
P
h

o
t

o
 ©

 S
o

p
h

ie
/F

o
t

o
li

a
.c

o
m

38  I  WRITER’S DIGEST  I  January 2013

Write that Novel

Here’s something most published pros know well: 
In this business, there are no absolutes. There is 
no fixed path, no yellow-brick road to success. 

The journey to bookstores seems to be a lot like that 
old snowflake cliché—No two are alike.

And no one illustrates this fact better than debut novelists. 
Consider Lissa Price, Melinda Leigh, Carter Wilson, 

Kira Peikoff and Eyre Price:
	 ■	 One pursued publication for 30 years. One had three 

agents pouncing on her manuscript within 24 hours 
of submitting it.

	 ■	 Some have had instant commercial success and 
received wide critical acclaim. Others still have  
their fingers crossed, as it’s too soon to tell.

	 ■	 Some come from writing backgrounds. Others from 
more unlikely realms: finance, consulting.

	 ■	 Some still balance full-time jobs with their novel pro-
motions and future writings. Others are raising their 
kids alongside their debuts (and are adept at writing 
during soccer practices, or bringing their children 
along to conferences). 

WD sat down with this eclectic batch of writers, and 
had an honest, candid and enlightening discussion on the 
process of getting your first novel published. No matter 
how they did it, here’s what we find most inspiring of all: 
They did it. 

They ran the gauntlet and emerged on the other side 
with a book in their hands.

And while there may be no absolutes in this business, 
they now have the power of retrospect. Here, they share 
the advice they wish they’d had all along.  

in a nutShell, where were you with  
your writing (and liFe) beFore you  
Sold your debut? 
eyre price: I had a long career as a lawyer, and I left 
it behind to become a stay-at-home dad [and] home-
school my son. I’m blessed with a severe case of insom-
nia, so I need something to do at night. I’ve been writing 
since I had a column in the local paper when I was 13. 
[Getting a first novel published is] really one of those 

L e s s o n s  F r o m 
First-Time novelists
Writing and publishing your debut 
novel can take three months or 30 
years. In this roundtable discussion,  
five very different breakout authors 
share what they’ve learned about  
how to position yourself for success.

by Zachary petit
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He stopped with six editors. [For Starters, I queried new 
agents.] This one was sort of charmed [in] that I got three 
agents offering within 24 hours, and picked my agent and 
she sold it in six days over a holiday weekend, taking a 
preemptive bid the night before the auction. 

melinda leigh: I was a stay-at-home mom, a former 
banker who quit her job. After spending eight years 
at home with two small children, they finally went 
to school and I realized the most mentally challeng-
ing thing I had done in the entire week was identify a 
mystery stain on the carpet. I said, you know what, I’ve 
always wanted to write, and finally I had a little time 
each day—I had no desire to go back to banking, and 

things where I don’t think anyone can explain it, just all 
of a sudden the fates align. It’s like a lock tumbler—all 
the tumblers fall into place. I got an agent, and the agent, 
Jill Marr from Sandra Dijkstra, was able to put a deal 
together with Thomas & Mercer, and the next thing I 
knew, I was here. 

lissa price: My husband had lost his job, and so I 
think that inspired me to write harder because he got 
another job, writing and directing and producing a 
cable television show—and the owner was one of these 
Hollywood screamers, and I felt like I needed to write for 
my life. I had had one manuscript that had gone out and 
didn’t sell, like a lot of us go through with a good agent. 

MEET THE AUTHORS

 Melinda leigh (melindaleighauthor.

com) is a fully recovered banker. In 2007, 

she joined romance Writers of america, 

learned a few things about writing a 

book, and decided the process was 

way more fun than analyzing financial 

statements. she signed with agent Jill 

Marsal of Marsal Lyon, who sold her 

popular debut romantic suspense, She 

Can Run, to Montlake romance. her 

novel Midnight Exposure was released 

soon afterward, and a third, She Can Tell, 

is forthcoming. Leigh teaches women’s 

self-defense, and holds a second-degree 

black belt in Kenpo Karate.

