
Pitch Perfect: Promoting Your Work Like a Pro
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One-on-one pitch practice sessions with literary agents are a popular
feature of MWA's annual Maryland Writers' Conference. The sessions
are a valuable opportunity for conference attendees to hone the sales
pitches for their fiction and nonfiction work and to receive feedback from
veteran agents in a stress-free setting. MWA Vice President Carolee
Noury offers advice on how to get the most out of your pitch practices
at this year's Maryland Writers' Conference in April.
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Meetings and Events
All meetings are listed on the Meetings page
on the MWA website, at marylandwriters.org.

MWA Board
Public meetings of the MWA Board are held
quarterly. Details are posted in advance on the
website.

Chapters
The Annapolis Chapter meets the third
Wednesday of every month at 6:30 p.m. in
Room 205 of Maryland Hall for the Creative
Arts, Constitution & Greenfield Streets,
Annapolis. annapolismwa.wordpress.com

The Baltimore Chapter meets on the fourth
Monday of every month (except December) at
7:00 p.m. at Ukazoo Books in Dulaney Plaza, on
Dulaney Valley Road, Towson. mwabaltimore.org

The Carroll County Chapter meets on the
second Saturday of every other month at
various times and locations. Please see
individual event listings for details.
carrollcountymwa.org

The Charles County Chapter meets on the
third Wednesday of every month (except
August and December) at 7:00 p.m. at the
College of Southern Maryland’s La Plata
campus, 8730 Mitchell Road, La Plata.
mwacharles.wordpress.com

The Howard County Chapter meets on the
third Thursday of every month at 7:00 p.m. at
the Owen Brown Community Center, 6800
Cradlerock Way, Columbia. mwahocowriters.com

The Montgomery County Chapter meets on
alternating first Saturdays and second
Wednesdays of every month at various times on
the campus of Montgomery College, 51
Mannakee Street, Rockville. Please see
individual event listings for details.
mwamontgomery.com

The St. Mary's County Chapter meets at the
Lexington Park Library, 21677 FDR Blvd.,
Lexington Park. Please see individual event
listings for details. stmaryscountymwa.
wordpress.com

THE ART, BUSINESS, AND CRAFT OF WRITING

The practice pitch: the most
important ten minutes of your life?
Possibly. A very important ten
minutes in your writing career?
More likely. Here's what you need
to do before, during, and after your
practice pitch session.

Before Your Pitch Practice
Session

Have a manuscript that is complete
and nearly ready for publication
(fiction) or a complete book
proposal (nonfiction).
Fiction pitches should contain:
setup, hook, and resolution. The
general format is:

When <character> discovers
<catalyst>, s/he must
<overcome problem> before
<impending doom>, or else
<stakes>.

Nonfiction pitches should include
the book title, the main concept,
why you're the person to write it,
and your plans for promotion.
Summarize your project in four to
five sentences. Reciting this
summary should take about three
minutes. Then practice, practice,
and practice some more. Start in
front of the mirror and then move on
to people. Make sure you can

deliver your pitch smoothly with as
much confidence as you can
muster.
Do your homework. Know about the
agency and the writers it
represents. Make sure they are
open to your genre or something
close. Have answers for these
questions: Which publisher is the
best fit for your project/book? Who
is your audience? Is there an author
you can honestly compare yourself
to? Why her/him? How is your book
unique?
Always be selective with your agent
when querying and when
purchasing a pitch practice. It's a
mistake to even hint that you'll
"take any editor, just to get my work
out there." Come prepared with
questions to ask; make sure they're
things not covered in the agent's
biography (which will serve as proof
of your work ethic).

During Your Pitch Practice
Session

The two most important rules are:
Be brief and Be clear.
The purpose of the meeting is to
entice an agent (maybe this one,
but more likely one in the future) to
read your writing. Don't spend the

continued on next page
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Pitch Perfect, cont'd.
time chatting or attempting to make
a new friend; get right down to it.
Remember, you paid for this.
Convince the agent
that she cannot pass
on your project.
It's normal to be
nervous about your
pitch practice.
Remember, agents
have to pitch their
clients' work to
editors too. They're
well acquainted with
how scary the
process can be.
However, don't start
by exclaiming how
nervous you are. This
is definitely a time for
"fake it until you
make it."
Remember: you're
never just selling a
book. You're also
selling yourself as an
author. Promote
yourself through your
interpersonal skills,
professionalism, and
preparation. If your
manuscript is truly at
the pitch stage—
complete, well
written, attractive to
readers—you'll be
way ahead of most
other pitch
participants.
Bring a synopsis to
leave with the agent if
she asks. Make sure
you take criticism
with grace. This is an
important component of your
professionalism. The feedback alone
is incredibly valuable. It's coming
from an expert, after all.

