing mousetrap (the mice are slow and resistant to change, but swapping cheese for peanut butter is worth a try!), and fought arm in arm to better an industry we believe in, because whatever the differences in our approach at the outset, we were always united by our belief that books can absolutely change the world. She is still the first person I text with a sticky work situation, a contract negotiation gone sideways, or good news to be celebrated (believe me when I say no one—no one—is better at celebrations than Barbara Poelle). It is no exaggeration to say my career is what it is today thanks to her insights, advice, and support. Where I once would’ve seen only the challenges of a situation or glumly accepted the conventional publishing industry thinking, she gently pushed me to see opportunity and blaze a new trail. And I like to think I’ve helped her out a little bit too along the way (if only by hissing at a few key junctures “It’s called GOOGLE, Poelle”—then promptly answering the question because by now I’ve truly embraced and accepted my calling as her own personal search engine).

			So you can see, Dear Reader, why I am truly overjoyed that she has written this book. These pages you hold are the closest thing I can picture to capturing the experience I was so fortunate to enjoy lo those many years ago, though I hope you’ll learn from my errors and accept that resistance to the Way of the Poelle is truly futile. Best to embrace it and prepare, instead: Select a beverage of your choosing, acquire some tasty snacks, and if historical accuracy is your thing and you want the full Holly experience, pretend you are sharing an office that was definitely once a storage closet. Then gird your loins and flip the page. As Barbara answers your publishing questions, you can count on receiving her wise and truly inimitable feedback—always honest, always encouraging, and very, very funny.

			I don’t know you personally, Reader, though I am confident you are very talented and I am also getting a strong vibe that those pants you’ve chosen today are really working for you, but even so I can guarantee you Barbara Poelle is cheering for you to become your very best writer-self and fully live into your potential as a storyteller. At every stage of her career, she’s been an unwaveringly passionate advocate for authors, both hers and other agents’ clients. I’ve seen her speak to the most nervous aspiring authors at conferences and parties with the very same laser-beam attention and respect she gives to CEOs of publishing houses (honestly, maybe more? As a group, authors are funnier, and funny counts for a lot with Poelle). She finds people fascinating, none more so than writers, and I have witnessed countless instances where the sheer power of her belief has transformed careers and lives. So it is no small thing for me to say: She is cheering for you. And therefore, because of the transitive property way our friendship works, I am too. Can you handle that much positive energy coming your way? I hope you’re prepared to be amazing, because we’ve got high expectations for you.

			Above all, I can promise if you take her words in these pages to heart, your journey through the fearsome wilds of publishing, like my own, will be much the better for it—and you’ll laugh enough to scare away any beasts hiding in those woods. Are you ready? Let’s get to it.

			Holly Root

			Founder, Root Literary

			January 2020
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			For the better part of a decade, I have been writing the Q&A column “Funny You Should Ask” in Writer’s Digest magazine. Folks have been generous and vulnerable in writing in and asking about the traditional book publishing process and then allowing me to impart a bit of insight accompanied with wine sloshing, tuba sounds, and jazz hands. And thus, let us continue and expand! In the following pages you will find questions and answers to some of the most common quandaries that pop up when one is navigating the publishing world—along with some new vintages, brass instruments, and Fosse fingers. This is a guide for those just beginning to write, those prepared to query, those signing with an agent, and those several books into their career who spend a few nights a year screaming into a towel, “I am a big phony and everyone is going to discover I can’t write and we’ll lose the house and Janice will have to go back to night shifts at the rendering plant.” Since I can’t represent all of you, this will be a little slice of the pointers I would give you in a class or as my client—like if your eyeballs had me on speed dial. While no two publishing paths are alike, this should cover the basics, hopefully with a few chuckles on the way. Because all of this is hard. All of this is disorienting and sometimes outright humiliating.

			In fact, I wish there were reference guides like this for other aspects of life as well. Recently I was meeting an editor for drinks in Tribeca, and when I arrived at the establishment and opened the outer vestibule door, windblown and off balance, I immediately noticed a pay phone prominently featured on the wall.

			Ugh. I haaaaate this. The fake speakeasy. Where you have to have a password, or enter a phone booth and find the secret latch. It is just so annoying.

			I made eye contact through the glass with the young man standing behind the host podium in the restaurant, maybe twenty feet away. I rolled my eyes and picked up the phone. A tone sounded saying “Press nine!” And I did, and nothing happened. I maintained eye contact with the host who was calmly half smiling at me through the glass, pressed 9 again. And again. I blew some errant strands of hair out of my eyes and then just started yelling through the glass, “Look, I am pressing nine and nothing is happening, can you just buzz me in or whatever?” He just continued to smile, which now appeared to me like a smirk. So I yelled through the glass, “I don’t know what to do, and I quite frankly don’t care, can you just let me in already? I don’t have time for this and even if I did I would still be annoyed!” And then . . . a thought occurred. And a gentle flop-sweat volcanoed out from my scalp. I slowly, still maintaining eye contact, set the pay phone back in its cradle. And tried the door. Which was open the whole time. Because this was not a speakeasy bar. I had seen the pay phone and assumed it was. So, still maintaining eye contact with the host, I ascended the steps to the stand, which was the longest twenty-foot walk I ever had. When I got to him, his smirk deepened, and he said lightly, “Well that was fun.”