 KiRa PeiKOFF (kirapeikoff.com) is 

the author of the acclaimed thriller 

Living Proof (tor Books). she holds a 

bachelor’s degree in journalism from 

New york university and is a candidate 

for a Master of science in bioethics at 

columbia. she has written for The Daily 

News, Newsday, The Orange County 

Register and New York magazine. for 

several years, she worked in the edito-

rial departments of two major publish-

ing houses; currently she teaches writing 

and is at work on her second novel. 

she is represented by erica spellman 

silverman of trident Media Group.

 eyRe PRice (eyreprice.net) is a writer 

who has traveled the Blues highway, 

from Bob Dylan’s boyhood Minnesota 

home to Professor Longhair’s shrine in 

New orleans. the result is Price’s debut 

Blues Highway Blues (thomas & Mercer), 

a novel reflecting his passion for 

american music, from the Delta’s blues 

to seattle’s grunge. he is represented 

by Jill Marr of the sandra Dijkstra 

Literary agency. Price and his wife, 

Jaime, live in central Illinois, where they 

are raising their son to have a wander-

ing heart and a musical ear. 

 lissa PRice* (lissaprice.com) is the 

author of Starters (Delacorte Press 

Books for young readers), an inter-

national bestseller published in more 

than 30 countries. Dean Koontz called 

the acclaimed ya futuristic thriller “a 

smart, swift, inventive, altogether grip-

ping story.” Price is represented by 

Barbara Poelle of the Irene Goodman 

Literary agency, and is a member of the 

society of children’s Book Writers and 

Illustrators, science fiction and fantasy 

Writers of america, International thriller 

Writers, and the apocalypsies. she is 

hard at work finishing the sequel to 

Starters, Enders. 

(*No relation to Eyre Price.)

 caRteR WilsOn (carterwilson.com) 

has journeyed the globe for both 

work and pleasure, and his travels to 

Jerusalem were the inspiration behind 

his thriller Final Crossing, released in 

June by Vantage Point Books. he is 

represented by Pamela ahearn of the 

ahearn agency, and is a member of the 

International thriller Writers. he lives in 

a spooky Victorian house in colorado 

with his two children, and is at work 

on his second novel, currently under 

contract with Vantage Point.



40  I  WRITER’S DIGEST  I  January 2013

that’s really putting it mildly, so I started writing with-
out any idea of what I was doing. There were a few 
false starts—I took a few years to put the first book 
together—but then I found my agent, and she sold it to 
Amazon Publishing, Montlake Romance.

Kira peikoff: I took a year off after college to write 
my first book, and I spent a couple years editing it, dur-
ing which time I was actually working in publishing. I 
worked at Henry Holt and Random House, and I was 
the unfortunate person who … had to write rejection 
letters to all the agents when they submitted their manu-
scripts, while at the same time getting my own rejec-
tions from the same agents. It was a very ironic time for 
me. But I did end up finally signing with my wonderful 
agent, Erica Silverman at Trident, and she sold my book 
to Tor. 

carter wilson: I’m the director of a global hospital-
ity consulting firm, so I’ve traveled quite extensively with 
that job, and I’ve been doing that for about 20 years and 

am still doing it and love it. I started writing about eight 
years ago, having had no real writing experience. It was 
actually in the middle of a continuing education class 
where I was bored out of my mind. I just started writing, 
and I wrote my first manuscript in three months, and I 
was lucky enough to get an agent with that who has since 
stuck by me, manuscript after manuscript and multiple 
rejections. It was my fifth book that finally sold. She’s  
been with me for seven years. 

what’S the beSt thing you did beFore pub-
liShing that put you in a good place For 
your debut?
peikoff: The first thing was, I had really no concerns 
about the publishing side of things. I just wanted to 
write the best book that I could. So I focused on the 
writing, I took classes, I did a lot of research for the book. 
I had in no way the motivation to do it just to be pub-
lished, and then once I finished it I got to that stage and 
then threw myself into it. But I think it’s really important 
to write for the sake of writing and wanting to be the 
best that you can at the craft. And then the other thing I 
did was hire a freelance editor before I submitted, which 
was really helpful. 

leigh: The one thing I can say is, don’t be daunted 
by rejections. Use them. I had no experience in writing 
whatsoever. I had no idea what I was doing, other than, 
Hey, I’m gonna write a book! Learning to write a really 
good book is not easy. It’s hard to get the right feedback. 