Finally, expect to be turned down.
Truly, this is a chance to sharpen
your pitch and to get insider advice.

Agents seldom offer
representation based
on practice pitches.
Don't feel the need to
fill ten minutes of time.
Once you've made your
pitch, gotten her
business card, and said
what you need, thank
the agent and go.
Resist any impulse to
stay over the allotted
time. Then go make
notes about your
meeting, including any
connection you made
with the agent. This
helps with the final
stage.

After Your Pitch
Practice Session

Within two days of the
conference, send a
thank-you note by letter
or email. Be sure to
mention the event and
the title or subject of
your work, to help jog
the agent's memory.
Follow your end-of-
meeting plan, which
might simply be not to
submit to this agent.

# # #
Carolee Noury is Vice
President of the
Maryland Writers'

Association. When she's not helping
plan writing conferences, she works
as a career counselor and freelance
writer.
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CRAFT OF WRITING

The agents who are participating
in pitch practice sessions at the

2014 Maryland Writers'
Conference: Jessica Negrón of
Talcott Notch, Shannon O'Neill
of ICM/Sagalyn, and Jessica
Sinsheimer of Sarah Jane
Freymann Literary Agency.

marylandwriters.org
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"Any sorrow can be borne if it can be
made into a story, or if a story can be
told about it." —Isak Dinesen

Dinesen describes what the poet and the
novelist who wrote this article have been
doing—making our experiences bearable.
We have each gone through excruciating
events. And each has turned to writing as a
means of healing.
Shirley’s wound came with the murder of
her Charles Village neighbor, Stephen
Pitcairn, a 23-year-old breast-cancer
researcher stabbed to death on the street in
Baltimore, just a block from her house. The
poems came over a period of two years, as
she internalized Stephen’s voice—and how
he might feel about his own death—
eventually resulting in her book, After
Words.
Tom suffers from a spiritual disease known
nowadays as post-traumatic stress injury
from his experiences during the Vietnam
War. He knows intimately what it means to
be one of those "casualties of the spirit . . .
forced beyond the limit of human
endurance," as John Huston described
them. He wrote stories about what he had
lived through. Those stories became his
novel-in-stories, Friendly Casualties.
We have come to understand that for
writing to yield healing, the writer must

confront the trauma, deal with its specifics,
and bring order to chaos through writing.
The honesty required to describe what
happened, and especially to face one’s own
role in the tragedy, takes more than passing
courage. And sometimes the writer has to
allow distance brought on by the flow of
time before she can set down in words the
unspeakable. And she must always follow
her intuition, unleash her unconscious,
attune to her inner voice.
We have learned along the way that we
writers have a triple opportunity. Writing
turns out to be one of the most effective
ways of healing emotional trauma. But it
also offers us a gift: we can express for
others things they cannot express for
themselves, and in the process we can help
them cope, help them come to terms. And
writing is communication—it dissolves the
isolation that trauma brings.

# # #

Shirley J. Brewer has published work in
more than a dozen journals. Her book After
Words came out in 2013.
Tom Glenn has sixteen stories in print. His
novel-in-stories, Friendly Casualties, was
published in 2012, and his novel No-
Accounts will come out early in 2014.

by Shirley J. Brewer and Tom Glenn

Coming to Terms
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Austin S. Camacho, past
president of the Maryland
Writers' Association and author
of several detective and action
novels, joined us at our October
meeting. He talked about the
small press industry. As the
editorial director of Intrigue
Publishing, he knows all the ins
and outs.

We’ve been busy planning our 2014 calendar. Come kick off the
New Year with our first improvisational writing workshop at our
new meeting location. Release those inhibitions with a variety of
writing games. Many more workshops and speakers are scheduled
for 2014.

The theme of our February meeting is "Romance is in the Air."
We'll announce the speaker on our website when confirmed.

We continue to collect new and gently used books for the Howard
County Domestic Violence Center. Donors get an extra door-prize
ticket. All genres and age groups are needed, but due to the nature
of their services, they request that donated books contain no
mention of violence against women or children.

