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Myrna Foster has written for 
newspapers and sold six poems 
to Highlights High Five. She writes 
picture books, chapter books, middle 
grade, and young adult novels. She 
has three kids, too many cats, and a 
moody parakeet. 
 

The NV Mentorship Program 
By Cynthia Mun, Regional Advisor 

In 2010, I heard about the NV Mentorship Program when I met Ellen Hopkins 
at the SCBWI national conference in Los Angeles. She was the Regional 
Advisor along with Suzanne Morgan Williams. Unfortunately, I didn’t make 
the cut. However, I attended the conference that was open for non-mentees as 
well during that weekend.  I ended up staying up all night with Holly Black 
talking about our lives and what it meant to be a writer and where we get our 
stories. 
 
Undeterred, I applied again the following year and became part of the Class 
of 2013. Jenny MacKay was my mentor, and I worked on my novel titled 
WANT. Jenny was insightful, experienced, and knew how to edit, but most of 
all she was supportive. I needed guidance to step away from my story to gain 
a larger perspective, but I also needed someone to tell me not to give up. And 
that is exactly what Jenny did for me.  
 
Ultimately, I was offered representation on WANT, although I didn’t take it. 
That’s another story. However, I haven’t found any other program like the 
SCBWI NV Mentorship Program where authors give so much of their time 
and care to help writers become better storytellers.  
 
For the past ten years, the program has helped dozens of writers and 
illustrators on their road to being published traditionally with agent 
representation or successfully publishing on their own. But for me, it also 
gave me a community of serious writers who valued their dreams enough to 
invest in their learning. It’s not cheap, but it was worth the experience.  
 
I hope when the program is offered again that you’ll consider applying. 
 
 
Cynthia Mun has two decades of experience in strategic and product marketing. 
As Vice President of Marketing, she worked in emerging technology sectors in 

Silicon Valley and in hospitality in Las Vegas. She 
launched the first e-Book and Pandora.com. She 
switched careers in 2011 to write children’s novels. 
 
Cynthia immigrated to the US from South Korea as a 
child. She graduated from Westridge All Girls School in 
Pasadena, CA. She graduated from Yale University and 
was the first to receive a college degree in her family. 
 

When she isn’t working, she is an active community advocate. She serves on the 
board of Communities in Schools of Nevada, a nonprofit that helps at-risk 
students graduate. She is the past President and Founder of the Yale Alumni 
Association of Nevada (Yale Club). She is also responsible for Yale 
undergraduate recruitment for Nevada as the ASC Director. 
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Nevada Arts Council Grants 
By Kenneth Lamug, Illustrator Coordinator 

 
As Nevada artists, sometimes we need a little financial help to pursue our 
creative projects and endeavors. Nevada Arts Council (NAC) Grant program 
is designed to do just that by providing support to local artists and 
organizations.   
 
Applying for a NAC grant is not as difficult as you might think. The first step 
is to visit their web site at http://nvculture.org/nevadaartscouncil/. From there 
you can download the most recent grant guidelines and find out if you 
qualify.  
 
There are grants designed for individuals, organizations, performance artists, 
educators, personal or public projects, or professional development (which 
can be applied to out of state conferences etc.). Make sure to read the 
application requirements and deadlines. You can also call the NAC office if 
you have a specific question not explained in the guidelines (702.486.3700). 
 
When you’re ready to apply, sign-up via the Go Smart system 
(https://nevada.gosmart.org/) and complete an online application. The 
questions are very detailed, and you should take your time filling it out. They 
will ask you about your background, how the grant will help you, how much 
you’re requesting, and for an itemized list of your expenses. There might be a 
few instances where you have to sign and mail in some paperwork, but most 
of it will be online. It’s also a good idea to save your receipts and keep track 
of your expenses, as you will need to provide these later.  
 
The NAC funding is limited and varies from year to year so it’s always best 
to check and see what’s available. Sometimes a little help is all that an artist 
needs to fulfill their dreams. Good luck!  
 
2017-2018 Grant Guide http://nvculture.org/nevadaartscouncil/wp-
content/uploads/sites/3/2016/03/FY17_18NACGrantGuidelines9.pdf 
Online application: https://nevada.gosmart.org/ 
 
 
 
Kenneth Kit Lamug is an author/illustrator based in Las Vegas, Nevada. His 

debut picture book "A Box Story" has won the 
Moonbeam Children’s Book Awards, 
Literary Classics, Pinnacle Awards and the National 
Indie Excellence Book Awards. 
 
