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  Praise


'Sheila M. Averbuch's super-clear, super-succinct guide should empower any novelist who's hoping to find a literary agent. Step-by-step, with illustrative examples, Averbuch expertly shows the way.' – Erika Dreifus, Founder and Publisher, The Practicing Writer

'At last, a clear, concise resource to demystify the submissions process. Bursting with great advice and well-researched resources, equal parts encouraging and practical!' – Sara Grant, author of The Ultimate Guide to Editing Your Novel

'A plethora of knowledge from an experienced novelist. Any writer submitting their work needs to read this brilliant book.' – Lynwen Pirie, Network Organiser, SCBWI Scotland

'Contains practical information and examples to help you break out of the slush pile with a strong query-letter pitch.' – Colleen Jones, past Regional Advisor, SCBWI Ireland
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Introduction


For a writer, there's no feeling like finishing a manuscript. The characters have lived in our heads for so long, and we've brought them safely to their conclusion, delivering what we hope is an unforgettable experience for the reader. Whether you're a first-time novelist or this is one of several manuscripts you've completed, I hope you'll pause here to realize the scope of what you've achieved: writing a book is something few people ever manage, and you've done it. 
And yet.
You're not quite done. You want to give readers that memorable encounter, and that means publication. A literary agent can make that happen: if they spot brilliance in your story, they'll help you make it as good as it can be, then sell it to a publisher who has the acumen and relationships to edit your book and get it into stores, libraries and the hands of readers. 
Even if you choose to self-publish, thus circumventing traditional publishing (where the publisher bears the costs of editing, producing and selling the title), your book must be marketed, and that means developing a pitch: one that hooks the reader on your story so they're compelled to know more.  
Pitch Your Book helps you do exactly that: turn your tens-of-thousands-of-words novel into a tidy, 250-word pitch that intrigues your reader. I'm going to teach you everything I learned the hard way, over many manuscripts and dozens of query letters to agents, so that you can find the heart of your story and pull out those key elements that make readers lean forward. 
The agents I've interviewed for Pitch Your Book represent both adult and children's fiction and routinely receive 20 to 70 queries a day, every day, including Christmas. That's up to twenty-five thousand queries a year, and some of these agents read the query only; that means they don't want to see pages from your manuscript unless your query has hooked them. 
That's worth restating: some agents request the letter only, not your pages. Learn to convey the most engaging elements of your novel in your query letter, and you're vastly more likely to catch their interest, so they want to read more.
The process I'll teach you is the Four-Part Pitch, and it's a method that works for any novel. (If you write nonfiction, pitching your book demands a different methodology that I won't be covering here.) Pitch Your Book also explains what to do if you're a new novelist with a burning urge to send the first draft of your story to agents. My advice: don't do it. Instead, take that energy and use it to refine what you've written, working with feedback from your critique partners; you'll hear more later about what a critique partner is and where to find one. These attentive readers will help you make your story a thing of beauty before you let it anywhere near an agent.   
Are agents necessary? Well, that depends on your aims: is your goal to see your book in the world, or is it more important to you for an established publisher to put it out there for you? Major US and UK publishers tend not to accept unagented submissions from novelists, although you may be able to submit to them directly in other countries, or if you're targeting a niche or independent publisher. What an agent does, in my view, is critical, and it's why I knew I wanted one: they champion your work and sell it to the publisher; they're your advocate when difficult negotiations are required and can be the 'bad cop' with the publisher if needed; they help sell your book rights in international territories and for screen adaptation; and they help protect your rights as the industry changes...and it is changing, not least because of AI.