Howard County Chapter
by Amy Kaplan, Chapter Secretary

We writers are prone to developing bad
habits (procrastination, excessive self-
criticism, and insecurity spring to mind), but
we're also pretty creative about finding
ways to put a positive spin on those habits
—to varying degrees of honesty!
There is one bad habit, however, that is
never harmless. I call it "justing." Justing is
when a writer downplays his or her work to
another writer by saying "Oh, I just write
[insert type of work here]."
Justing tends to happen when we find
ourselves talking with another writer who
works in a form that we consider superior
to, or more important than, ours. Genre
writers downplay their work to literary
writers. Short-story writers lapse into
justing when speaking with novelists.
Nonfiction writers tend to do it in front of
fiction writers. And as for technical writers
like me—well, we slip into that bad habit in
front of just about everyone!
But here's the thing: if my decade-plus
involvement with the Maryland Writers'
Association has taught me anything, it is
that writing is a truly egalitarian pursuit.
There is no natural hierarchy of superior
written forms, no ladder of respectability
that authors must climb. No matter what
kind of writing we are engaged in, we're all
ultimately doing the same thing: trying to
turn ideas into words that will compel
readers to do something—at the very least,
to turn a page, or to keep scrolling.
When our work is successful at this, we
take pride in the result. When it falls short,
we should still take pride in the effort. But
either way, there should always be pride.
Never let yourself, or another writer,
denigrate the work by saying it's "just"
anything. What we do is pretty amazing.
Respect!

President's Message
by Paul Lagasse, MWA President 2012-2014

The Montgomery County chapter continues to ask itself, "How
can we best serve the writers of Montgomery County as a chapter
of the MWA?"

Some of the answers to that question are becoming clearer. In
December, we had what was arguably our most successful
chapter meeting to date. We had no speaker; we gave away no
books. What we did have was a deep desire to get our members
talking to and connecting with each other. We provided hot
beverages and snacks. More importantly, we organized the tables
in our meeting room into two casual clusters, and we asked the
writers to just talk to each other: to share their questions,
confusions, and aspirations.

The writers who attended told us that they valued the time to talk,
to network, and to get to know each other.

So, in our programming this spring, the Montgomery County
Chapter will remember to provide lots of hands-on learning and
discussion opportunities as well as talks from guest speakers. To
assist us in building a sense of community at our meetings, we are
moving to a new location. Future chapter meetings will be held at
the Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Rockville's lovely
facility.

Montgomery County Chapter

by Alix Moore, Chapter President

marylandwriters.org
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The 2014 Maryland Writers'
Conference

HABIT

FEED YOURWritingSaturday, April 26, 2014

Conference Center at the
Maritime Institute

692 Maritime Blvd., Linthicum
Heights

From Monday, January 6, through Sunday, February 2,
MWA members can register at the early-bird rate of $145
($170 starting February 3)

Non-members: $175 ($200 starting February 3)

Students: $100

Social Media for Writers
Polishing Your Manuscript

Media Interview Tips
Contracts for Writers

Overcoming Writer's Block
. . . and many more topics

Baltimore screenwriter and
author and Keynote Speaker
Rafael Alvarez, staff writer for
the iconic HBO series The Wire
and producer of the NBC
crime dramas Life and The
Black Donnellys, will be one of
more than 30 distinguished
literary personalities
speaking on a broad range of
topics related to the art,
business, and craft of writing

Past Maryland Poet Laureate Michael Glaser
Baltimore Sun copyeditor and blogger John E. McIntyre

National Endowment for the Arts fellow Marion Winik

CityLit Press founder Gregg Wilhelm
Maryland Volunteer Lawyers for the Arts president Cynthia
Blake Sanders
. . . and many more distinguished speakers

One-on-one pitch practice
sessions with literary agents
Jessica Negrón, Shannon
O'Neill, and Jessica Sinsheimer

Publishers,
designers, artists,

and editorial service
providers

#MDWriters2014 www.marylandwriters.orgMarylandWritersConference
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Fifty Years Later
by Charles Ota Heller

Fifty years—no, it can’t be
For it seems merely weeks ago
He said “Let us begin.”
He was our leader.
“The torch has been passed to
A new generation,” he declared.
And we followed. We believed.
First president born in our century,
He was one of us.
“United, there is little we cannot do,”
He instructed—and we did.
He urged to “ask what we can do for our country”
We asked—we did.
Together, we would make the world a better place.
No more war, end to bigotry, the New Frontier
Us and them replaced by we.
No limit to what we could accomplish.
Then everything changed
On that November day in Dallas.
A traitor craving attention
Lurked in an office window, rifle in hand.
A bullet swished through the air
Blood and brains on Jackie’s pink suit,
Confusion and rush to Parkland Memorial.
Finally, those dreaded words: “The President is dead.”