In 2014, Ken launched a Kickstarter campaign 
which funded his first all-ages graphic adventure 
book, "The Tall Tales of Talbot Toluca." His most 
recent books include the macabre children's 

fairytale, "The Stumps of 6 publications. Ken has also worked in movies, comics 
and his photography has been showcased internationally. To see more of his work 
and daily musings, please visit www.rabbleboy.com 
 
 

Art Spot  By Kenneth Lamug, Illustrator Coordinator 
 
Every quarter, SCBWI Bulletin features a new artist spot illustration! In 
addition to worldwide recognition, the featured illustrator receives $100 for 
their winning piece. 
 
All SCBWI members are eligible to enter by submitting one or more spot 
illustration. Each month, several other runner-up artists will be selected. Each 
runner-up will receive $25 for their art and have their name and piece 
published in The Bulletin. It's not uncommon for an artist to be discovered by 
a publisher or agent from the bulletin, so everyone is encouraged to submit. 

~   Writer Roundup   ~ 
 
Still waiting to hear back from that last query letter? Not 
sure if your submission is up to snuff? Give a critique 
group a try! A fresh perspective not only awakens new 
ideas and reveals previously unseen holes, it also toughens 
your skin and bolsters the ego. A writer's critique group can 
help out even the seasoned booksmith. 
 
If you're interesting in finding one in your area, here is a 
current list. 
  

Northern Nevada (Sparks Area) 
 
            Who: Middle Grade-Young Adult Novelists-Picture 
Book Writers & Illustrators 
            Where: Please contact Kim Harnes 
at kimharnes@gmail.com for location info. 
            When: Every Saturday, except holidays, 3-5pm. 
            Notes: Email Kim with questions and to make sure 
the meet is on. Cancellations do occur. 
  

Southern Nevada (Las Vegas & Boulder City Areas) 
            
            Who: SCBWI Boulder city Critique Group, all 
genre 
            Where: Please contact Lisa Hallet 
at Clkhallett@embarqmail.com for location info. 
            When: Every third Tuesday of the month, 6:30pm. 
  
            Who: SCBWI Vegas Einstein Critique Group, all 
genre 
            Where: Einstein Bros 
Bagels http://einsteinbros.com 
            When: The 1st and 3rd Sunday of every month, 1-
3pm. 
            Notes: Email Tina Kirchner at acelv@cox.net for 
details or go to the Meetup page for SCBWI Vegas. 
  
            Who: SCBWI Vegas Illustrators & Picture Book 
Critique Group 
            Where and When: Please contact Ken Lamug 
at nevada-ic@scbwi.org for location info. 
  
            Who: SCBWI Vegas Summerlin Critique Group 
            Where: Coffee Bean on Towne Center and 215 
            When: Last Wednesday of the month, 4:30-6:30pm. 
For 2017: 4/26, 5/31, 6/28, 7/26, 8/30, 9/27, 10/25, 11/29 
            Notes: Email Stephanie Espinoza at  
forestjournal@yahoo.com for more info. 
  
            Who: Quarterly Critique Group, all genre 
            Where/When: These larger critique groups will be 
held as announced. 
  
   If you are interested in leading or starting a new critique 
group in your area, please contact Kim Harnes 
at kimharnes@gmail.com. 
 
 
 
Megan Kellermeyer, Editorial Assistant 

 
I love to write (more than 
anything!) but I also draw, make 
little plushes for my children, 
and every October 31st I help 
my sister fill the night with 
delighted screams inside a home 
haunt for Halloween. 
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Author Ity 
By Megan Kellermeyer 
“A Key Idea” 
 

 
A keystroke or stylus gesture, by luck or by hard work, can change the course of our lives. 
   Just as the main character of this comic, Author, looks for that one great inspiration which will carry them onto the path of worldwide 
renown, so do each of us scour that blank canvas. Most who pen or paint seek an audience to share what they create, but first we must 
bring it to life. It is often a struggle, deciding what will fill the well of our personal creations and, though no keyboard shortcut exists to 
give us such creative momentum, that flick of a switch can come from practically anywhere. 
   Inspiration springs forth from books, movies, TV shows, a puddle on the ground, something your child said the other day, or even 
something seen or heard on a family outing. Illumination is everywhere, and we shouldn't stress about not finding them. The key to 
unlocking your chest of ideas could be simply taking a break, grabbing a coffee or tea, and sitting outside for a moment. 
   We are all Creators. It's what we do. The zeal with which we pursue our interests can ignite tremendous energy in any task 
pursued. Anything can be accomplished with such creative energy. Just remember that ideas, like time, can be fleeting, and the best 
advice anyone can give a writer is to go and write, and for an artist to make art! 