			So while you are on this journey, there will be times when you are the host . . . and there will be times when you are a middle-aged white woman, hair askew, screaming through the glass at a stranger. But, he was right: this is fun. Educating and equipping yourself for the journey will add such important tools to your writer’s toolbox, and this book can be part of that. No two journeys in life are the same, thus no two journeys in publishing will be either. Nothing in here should be assumed to guarantee your success—it is not a how-to—it is more like a lantern to shine in the darker unknowns of the basics of the publishing journey. Then, when you are confident in the basics you can start to find the fun and avoid some of the common pitfalls and pratfalls along the way. There will be a lot of advice and anecdotes in the following pages, but if I can start and end with the most valuable, it is, of course, in writing and in life:

			Try the door first.

			Because now? Now the real work begins.

		

	
		
			
				PART 1

			

			Craft
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				Once when I was at the Museum of Modern Art, I passed an installation that consisted of crumpled facial tissues spilling out of a sideways garbage can. I turned to my friend and fellow literary agent, Janet Reid, and said, “This? Why is this art? I mean, I could do this.” And she replied, “But you didn’t.” So first and foremost if you are reading this book because you are writing a book, congratulations. You are doing it. And one man’s crumpled tissue is another woman’s six-week installment at a famous museum, so there are all kinds of needs for all kinds of audiences. But no matter what you are writing, craft is everything.

				Craft is the technique and detail work in sentence—and therefore story—structure. It’s the color choice and brush strokes of your book . . . and it’s also the stuff that makes you Edvard Munch in the mirror at five in the morning saying “I wonder if I can get my job back at the sod farm.”

				When crafting, I cannot stress the importance of connecting with a writing group and/or critique partners (CPs). They are your first readers, and the ones that will quickly learn your tricks and cheats and follies and foibles, and bust you on them. I personally believe (although I am proven wrong from time to time) that your CPs cannot share fluids with you in real life: no girlfriends, boyfriends, spouses, siblings, parents, or children, because those types of relationships bring a nuanced history along with every read, for better and for worse. (I will allow first cousins, however, because growing up, was anyone more aggressive yet more dependable than a cousin?) You need someone who will be thrilled about what is working, but pointed about what needs to go, because craft consists not only of creating, but destroying. Stephen King teaches us that in his must-have resource On Writing with the phrase “Kill your darlings,” and I echo that on a weekly basis with my clients.

				The craft of killing our darlings is the difference between:

				Barbara stepped gingerly into the room, her shoulders hiked up around her ears, her breath held as if in precursor of some catastrophe; modern art made her nervous.

				and

				Barbara stepped into the room and exhaled; modern art made her nervous.

				Both sentences are crafted to put us in the where and who and what and when of the story, but the second one does it with less, and will create and sustain the pacing and establish the rhythm moving forward.

				While we are crafting and killing and screaming and occasionally remembering to shower, remember that every book you see on a shelf comes from an author who did the same. This can be a lonely journey, but it is one the village takes with you nonetheless. At the end of this book, there is a series of exercises that might help you in any point of your process, whether that is getting started with an idea, finding that needed fulcrum in the center of the novel, or loosening that sticking place in the penultimate scene without making the whole thing a dreeeeeam.

				Even though, it kinda is, isn’t it.

				But let’s get to it, because now? Now the real work begins.

			

		

	
		
			Dear FYSA,

			In my middle-grade novel, some of my protagonist’s dialogue reflects conversations I’ve had with my nine-year-old nieces. Yet critiques suggest that my voice in those instances is not correct for my protagonist (of like age). I am confused about how what a child said to me in real life wouldn’t come across as a child’s voice in writing. What are your thoughts?

			Sincerely,

			 Dialogue Dumbfounded

			Dear Dumbfounded,

			I hear you. I recently texted my husband about a shade of bath towel I wanted, and why he needed to specifically get that shade and what that exact shade reminded me of. He was with our two children in Bed, Bath & Beyond, which is like bringing goats to a roller rink, and he sent me back a series of emojis that could only be truly appreciated by stevedores and acrobats. I think we’re in the same boat here, which is that this has more to do with tone and structure than actual syntax, and more about how the musicality translates into reality by the reader than about real-time conversations.