Only yesterday, we celebrated Mother’s birthday.
Today, there was death in our family.
“America will never be the same,”
My wise, sad father said.
Flags at half-mast, a horse-drawn carriage,
John-John’s salute, Caroline’s sorrow,
Brave Jackie, Bobby and Teddy by her side.
Then it was over. Only our tears remained.
Skeptics scoff, but they don’t know.
His accomplishments were small, they say.
But they fail to understand.
Jack was our leader.
We sacrificed careers, we gave up money,
For public service.
We answered his call.
Perhaps it wasn’t Camelot
But for thousands of us,
Now in the autumn of our years,
It was one shining moment.

# # #
Charles Ota Heller is the author of Prague: My Long
Journey Home and Name-Droppings: Close
Encounters with the Famous and Near-Famous. He is a
regular attendee of the Annapolis chapter unless the
Navy basketball team is playing.

Magnifying Glass
by Desiree St. Clair Glass
I watched my circle of cross-legged, wide-eyed, jaw-dropped kindergarteners as they centered on the show-and-tell star,
mesmerized by his magical toy. Gary’s gadget made everything grow. Five year-old eyes stuck to the magnifying glass like white
paste on construction paper. Debbie couldn’t wait for her turn to hold it. Gary passed it to Paula, who twisted and turned the toy for
too long—according to Debbie, who wriggled and whined for her turn. Finally Paula passed it to Debbie. Her heart raced and she
could barely breathe, as she held the curious object over her fingers. Suddenly they were as big as Daddy’s!

Laughter filled the classroom, as everyone wriggled into jackets—everyone except for Debbie. She lingered at the cubbies,
shoeboxes decorated with tempera paint and crooked letters. G-A-R-Y. No one’s looking. No one will know. Suddenly her fingers
were sucked in with a force greater than her mommy’s vacuum! She couldn’t stop it any more than she could stop the moving
escalator at Macy’s.

“Where’d you get that?” I demanded.

“Gary gave it to me. Look what it does!” Debbie demonstrated by placing the magnifying glass over her stubby fingers. Suddenly she
saw the dirt beneath her nails.

# # #
Currently a public high school teacher, Desiree St. Clair Glass has 25 years of experience teaching all ages from infant to adult. Her
writing has appeared regularly in The Times-Crescent and First Place 4 Health, an e-newsletter of a national faith-based healthy-living
program. Her writing was also featured in the April 2012 issue of Guideposts and the Spring 2013 edition of Connections magazine.
She has sponsored a high school literary magazine and spearheaded annual Poetry Out Loud events. Desiree earned her M. A. in
education at Notre Dame of Maryland University and her B.S. in business at Salisbury University. She is the mother of three children
and grandmother of two.



Would you like to see your
poem, short-short story, or
essay in Pen in Hand?
Submissions are open to current
MWA members and Maryland-based
literary journals, publishers, reading
series, and writers’ associations.
Submissions should be plain text in
the body of an e-mail. Please include
a brief bio. Include "PIH" in the e-mail
subject line and send to editor Paul
Lagasse at
peninhand@marylandwriters.org.
Questions and queries are
encouraged.
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Writing Workshops by Sue Ellen Thompson
Poet Sue Ellen Thompson, winner of the Maryland Library Association's 2010
Maryland Author Award, will be conducting craft-oriented workshops for poets at
Maryland Hall for the Creative Arts in Annapolis and the Writer's Center in
Bethesda. The dates and subjects are:

• February 9, 1-4 pm: "All About Tone," The Writer's Center, Bethesda

• March 8, 1-4 pm: "How Poems Begin," Maryland Hall for the Creative
Arts, Annapolis

• April 6, 1-4 pm: "How to End a Poem," The Writer's Center, Bethesda

For more information or to register, go to www.writer.org, click on "workshops,"
and search under "Thompson." Or call (301) 654-8664.
Sue Ellen Thompson is the author of four books of poetry and the editor of The
Autumn House Anthology of Contemporary American Poetry. She mentors adult poets
from her home on the Eastern Shore and teaches at The Writer's Center and
elsewhere.

The room smelled like sweat. They’d set the thermostat at 90 degrees, they told us, for improved blood circulation . . . just in case we
thought we were imagining the oppressive heat. He lay in the bed, my baby, nearly naked except for the thin sheet strewn across him. He
made no sound, leaving the room eerily quiet between the beeps of the morphine pump.

The last time I’d slept in a hospital room with Danny was his birth. Now here we were, 28 years later.

Not that I was sleeping. I’d dozed off earlier, jolting awake with each press of the pump button. Danny noticed. He stopped using the
morphine. I didn’t dare sleep again.