 
The Best of SCBWI 
 By Suzanne Morgan Williams, PAL Coordinator 
 
I attended my first SCBWI Conference at Asilomar in California more than twenty years ago. At that time, it was a smallish event, 
limited to sixty participants. I was drawn to the conference by its intimate size and by Jane Yolen who was the featured speaker. I 
rushed to sign up the first day. I drove to the conference alone taking my chances with a roommate. I arrived early. No one was in my 
room so I wandered up to the meeting room. It was still empty. One woman sat on the deck. I asked if I could sit with her. “Have you 
been to a conference before?” I asked. 
 
“Yes.” She then turned to asking about me, my work, how I’d discovered SCBWI, when was my nonfiction book coming out? Wasn’t I 
excited? 
 
I’d hit the jackpot and found a kindred spirit in the first person I’d met. I enjoyed the warmth of her interest for quite a while. Then I 
remembered my manners and asked, “Where are you from?” 
 
“Massachusetts,” was her answer. 
 
I’m sure she saw the recognition flash across my face. “Are you Jane Yolen?”  
 
So that was my introduction to SCBWI. The marvelous Jane Yolen, author of dozens of books, holder of so many awards and prizes, 
welcomed me like an equal on a quiet deck by the beach.  
 
 (Continued on page 4) 
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(The Best of SCBWI continued from page 3) 
 
The next year, my “by chance” roommate became my best friend. It was at 
that conference that I sat with Yuyi Morales, who had recently won the Don 
Freeman Award but was yet to have a picture book illustration contract, 
pouring over her portfolio and listening to stories of her Mexican heritage and 
her dreams for the future.  
 
When I moved to Reno, in 1999, one of the first things I did was contact the 
RA. She invited me to a picnic and then to a critique group. That’s when I 
met Ellen Hopkins. She was writing picture books and poems, and excited to 
share news that her new nonfiction book was coming out. Seven years later, 
Ellen was a rising star with her best-selling verse novels and we were co-RAs 
for the region. Together, we started the Nevada Region Mentor Program 
hoping to create a close-knit group of accomplished writers and illustrators 
who connected with Reno. We knew that in order for our Nevada members to 
be challenged, they needed to learn from and work with the best writers and 
illustrators we could find. They needed a community. 
 
So what’s my point? Most members join SCBWI because they need 
information on the business. They are looking to meet editors and agents, or 
they may be feeling isolated – a lone creator in a practical minded world. A 
few people are groupies, hoping to rub elbows with the likes of Jane Yolen, 
Yuyi Morales, and Ellen Hopkins. What are you hoping to gain from 
SCBWI? 
 
Yes, if you come to SCBWI Conferences you’ll meet some publishing stars. 
You’ll learn a lot of things – especially at the beginning when the learning 
curve is steep and everything seems new. But, I deeply believe it’s the 
connections you can make, the sense of community you create by reaching 
out to others, the sustained support available in an oh-so-competitive, 
maddeningly slow, yet personal business that is the real strength of SCBWI. 
 
If you want to get the most out of SCBWI (and who doesn’t?), here’s what 
I’d suggest: Take time to make friends. Offer to help the person who’s lost at 
the conference. Join a critique group. Go to a potluck. Gosh, why not 
volunteer? When you help your regional team, you help all the members. 
You’ll have access to information, planning, and input. You’ll get to help 
create “your” SCBWI.  Or maybe, at the next event, appoint yourself as a 
welcoming committee of one, grab some friends and engage the person you 
haven’t met before in a conversation. This is SCBWI at its best and you can 
be right in the action. 
 
So how do you identify the next New York Times best-selling writer or artist 
in the room? You don’t. It’s the person next to you or the person starting this 
journey behind you. It’s the quiet woman who doesn’t tell you her name until 
well into the conversation. It may be you!  Who knows what surprises are 
waiting on your writing and illustrating journey, or who you may be honored 
to share them with. You never know who’s sitting next to you or what your 
words and support may mean to them. To be our best and our strongest, we 
depend on each other – on you. 
 
 

Suzanne Morgan Williams has been 
a member of SCBWI since 1993. 
She is author of 11 nonfiction 
books for children, the MG novel 
Bull Rider, and speaks at schools, 
libraries, and professional events 
across the U.S. and Canada. 
Suzanne is Regional Advisor 
Emerita from Nevada Region, 
SCBWI Member of the Year 2012. 

Visit www.suzannemorganwilliams.com  
 

“Everyday Magic” Workshop 
 By Tera Lynn Childs 
 
Are you writing contemporary paranormal or urban fantasy, 
but struggling to make it work? Are you thinking of 
dabbling in the magical (fiction) arts, but aren’t sure where 
to begin? Are you getting feedback that your characters, 
worlds, and/or stories as a whole just aren’t believable? 
Then my upcoming workshop might be just what you need! 
 