Some people are gonna give 
you good feedback, some 
people are gonna give you 
bad feedback. But generally 
you can look at your rejection 
letters and use those to then 
rewrite the book. I rewrote 
She Can Run five times from 
beginning to end. And I kind 
of used that one book as my 
work-in-process—this is how 

I was going to learn how to structure a novel, how to pace 
a novel, how to do characterization. 

e. price: No. 1: I’m a great believer in the literary con-
ference, as opposed to, particularly this day and age, send-
ing out cold letters. An agent, and then after that an editor, 
is looking at creating a relationship with a person, and it’s 
very difficult to do that through simple correspondence—
so, if you can get to the conference that’s right for you and 
get on the floor and meet people … 

 I want to say to new writers:  
When you go to conferences, be nice  
to people. Be kind, because it’ll pay  
you back. —Lissa Price 

Write that Novel
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My second piece of advice is, just write. Getting pub-
lished, in large part, is like falling in love and finding a 
soulmate. You can read books about dating, but every-
thing needs to happen in just the perfect way, and you 
can’t worry about that. You have to go out, and maybe you 
meet that person and maybe you don’t; you just have to 
keep going out, and you have to write. 

l. price: I think it’s really important to read in your 
genre. Read a lot. Also read books about writing—I 
like James Scott Bell a lot. [Editor’s Note: For some novel 
advice from Bell, turn to Page 22.] Go to conferences—a 
lot of times at conferences it isn’t the agents I met that 
made my conference, it was the other 
writers I met. They’re going to be your 
support system. 

leigh: I started this whole process with 
two young children, so going to a lot of 
conferences was not an option for me. I 
had no money coming in, I hadn’t sold 
a book, my husband was traveling a lot. 

… What I started doing when I started 
sending the queries out—which is actu-
ally how I got my agent, just through a 
straight email query—was after I would 
write that little blurb and I would do that 
little query, right in the body of that email, I would just 
cut and paste the first couple pages of my book. Because 
even if I couldn’t write a good query, even if they weren’t 
interested in me—I mean, who was I? I was a stay-at-
home mom—what really matters is the hook to that 
book. And if they don’t have to open an attachment to 
read it and it’s right there under that signature and you 
hook them with those first couple paragraphs. … That’s 
how I got my agent. 

how many placeS did you all Submit to, 
and how many rejectionS did you get? 
wilson: For agents, I was probably [in the] 60s before 
I finally got one, and then my agent submitted to about 
14–15 houses—and then I was rejected for the first  
four books. 

peikoff: For agents I probably got about 30–40 rejec-
tions, and then my agent submitted to about 10 publishers. 

leigh: Probably about 30–40, over a couple years. 
e. price: I’ve got a big box filled with 30 years’ [worth 

of rejected submissions]. This is an endeavor that’s just 
filled with rejection. You always see articles about so and 
so was published, and he had 107 rejections—if you’re at 
the point where you’re even considering counting rejec-
tions, there are much better uses of your time. 

l. price: I got very lucky with agents. I’ve sort of 
gotten every agent I wanted to get. Didn’t mean I kept 
them, right? But in terms of rejections, the very first 
manuscript I wrote got me an agent but it turned out 
that [by] the time I finished it, someone came out with 
a book just like it. This was a YA book. So we all said, 

“OK, we’ll just put that one in the drawer—we won’t 
even try to go out with that one.” And then the other 
manuscript—I had a really big agent—went out to six 
editors, and he said, “Well, now I stop, that’s sort of 
the way I roll.” And then for [Starters], my agent had 
planned for 10 editors for the auction. 

let’S talK more about the value oF  
conFerenceS and eventS For writerS.
e. price: It’s expensive. And it’s one of those questions 
of, What do you want? Maybe you don’t go to the mov-
ies tonight. Maybe you’d like to go out to dinner, but you 
stay home. I certainly understand the demands. I’ve never 
been to a literary conference without my son. When I 
pitched my agent and I got my agent, it was one of those 
five-minute pitch fests. [My son] sat in the seat, and I 
made my pitch from my knees because there was only 
one chair. It’s one of those things where if you wanna do it, 
you’ll do it, and it may be a huge pain in the ass—

wilson: But in fairness, that probably really helped 
you. [Laughter]

e. price: It helped me with [that agent, but] it didn’t 
help me with the half-dozen others who said, “Why is 
there an 8-year-old looking me in the face?” And that 
goes back to, it’s like you go out tonight: Maybe you meet 
the person you’re going to spend the rest of your life with, 
maybe you don’t. It’s one of those magical things. But if 
you wanna do it, you’ll do it. To my mind, if you want to 
write, you’ll write; you’ll find out what’s necessary to get 
it done and get it out there. And certainly to me, having a 
support network—not only from the business standpoint 
[but] from the marketing [standpoint]—it’s nice to have 