Memory is a funny thing. I almost remember the hospital stay for his birth, but not quite. I recall telling my husband and the doctor that if
they wanted to talk about photography they could take their discussion into the corridor, but I don’t remember the sensation of the pain. I
remember the little things. The doctor said It’s a boy. My husband said, Ten fingers and ten toes. We used to joke about it during the
pregnancy. Each time someone asked us if we wanted a boy or a girl, we said, It doesn’t matter as long as it has ten fingers and ten toes.

And now two of Danny’s fingers had been severed in a table-saw accident, making furniture for his own children. They’d been reattached
in 10 hours of surgery—replantation, the surgeon called it—but the doctors were not optimistic that blood flow would be reestablished. If
not, the fingers would have to be reamputated. The fingers I’d kissed with every childhood scrape.

“Mommy?” Danny broke the silence. “I’m so sorry Mommy. I wasn’t being careful enough. You always taught me to be careful, Mommy.”

I stood up from the pair of chairs I’d used to fashion a bed for myself. He seemed so far away, this man who called me “Mommy,”
although I could reach his feet from where I stood. Brushing his hair back from his sweaty forehead with my hand, I contemplated my
response. I wanted to tell him that it could have been worse. It could have been his right hand. He could have lost the entire hand. His
thumb could have been severed too, not just shattered. But that’s not what he needed to hear, the fairy tale propaganda, his mother
shushing away the truth that this was worse than bad, it was traumatic, life-changing.

“I’m so sad about my fingers,” he said.

“I’m sad too.” That’s all I said, at least for the moment.

# # #
Lauren Beth Eisenberg Davis is a Baltimore-based creative non-fiction writer whose works focus on social issues, travel, the arts, nostalgia,
and family history. Her works have appeared in literary, journalism and technical publications, including The Baltimore Sun, Gunpowder
Review, Art Times, Pen in Hand, Scribble, Avotaynu and New Lines from the Old Line State. Lauren has been selected as a 2014 Artist-in-
Residence at Joshua Tree National Park, to create a work of literary art about the symbiotic relationship between the people who have
inhabited the region, the environment, and music.

The Pump
by Lauren Beth Eisenberg Davis
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Weekends in Baltimore

by E.A. Aymar
The first time I went to Baltimore was on a date, so that's probably why my view of the city is tinged with
romance . . . even though that date ended with a handshake. But, as a hopeful writer in my twenties, Baltimore
was an endless book of stories, and I kept going back. And I did my homework. I read histories, guidebooks,
walking tours; for a few years, I spent every weekend in the city, walking around neighborhoods with a pen and a
notebook, learning about locations that my characters would later visit. I remembered Flannery O'Connor's
dictum that the best American fiction is regional, and it seemed like this region had been given to me.
I wanted to see the city without influence, so I avoided Baltimore-based thriller writers. But then I read Laura
Lippman, and realized that her reporter-turned-detective Tess Monaghan had already walked these streets. And,
dammit, Lippman wasn't the only one. Terrific writers like Sujata Massey and Tim Cockey, not to mention Edgar
Allan Poe and a host of others, had all set stories in the city or region. And then David Simon introduced The
Wire and not only sketched the city, he etched it in stone. For a time, I worried whether another viewpoint would
ever be accepted.
But a city isn't a stone or a ruin; it changes. It grows. And any city that can house all those voices, as well as the
eccentric films of John Waters, Anne Tyler's quietly powerful work, and the short stories and essays of Rafael
Alvarez, and many, many others, will always have room for more. A city, like a story, belongs to both no one and
everyone.
So I kept going back, trying to find my way through the city's streets. Eventually the final word of a first novel
was typed and I did love that book, but the publishing world didn't. Still, there were stories to be told, and of
course I kept writing. New characters formed, and I walked through the neighborhoods where they met, loved,
lied, killed. When I'll Sleep When You're Dead was completed, excitement drummed through me. I didn't feel like
I had finished a long march; I felt like I had turned a corner and discovered another city.
I'm a month from publication as I write this and, like any writer, I dread finding a mistake in my book: a spelling
error that my exceptional editors and I somehow missed, a loud cliché, a shrilly false note. Mistakes happen. But
there's one thing that I hope comes across in my debut thriller, in the emotions and actions and plotlines and
portrayal of the region, and it's even more important than accuracy. I hope readers find my writing honest. The
best fiction is.

# # #
E.A. Aymar studied creative writing and earned a Masters degree in Literature. He lives outside of Washington,
D.C. with his wife and a small animal menagerie. For more information about E.A. Aymar, and to see the new
animated trailer for I'll Sleep When You're Dead, please visit www.eaymar.com/novel.
This article was originally published in the October 2013 issue of The Big Thrill (www.thebigthrill.org/2013/10/).
Reprinted with permission.
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