When I wrote my first published novel, Oh. My. Gods., way 
back in the summer of 2005, I felt like I was diving into the 
icy waters of paranormal fiction in the dead of winter. At 
that point I had only written historical romance and 
contemporary chick lit, so imbuing my fiction with myths 
and magic was entirely new to me. A dozen writing years, 
ten novels, seven novellas, four editors, and five publishers 
(including myself!) later, I’ve accumulated heaps of advice 
for writing paranormal fiction that works. And I’m excited 
to share it with you. 
 
Maybe you’re asking yourself, “Why is believability 
important? I mean, this is fantasy, after all. It doesn’t have 
to make sense.” I would argue the exact opposite. The more 
fantastical the world, the believable it has to be. As the late 
Tom Clancy said, “The difference between reality and 
fiction? Fiction has to make sense.” There are limits to a 
reader’s suspension of disbelief. Our job as writers is to 
allow the reader to mentally inhabit the world of our story, 
and they can’t do that if they don’t believe our story world 
can exist. 
 
But wait, there’s more! Writing specifically contemporary 
paranormal fiction comes with a unique set of problems. 
Unlike in epic fantasy, where the entire story takes place in 
a world that is not our own, and thus a certain suspension of 
disbelief is inherent in the genre, we contemporary 
paranormal writers do not have the luxury of a (relatively) 
clean slate. We have to make an (arguably) unmagical 
world seem to have magic. 
 
As a writer, it has always been my goal to make my magical 
worlds seem possible. To make the reader believe that there 
truly is an island off the coast of Greece where the 
descendants of the gods go to high school. That if they look 
just right at the undersea landscape between Florida and the 
Bahamas, they will find a mermaid kingdom. That monsters 
prowl the streets of San Francisco, and if only they had 
mythological blood they would see them. For me, that 
challenge is one of the best parts of the job. Whether it’s a 
single magical element in an otherwise real world or a 
secret world that spans the globe, making the fantastical feel 
attainable isn’t just possible: it’s a lot of fun! 
 
If you’re looking to take your paranormal writing game to 
the next level (even if that means taking the first step) I 
hope you’ll join me for the “Everyday Magic” workshop on 
August 5th, where I’ll share the tips, tricks, tools, and 
techniques I’ve developed that help turn readers into 
believers. Come armed with ideas and questions! 
 
 

 
 
Tera Lynn Childs is the 
award-winning author of the 
Oh. My. Gods., Forgive My 
Fins, Sweet Venom, and 
Darkly Fae series. Find her 
online at teralynnchilds.com.  
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CELEBRATION 
STATION! 

Illustrator Spotlight: Daria Peoples-Riley 
We’re excited to shine our first spotlight on author/illustrator Daria Peoples-Riley.  

Q: Daria, I understand that Marietta B. Zacker of GalltZacker sold your first picture 
book to Martha Mihalick at Greenwillow and that it’s scheduled for publication next 
year. Congratulations! Could you please share how you connected with your agent?  

A: Thank you! It is truly a dream come true and an answered prayer.  

I decided at the beginning of my journey I needed an agent who could cultivate my 
confidence and guide my career for longevity. I also wanted an agent who represented 
talent whose careers I admired. I am a huge fan of Sophie Blackall, and when I 
researched her agency, I discovered she was represented by GalltZacker. I submitted a 
project to Marietta in 2013, and she passed, but she mentioned she loved my art, and 
she offered to review my work in the future.  

I wrote THIS IS IT as a poem to my daughter after our first trip to New York City. I 
never intended it to be a picture book, but when I received a scholarship to take an 
online picture book class through The Children’s Book Academy, I needed a 
manuscript to illustrate. I pulled out the poem, illustrated it in the class, and afterwards, 
submitted it to a publisher who accepts unsolicited submissions.  

An intern named Daria discovered THIS IS IT in the slush pile, and she shared it with 
her editor (YES! The intern’s name was Daria. Providence, right?). The editor and I 
worked on THIS IS IT over the course of a few months. And though the house 
eventually passed on it, it was much better than the original version, so I sent the 
revised dummy to Marietta a year after I submitted the first project to her, and well, 
THAT WAS IT. Well, not really, but almost.  

Initially, we submitted THIS IS IT to seven houses, and all of them passed on it. She 
went back to the drawing table with me, and we revised it for a few months together. 
We submitted it again to houses, and a year after Marietta began representing me, THIS 
IS IT was sold.  

Marietta and I felt very comfortable with each other from our initial conversation. I can 
be an over-analytical, timorous artist, and well, she still likes me and handles me with 
grace. She also helps me protect my voice as a creative, a voice that is underrepresented 
in this industry, and not always embraced, so I appreciate her support for me to remain 
true to the authenticity of my work.  

Q: Why did you think Greenwillow would be a good fit for your book?  