 Balance [comes] in knowing 
when it’s OK to give yourself a 
break and just say, “You know 
what? I’m not going to write for  
a week.” —Carter Wilson 
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that. … It is a lonely occupation at times, but at the same 
time it’s a tremendously social endeavor. I thought it was 
something that could be accomplished alone, and it’s sim-
ply not. 

l. price: That’s a really, really good point. … I want to 
say to new writers: When you go to conferences, be nice 
to people. Be kind, because it’ll pay you back. 

Kira, you talKed about your experience 
worKing in publiShing. what did you learn 
From it that helped with your debut?
peikoff: I had no real understanding of how publishing 
worked behind the scenes until I had those jobs. … I was 
amazed at the amount of effort that goes into every single 
stage of every single book. From the very first line of copy 
to every single thing about the jacket and the proofs, and 
over and over and over. 

I was also a bit daunted to see just how many books  
get rejected. I worked for a top editor at Henry Holt,  
so he got submissions from all the best agents, really 
high-quality work—and he only bought maybe five  
books in the whole year-and-a-half that I worked there. 
He had pursued maybe up to 10, I would say, and then 
actually bought about five. At that point I was still try-
ing to find an agent, and I didn’t know if I had any real 
hope. But I just kept going anyway, and with very realistic 
expectations, and I think probably because of that I  
was able to wait it out until I did get an agent, whereas  
I might have just given up long before that. I knew what 
to expect. 

do any oF you have any advice For bal-
ancing your writing liFe, your day job 
and your Family when worKing on a booK?
wilson: I don’t know if I have much of an answer for that, 
because it’s something I struggle with. Each manuscript 
I’ve written has taken longer and longer. I’m a single dad 
with two kids and a full-time job, and I’m very commit-

ted to exercise, so if I don’t exercise I feel guilty about that. 
For me, it’s all about having a regimen and trying to stick 
with it. I typically get up at 5 in the morning, work out, 
take the kids to school, and then go to Starbucks for an 
hour to write. Then I go to work, and then I try to write a 
little bit after work. But it’s exhausting. 

I think for me, personally—and I don’t know if  
this holds true for anyone else—it’s  
just in knowing when it’s OK to give 
yourself a break and just say, “You  
know what? I’m not going to write  
for a week,” “I’m not going to work out  
for a week,” whatever. “I just need to 
mentally kind of recover.” Obviously my 
dream would be to be able to quit my  
day job and to write full time, and to  
have a little bit more time to do all  
those other things. 

leigh: I have two kids at home, and 
[in] summer, they’re really at home. So  

the key for me is I really have to be able to multitask. I 
don’t get blocks of time where I am alone and I can just 
write. I have propped my laptop up on the steering wheel 
outside of guitar lessons and written, I have written in 
soccer practice, I have written in waiting rooms when 
I’ve driven my grandmother to the doctor’s. Sometimes 
you just have to wing it, and you can’t always plan. Get              
a laptop. 

eyre, on your webSite you have a photo 
oF the wile e. coyote glaSS you Keep 
on your deSK. can you tell uS about               
itS SigniFicance?
e. price: I hate talking about myself—and that’s a huge 
part of what we’re all involved in now. So when it came 
time to get a website, which I didn’t want to do, I didn’t 
want to write a paragraph about myself, and so I just 
have photographs of my desk and the things that are on 
my desk. And I have a Wile E. Coyote glass. I’ve always 
associated with Wile E. Coyote because the Acme safe 
drops on his head and the Acme rocket skates malfunc-
tion, and the son of a bitch just keeps going, and he’s 
gonna get that roadrunner. And that’s what writing is, 
right? [Laughter]

wilson: He probably has insomnia, too. [Laughter]
e. price: He does! Because all he wants is that road-

runner. I mean, I’m sure there are other options for him. 
You don’t see other coyotes after that bird. There are 
plenty of other things to do, but if you want that road-
runner, you’re just gonna keep seeing what Acme has. To 