			Overall, dialogue in a novel or film is simply tighter, better, and more universally accessible than in real life. (For instance, start counting the ums, uhs, and likes in your own conversations). Dialogue in fiction has to move the plot along in some way or the pacing gets all wonky (a technical publishing term you need years to learn) so it has to be curated to a degree. In the case of an adult author translating a middle-grade protagonist, (though it would be easier for me to see the actual dialogue in question to fully weigh in) there can be a few other factors that might make it come off as disingenuous.

			When you look at the construct of a youthful character voice, the absence or presence of slang can be a determining factor in accessibility. Sometimes “peer speak” can be off-putting in a novel, whereas other times it’s necessary to achieve realism—but this would be based on the tone of the discourse already established.

			Beyond that, cultural background, region, and even neighborhood can and will influence all of us in dialogue and kids are no different. “You fixin’ for a coke?” means the same thing as “You gonna grab a pop?” only a few hundred miles away. What resonates as “normal” conversation in one region of America might sound stilted in another. Also, one nine-year-old’s commentary can be another fifteen-year-old’s inner monologue—so perhaps the education, background, and maturity of these particular nine-year-olds in your life do not resonate with how the majority of their peer group converses.

			In the end, hearing from more than one source that the voice comes across as inorganic has more to do with the rhythm of the work than the field research behind it. Keep eavesdropping (I mean, for a variety of reasons, obvi) but keep reading the genre. That will help to grow your data set and tap into where the art meets the life.

			Dear FYSA,

			I realize it depends on many things—such as audience, characters, and genre—and also understand that repeated usage goes into the law of diminishing returns. But my question remains: How much smutty language is appropriate? One f-bomb in a novel can turn off entire segments of readers, but it can also express a character’s intense feeling or reaction. Is there a rule of thumb?

			Sincerely, 

			Pondering Profanity

			Dear Pondering,

			Hmm. As the occasional holler throughout my apartment “MAMA USED A LAZY WORD” might attest—I tend to, uh, work the room a little “blue” myself, so I may not be the best barometer.  However smutty is a pretty subjective line in the sand. Your smut might be my word-a-day calendar.

			For example, the first line of Andy Weir’s The Martian is probably one of my favorites insofar as setting up tone, tension, and character, but some folks would immediately put the book down after that sentence. In the middle of a difficult negotiation, I have been known to hang up the phone and then howl a stream so profoundly offensive that there is a rule in my office that I am not allowed to swear before 10 A.M. EST. (This is true.) Yet, ask me to read a steamy passage from the brilliant and ferociously sexy Christina Lauren novels and I will clutch my pearls and eyeball the nearest fainting couch because “Well I never!” and collapse with great fanfare. [Peeks open one eye, turns back to page, continues reading.]

			Even so, for as “Well, my stars and gardens!” as I can get, (I say gardens because garters is just so smutty! Nah, I say gardens because that’s totally what I thought it was until my editor told me it was garters. But . . . STET!) it’s never really about being offended. I’m much more apt to be offended by misinformed concepts or gratuitous plotlines than actual dialogue or prose. And I am 100 percent likely to be offended by appropriation of and stereotypical depictions of characters or cultures. But as far as profanity goes in written work, I’m more likely to be bored by the lack of creativity from an author who loads the T-shirt cannon with f-bombs and launches them indiscriminately into a manuscript than to find myself disgusted by a narrative. Hence why we call them “lazy” words in my house. There are sooooo many words, picking something without using the big seven (nod to Carlin) asks for a little more from the source, and can be even more horrifying and satisfying in its ability to peel the paint off the walls.

			In the end, as long as you aren’t writing, say, middle-grade inspirational novels, I would simply suggest you stay true to the voice of your characters and allow them to set the tone. If it’s true to the story, your readers will go right along with it. And if they don’t like it, they can [air siren] up their [old-timey car horn] and [broken spring sound effect].

			Dear FYSA, 

			What is women’s fiction? 

			Signed, 

			Genderly Interested

			Dear Interested,

			Women’s fiction is a nebulous term that can encompass subgenre elements like fantasy, magical realism, crime, and romance. The main distinction of women’s fiction is that the themes and issues within the novel are associated with/directed at and therefore marketed to, women.

			Let’s all take a minute and rooolllll our eeeeeeyes at the notion that all women clearly have the same life experiences and therefore resonate with common themes. And as there is no corresponding category for men’s fiction (those are just called novels [sound of smashing]), popular fiction, commercial fiction, mainstream fiction, and general fiction also can define and understand the audience and intent behind most women’s fiction. Themes like empowerment, survival, and loss are explored in women’s fiction and can be executed in a more commercial voice or a more upmarket or literary narrative—like any other mainstream novel. The reason we use classifying terms like women’s fiction is to help to establish the main marketing pool, but that doesn’t mean those are the only waters your novel can swim within.

			Dear FYSA,

			If a fantasy novel by an unpublished writer is 150,000–160,000 words, does that affect its chances of getting published? I don’t mean a badly revised story, but a good story that needs
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