A: Martha believed in THIS IS IT from the beginning. She offered me a preemptive 
deal only a couple of days after Marietta submitted it to houses, so I felt she was 
genuinely excited about sharing my dancing heroine with the world. And she had a 
very clear direction and vision for the project, which eased my anxiety about being the 
new kid on the block. She also acquired a second title, a companion book, and it will be 
published in 2019, which proved her commitment to my development in the industry. 
I’ve loved every second of working with Martha and Greenwillow. It’s a small imprint 
with the marketing power of a big five, a perfect fit for a debut author/illustrator.  

I also recently signed on to illustrate a third project about Gloria Steinem called WHAT 
GLORIA HEARD. It was written by debut author, Jessica Rinker, and it will be 
published with Bloomsbury in 2019.   

Q: That sounds fantastic! How long have you been a member of SCBWI? How 
involved have you been with SCBWI, and how that helped you achieve your goals?  

A: I’ve been an SCBWI member since 2012. Two years after I joined, Cynthia asked 
me to volunteer as the illustrator coordinator, and I am grateful for that opportunity 
because I was able to experience genuine support from the top levels of the 
organization, and extend that support to members in Las Vegas. It is an incredible 
organization that provides everything an aspiring author/artist would ever need to 
explore or pursue a career in kid lit. The annual conferences are like college for 
writing children’s books, and parties are included for free. (Continued on page 6) 

 

 
 
 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Kenneth Lamug signed with the Jill Corcoran Literary Agency. 
 
Jen Nails is thrilled about the release of her second novel, ONE 
HUNDRED SPAGHETTI 
STRINGS, out with HarperCollins in April of 2017. Please 
follow her at @jenmnails and she’ll 
follow you back. 
 
In April, Joseph Heywood self-published his adorable 
children's picture book, "It's Called Fishing, Not Catching!" 
Available through Amazon and Barnes and Noble. 
 
Kay Moore's latest book, “Bold Women in California 
History,” will be released by Mountain Press Publishing 
Company in September. She will follow that with “Bold 
Women in Nevada History,” contracted with the same 
company. 
 
"Illustrator Phyllis Mignard self-published her latest 
collaboration with Ann Pashak with Everything Journals 
Publisher released Fall 2016. A sequel is already in the 
works." 
 
David Michael Slater has multiple projects in the pipeline: 
“Bigfoot: Mysterious Monsters” Book 1 releases 10/15/17 
from Incorgnito Press (early chapter book). “The Book of 
Letters” - Forbidden Books 7 releases 8/1/17 from Library 
Tales Publishing. “Hanukkah Harvie vs. Santa Claus” 
releases 11/1/17 from Library Tales Publishing (picture 
book illustrated by Michelle Simpson). “We’re Doing it 
Wrong: 25 Ideas in Education That Just Don’t Work — 
And How to Fix Them” releases 1/3/18 from Skyhorse 
(reactions can be found 
@ http://davidmichaelslater.com/nonfiction/). Finally, 
possible film option pending for adult novel, Fun & Games. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

David Michael Slater signing BIGFOOT at ALA. 
 

Congratulations! 
 
Let SCBWI NV celebrate with you (if you have something 
happy to share from 2016 or 2017, email your news to 
myrnabobfoster@yahoo.com). 
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(Illustrator Spotlight continued from page 5) 
 
Local events helped me build a tribe of readers, prayers, and cheerleaders. They offer both opportunity and motivation. Participants leave meetings and 
events inspired to hustle. I’ve encouraged many people to join SCBWI, and though my schedule doesn’t allow me to participate as much as I used to, I 
plan to always continue my involvement. I wouldn’t be published without SCBWI—plain and simple.  

Q: I learned from your website that you didn’t attend an art school or program, so were there any specific resources (websites, classes, workshops, 
critique partners) that helped you become an illustrator?  

A: Correct. I didn’t go to art school, though I wanted to, but it never worked out for me, and it discouraged me from pursing a creative career for a long 
time. Yet, I always had a feeling, or rather, a call to be a creative, and I forged ahead without really knowing where the call would lead.  

I began with photography, which taught me composition and Photoshop. Once I became a professional photographer, I gained the confidence I needed 
to start drawing and painting again, something I did as a kid with my dad. I practiced every day. I practiced a lot until my work was good enough to earn 
the attention of industry professionals.  

I can recommend courses by the Children’s Book Academy, and of course SCBWI provides helpful programs, but the best advice I can offer is to 
practice, practice, and then practice some more. Eventually, the work will be good enough.  

Without formal training, I rely heavily on work ethic and intuition. I listen to myself. I play and explore, and I pay attention to creative choices that 
result in final art I love. When I release it to the world, I release it as my best work, and my best work will always improve as long as I continue to 
practice.  