Pitch Your Book assumes the reader of your pitch is an agent and that you want to be traditionally published. But if you're self-publishing, a pitch is still essential: it's what you'll send to book bloggers or book festival programmers, and you'll draw on it when writing your marketing materials. A pitch is also useful during the revision process: sitting down to craft the pitch can be your first hint that your story has holes, and that your next task is to address those before doing anything else.
For first-time writers, Pitch Your Book reveals the step-by-step process you need to follow in order to turn your manuscript draft into a traditionally published book on the shelves, avoiding common mistakes that delay and frustrate that journey to publication. If you're a seasoned novelist – perhaps you're changing agents, or you've been working directly with publishers but now want representation – Pitch Your Book is for you, too: you'll learn the proven method to write a pitch that reveals the heart of your story, so you hook agents not just with your track record, but with your new manuscript.  
"Every book needs a pitch, and if the author knows what it is, then the plot is probably well considered."Molly Ker Hawn, The Bent Agency

Anyone can learn to pitch their story and make their query letter sing. I learned, though it took a mountain of research, dozens of unsuccessful approaches to agents, four different manuscripts, and more than 30 drafts of the letter that got me my agent. 
I'd just developed the final version of that letter when I realized I could use it for a new opportunity that had arisen. The industry association I'd joined, the Society of Children's Book Writers and Illustrators (SCBWI), announced The Hook, a national pitching competition for unpublished writers, held live in front of hundreds of delegates and five agents. Participants needed a pitch, and I had a strong one; it was at the heart of my query letter. 
I stood up in front of that crowd, I pitched, and I won, becoming the society's first pitching champ in the UK. Within a month I had offers of representation from four agents and signed with one of them a few weeks later. 
Pitching a story is a life skill for any novelist, and a strong pitch is useful across the life of your book. You, your agent, your editor, sales representatives at your publisher, buyers for bookstores, bookstore staff who hand-sell your book, festivals who invite you to speak, journalists who want to interview you, online sellers who'll stock your book – they all need your pitch. 
I'm going to teach you how to polish yours till it shines.
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First step: get feedback on your manuscript


The path to publication is different for everyone. If you're like I was in 2003, you're a new novelist with only a vague idea of how to turn the manuscript on your laptop into a book on the shelf. If you're an industry veteran or agented writer, feel free to jump to the Four-Part Pitch method in Chapter 4. But for new novelists out there, it's vital to understand a different set of four points: the steps you'll need to take to become traditionally published, all of which were unknown to me when I started my journey. 
It was a journey that began in the profoundest, most smothering ignorance. I was still a journalist at the time, a career that was going well for me. I grew up in the US, getting my undergraduate degree from Harvard and then a master's in journalism from Stanford. Moving to Ireland gave me the chance to become the USA Today stringer in the country, covering the Troubles in the North and the peace process during the 1990s. After that, I became an award-winning technology journalist and built the country's first syndicated newswire for technology news, which ran for more than a decade when trade magazines were still figuring out how to use the internet. I was at the height of my journalistic achievements when I wrote my first novel at 32, and I was cocky.
I honestly believed that writing fiction would be an easy lane-change, where I'd draw on my experience of getting words onto the page and meeting insane newswire deadlines to write a novel that readers would love.
I got the words onto the page okay, but I'd read almost no recently-published books aimed at the readers I was targeting. I wanted to be a children's novelist, but my story came out sounding like the adventures I'd read as a kid, which were outdated even then. My dialogue and characters were like something from a 1950s movie, and not a good one. 
I showed my manuscript to the journalists who worked for me: note, I was their employer. We had a good rapport, but the power imbalance made them unlikely to give critical feedback as they might've liked to. 
They were also constrained by something even more important: they weren't novelists writing in my genre. If you've completed a manuscript and shown it to a few people, who are those people? Do they write fiction for the same kind of reader? The great advantage of feedback from peers – whether they're earlier in their career or more established – is that you and they are working from a common toolbox. They understand how difficult it is to convey backstory without an info dump, to write dialogue that doesn't sound forced, or to describe setting and create a mood without losing the reader's attention. 
Romance novelists know how tricky it is to write a good intimate scene, and mystery writers know how to lay false clues with finesse. Historical novelists understand the difficulty of describing a
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"Seventy percent of my submissions are projects that I can't spend time on because I don’t represent that genre or the writing isn't there yet: either the author hasn't developed their craft, or they have no idea that they’re writing outside what the market is looking for. They might say, 'there aren't enough children’s books about girls going on adventures,’ which tells me they probably haven’t read a children’s book in 30 years." 
Some resources
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