 Getting published is like 
falling in love. You have to go out, 
and maybe you meet that person 
and maybe you don’t; you just 
have to keep going out. —Eyre Price

Write that Novel
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me, that’s just an inspiration. You pull yourself out from 
under the safe and you walk like a spring for a couple 
yards, and then you magically reform yourself and start 
over again. 

with everything you all Know now, hav-
ing publiShed a FirSt novel, what do you 
wiSh you had Known going into it?
wilson: I just really had no idea of the process. I wish 
somebody had told me to not be afraid to ask more 
questions, and to really take in and discover and under-
stand about how much expense it could potentially be, 
and prepare yourself for that, and how debut authors 
are looked at by publishers. There’s really this horrible 
cycle of, “Well, you’re a debut author, so we can’t really 
afford to risk too much money on you”—but without 
that promotion, you never have a chance, so you really 
have to take on a lot yourself. 

peikoff: I would have taken more advantage of the 
early lead times for things like publicity. I knew about 
things like that from working in publishing, but I think I 
would have done more with it—like send out my galleys 
to certain indie stores, rather than hang on to them for 
sort of a long time like I did. Just get everything out really 
early, make sure that all the long-lead publications are 
contacted months and months in advance. I would start 
thinking about my publicity six to nine months out,  
versus three months out. 

leigh: I would even say, go further than that. Before 
you’ve even sold that book, start your publicity. That’s 
when you have the time—before you have deadlines, 

before you have edits, before you have those really tight 
time constraints. Build your website then. It doesn’t have 
to be anything specific, it can just be a plain WordPress 
site. Get that up and running. Get yourself on Facebook, 
get yourself on Twitter. 

e. price: I wish I had fully comprehended the meta-
phor that getting published was like climbing K2. And I 

wish I fully comprehended that when you get to the top of 
K2, someone says, “Congratulations. Now there’s Everest.” 
Writing a book is one thing—writing a successful book 
is something entirely different. You step into this entirely 
different world, and I don’t think that I was mentally 
prepared for [it]. My turnaround time was four months 
between my first initial editorial conference and being 
out in stores. All of a sudden you get to a point where, 
you know, people wanna talk to you. This time last year, 
no one wanted to talk to me. [Laughter] … It’s odd how 
quickly everything changes. And you need to have some 
focus point so that you don’t get vertigo. Just keep your 
eye on the ground and just keep moving forward and, 
dammit, keep writing. 

iS there anything elSe you’d liKe to  
add that you thinK iS important to  
the diScuSSion?
leigh: It’s a long road to get here, and it’s really worth 
it—so when you do have success, enjoy it. You don’t know 
how long it’s going to continue, so enjoy that moment. 

e. price: I think the 800-pound gorilla in the room  
that no one’s talking about is the possibilities of self-pub-
lishing, of the opportunities that e-books have opened  

up. When I started 30 years ago, there was 
only one route to go. I don’t think that’s the 
case any longer. There are a thousand dif-
ferent roads, and I think you need to have a  
firm idea of what you view as success. … 
There are new means to get your stories  
out there. So [if] the traditional avenues 
are closed to you, hey, it’s a brand-new 
world, and I think you need to be cogni-
zant of that. I think you need to explore 
those opportunities. 

l. price: I just want to say: Never give up. 
wilson: I would just add, don’t write hung over. It 

makes your tone so grouchy. [Laughter]
leigh: Even worse, don’t write drunk. [Laughter]
wilson: I’d never finish my book.  WD

Zachary petit (zacharypetit.com) is an award-winning journalist and 
the managing editor of Writer’s Digest.

 WheRe BReaKOut BOOKs aRe BORn
from costco to Jerusalem, learn where each of our featured 
debut authors found the inspiration for their novels—and  
how you can spark your own creativity, too. Visit writers 
digest.com/jan-13.

 Don’t be daunted by 
rejections. Use them. I rewrote 
She Can Run five times from 
beginning to end. —Melinda Leigh  