Q: Thank you! Did you keep track of how many dummies you made for THIS IS IT? Would you like to share your creative process with us?  

A: I’m pretty sure it’s in the ballpark of 25 or more. THIS IS IT was created over a span of three years. I am responsible for the death of many, many 
trees.  

I always begin with writing my manuscript. Once it’s polished, I doodle thumbnails or rough drawings of each spread. Most times, I must revise the 
manuscript and the thumbnails a few times. Thumbnails become more detailed sketches. Once final sketches are approved, I begin painting. I like to 
play when I paint, so I very rarely paint an entire scene at once. Usually, I paint elements of a scene separately, and then digitally compose the spread in 
Photoshop. Then I go through a series of Photoshop actions to enhance the colors and make corrections. My traditional mediums are gouache, Chinese 
ink, and charcoal. Depending on the project, one medium might dominate the others, but I usually always include all three of those mediums.  

Q: Do you have an illustration you’d be willing/able to let us show off?  

A: Yes! Here are a few final spreads from THIS IS IT. Coming February 2018!  

 

 
 
Debut Author/Illustrator. In THIS IS IT, a young ballerina, uncertain of her talent, follows the poetically 
compelling voice of her shadow to discover the courage she needs to audition. Publication is set for 
2018. Daria Peoples-Riley is represented by Marietta B. Zacker of Gallt/Zacker Literary Agency.  
 
To learn more, visit https://www.dariapeoples.com/. 
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Journey To Publication: 
Celebrating Success  

By Jen Nails 
 
A couple of days prior to the book 
release event for my second novel, 
ONE HUNDRED SPAGHETTI 
STRINGS (HarperCollins, April 
2017), the theater teacher at the small, 
private school where I am the librarian 
told me: “You’re so successful!” It is 
funny how we are perceived given one 
moment in our lives. My colleague 
doesn’t know that I have been writing 
for over 20 years. Nor does she have 
any idea that I have been rejected 
dozens of times, that several years ago 
I found and then later lost an agent, 
that my first novel has gone out of 
print, and that it has been a rough nine 
years since I last published.  
 
But if I had given up after nearly 40 
rejections of my first novel, NEXT TO 
MEXICO, I would not have submitted 
to that one magical publisher and received that one “yes.” And if my first agent hadn’t 
consistently submitted another novel of mine for two years to no avail, I’d not have 
shifted gears and produced SPAGHETTI STRINGS. Had I not continued to assert 
myself after parting ways with that first agent, I would not have queried Elizabeth 
Harding from Curtis Brown, Ltd. Maybe I am not really successful, just tenacious. 
 
I had heard great advice at some of the SCBWI events and from fellow writers 
regarding finding an agent: research the novels and authors that you love, and submit 
to the agents who represent them. I keep some of my favorite novels of all time right 
near my writing space. This stack includes Virginia Euwer Wolff’s TRUE 
BELIEVER. Just holding this book in my hands makes me cry. I have read it so many 
times, have memorized passages, have taught it; my copy is sticky-noted and dog-
eared and highlighted and underlined. This is a novel that breaks into me every time I 
read it. I already know what’s going to happen, I know the language e, I can feel the 
tension before it’s there. But I continue to come back to it because it reminds me of the 
kind of writer that I want to be. I want to be able to do this, I think, as I turn those 
pages.  
 
After a bit of research, I found that Elizabeth Harding represents Wolff. Over the next 
few years, I would share with Elizabeth excerpts from different projects, and she 
would graciously read and respond, once offering a lengthy email full of insightful 
notes and suggestions. I kept at it, and after many revisions, she agreed to take me on. 
 
I don’t know Wolff personally, but she claims on her website to be a slow reader and a 
slow writer. When you are both of these things yourself, it is comforting to find that 
one of your favorite writers shares these traits. I have always been the slowest reader in 
the world – in fact, I even came to love reading very late in life, was not a bookworm 
in school – and the lapse in publication dates between my first and second novels 
reveals that I am a slow writer as well. I have always felt ashamed of these things, 
especially now that I am a librarian. I want to be able to read quickly, so I always have 
massive reserves of recommendations for my students on hand. And there is that fear, 
as an author, that you will be forgotten and irrelevant if it takes you too long to 
produce. Others always seem to be doing everything better and faster, right? 
 
So it was funny to me that this colleague of mine thought that I was so successful. 
Maybe I am successful, but not for publishing a book. Maybe I am successful for 
continuing to write, for climbing the steps and moving forward when there was no one 
officially waiting for me at the top of the ladder. When we celebrate success, it’s so 
much more than that one moment; it’s all of the messy mistakes and disappointments 
that were overcome along the way.  
 
When I was 22, my best friend Julie framed “For the young who want to” by Marge 
Piercy  for me. It sits right next to my stack of books with Wolff’s novel on the top. 
 

Query Letters 101 
By Heather Petty 

 
So you have a complete, polished manuscript, and you’re 
ready to start looking for a literary agent to help shop your 
book to publishers. Your next step is to write a query letter. 
And while this one-page monster has inspired much woe 
and angst in the hearts of writers everywhere, the query 
letter actually has only one goal: to get an agent to request 
your full manuscript. That is its complete reason for 
existence. 
 
To that end, the query letter should be written in third-
person, present tense and should include the following:  

• The title of the book 
• The genre of the book (AKA, where it would sit 

in a book store … not your fourteen word genre 
mash-up formula) 

• The word count of your book 
• A two-ish paragraph description of the book 
• Your contact information 

 
The good news? The query letter has a formula.  
 
The bad news? It can be really difficult to distill all of the 
brilliance and wonder of your manuscript into that formula.  
 
First, I should say that I didn’t invent this formula. I’ve 
stolen all of this information from agent blogs and twitter 
threads and various conversations through the years, but 
mostly from the queen Query Shark herself, Agent Janet 
Reid (http://queryshark.blogspot.com/). And here is where I 
will give you the number one most important piece of advice 
when querying agents:  
 
FOLLOW AGENT SUBMISSION GUIDELINES.  
 
Every agent you will query has a button, link, or tab on their 
website that is called “Submission Guidelines.” Follow 
those guidelines when querying that specific agent. That 
doesn’t seem so hard, right? But so few people do follow the 
submission guidelines, that if you do, you will already be in 
the top 10% of querying writers.  
 
So, you have a manuscript and a list of agents with their 
submission guidelines. All you need is the query letter. As 
promised, here is the formula in all of its glory:  
 
The Hook – The central idea of the book that made you 
want to write it—that one intriguing thing that makes your 
book different from all the others in the world. Some people 
also call this the Elevator Pitch. It’s the one line that you 
need to have ready for when someone asks you “So what’s 
your book about?” and you only have a few seconds 
between floors to tell them.  
 
For example, the hook I used in my LOCK & MORI query 
letter: I’m seeking representation for my YA Mystery novel, 
LOCK & MORI, a Sherlock Holmes origin story told from 
the perspective of a 16-year-old, female Moriarty. 
  
That doesn’t really tell you much about what happens in the 
book, it’s just the hook that makes people sit up and pay 
attention. 
 
The Book – I mean WHAT HAPPENS in your book, as 
opposed to WHAT YOUR BOOK IS ABOUT. Because if 
you ask someone what their book is about, they’ll often go 
off on a wistful philosophical journey that discusses themes 
and not plot. But this is not the place for themes.  
(Continued on page 8) 
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Writing Time 
By David Michael Slater 

 
When fellow writers discover that I’ve published over twenty books — and that I’m a 
full-time middle school teacher — the first thing out of their mouths is, invariably, “Do 
you ever sleep?” I do. Pretty much the normal amount. So let’s rule out sleep-
deprivation as a protip for writers. To be honest, I’ve stumbled through my writing 
career without pre-determined strategies in any area, but in many ways that was 
fortunate because, if there’s one thing looking back on what worked and what didn’t 
teaches me, it’s that one-size-fits-all advice, no matter how confidently proffered, is 
bullocks. You can easily find tips for maximizing writing time on the Interwebs, so 
here I will balance the such well-worn advice with a dose of Dms. 
 

- They say schedule regular writing time and stick to it. More power to ya if 
that’s possible. If it’s not, then…don’t. Ignore the blowhards who will tell you 
this means you aren’t and will never be a real writer. I do write semi-regularly 
(on Sunday mornings), but that is a recent trend. For the first 15 or so years of 
my writing life, I had absolutely no routine. In return for accepting this liberating 
advice, you must believe that any amount of time for writing is worth snatching 
and that doing so is neither selfish nor wasteful. Even ten or fifteen minutes is 
gold worth mining. Keep your laptop, voice-recorder, or notebook within reach 
at all times so this is possible. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve opened a 
WIP to find 60 or so pages and thought, When the hell did I write all this? If you 
have seven hobbies and twelve regular binge-watching appointments, or you 
require constant socializing…ask yourself how badly you want to be an author. 
 

- They tell you to establish a regular writing space. If you have a magical nook 
or niche where the muse regularly molests you, kudos and enjoy. If you don’t, 
again, no big deal. Better to develop the ability to write wherever as well as 
whenever. Practice filtering out the annoying real life going on around you. It 
can be done. Invest in noise cancelling headphones if necessary. If you can’t 
concentrate on the intricacies of your plot in a particular spot, then do something 
else writing-related for the time being. Research new publishing outlets. Send 
fifteen new queries. Read some unconventional advice from your future favorite 
author. Anything in furtherance of your writing career is writing enough. 

 
- They say stay focused. Ride that rail all the way home if you can. If not, 

work on multiple projects simultaneously. For me, having many different 
WIPs makes it easier to seize available writing time when it comes around. 
If you aren’t feeling the novel just then, work on the other one, or the 
picture book, or the non-fiction. Regarding those Interwebs: pull the plug if 
you can’t resist all those cat pics. Or give yourself a few seconds of break 
every short while and indulge. Personally, I find that helps. 

 
- They say don’t worry about how much your draft sucks. And about this, 

they are absolutely right. Kill your inner critic, that scold who says you are 
neither worthy nor able. Trust and believe in the process. I’m often asked 
when I “knew I was a writer.” I don’t know when exactly it happened in 
time, but I know how it happened in my mind. I used to love composing 
and despise revision. Somewhere along the way, that flipped. And now I’m 
motivated to use every moment of composing time I can get, no matter how 
painful it is — so I can get to the fun part. 

 
In the end, writers are compelled to write. No writing time advice is about 
finding the want, only the way. There are no protips for the want. I believe 
that you will find the time, one way or another, if getting published is your 
goal rather than your motivation for putting words on pages. 
 
Shouldn’t you be writing? 

 
 
David Michael Slater is an acclaimed author of books for children, teens, and adults. His 
work for children includes the picture books Cheese Louise!, The Boy & the Book, and the 
forthcoming Hanukkah Harvie vs. Santa Claus, as well as the forthcoming early chapter 

book series, Mysterious Monsters. His work for teens includes 
the on-going teen series, Forbidden Books, which is being 
developed for film by a former producer of The Lion 
King. David's work for adults includes the hilarious comic-
drama, Fun & Games and the forthcoming, We’re Doing It 
Wrong: 25 Ideas in Education That Just Don’t Work — and 
How to Fix Them.  David teaches in Reno, Nevada, where he 
lives with his wife and son. You can learn more about David and 
his work at www.davidmichaelslater.com. 
 

(Query Letters 101 continued from page 7) 
 
You have two, maybe three, paragraphs to describe your 
book to the agent, and you do it answering these three 
questions:  
 

1. Who is the main character?  
2. What big decision do they have to make?  
3. What are the consequences of that decision? 

 
And you want to describe the decision and consequences in 
such a way that the agent is desperate to read the manuscript 
to find out what happens.  
 
Some tips:  

• Write your book piece in the voice of your main 
character. Think about how they would describe the 
story. If the agent connects to the voice of the query, 
they’ll connect to the voice of the book.  

• If you don’t have a big decision in your book, you 
may have a book problem to fix before querying.  

• There need to be consequences on both sides of the 
decision. Making the right decision should be 
difficult. Making the wrong decision should have a 
possible benefit. That’s what sets up a compelling 
decision, even if the choice is less about saving the 
world and more about whether to publish that article 
in the school newspaper or who to take to prom.  

• If there are no consequences for making the right 
decision, you may have a book problem to fix before 
querying. 

• Don’t be afraid to give away too much. You want to 
make sure you’re holding back enough of what 
happens to entice the agent to request pages. But if 
you hold back too much, your query will be too 
vague.  

 
The Cook – Your bio information as it relates to your writing 
career. If all that you have to say is that you’re an active member 
of your Nevada SCBWI chapter, that’s plenty. The actual book 
is what agents care about. The rest is gravy. And we all know 
what happens when we drown something in gravy. (I don’t care 
how much you like gravy. Gravy soup is gross.)  
 
Take a less-is-more approach with this paragraph. If you 
have a zillion magazine sales, list the most recent two and 
say that a full list is available on request. If you have 
nothing to say here, leave off the bio all together! Less. Is. 
More.  
 
And that’s it. Follow the formula, follow agent submission 
guidelines, and good luck to you!  
 
For those of you who are looking for more help with your 
query, from now through September, I’ll be offering a query 
critique service through the Nevada SCBWI website. Click 
here more information: 
https://nevada.scbwi.org/events/heather-pettys-query-
critique/ 
 
 
 
Heather Petty has been obsessed with mysteries since she was 
twelve, which is when she decided that stories about murders in 

London drawing rooms and 
English seaside villages were 
far superior to all other stories. 
Lock & Mori is her first novel. 
She lives in Reno, Nevada 
with her husband, daughter, 
and four hopelessly devious 
cats. You can learn more 
about Heather and her books 
at heatherwpetty.com.  
 
 


