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Sherri 
Layering Your Scene  

One Element at a Time 
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In this workshop we’ll explore these 
five elements and how to use them in 
a way that will get you excited about 
writing again. 
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One thing to remember is 
that you never know where contacts 
will lead.  I spoke at a wonderful 
event today—the New Mexico 
Women Authors' Book Festival—
and had an interesting experience.  
Two women ended up at my talk by 
accident, and then bought several of 
my books to share with their book 
club members.  I offered to talk to 
the book club, and they seemed very 
interested.  And the moderators 
really liked my presentation, which 
I hope will lead to an invitation to 
return next year.  I also had an op-
portunity to talk about romance and 
erotica, even though I was in the 
mystery tent.  I believe several peo-
ple will be looking for my latest 
erotica in the bookstores. 

The most important part 
about the event today is that I had a 
great time.  How often do you get to 
talk about writing—especially your 
writing—with a group of people 
who are really interested?  I forced 

the audience to partici-
pate by passing out pre-
pared questions.  As it 
turned out, I didn't get 
through half the pre-
pared questions because I 
got so many real ones.  
Don't forget, non-writers 
out there are awed by 
published authors. 
I'll admit, I'm awed by 
many of them, too. 

I hope you'll take the oppor-
tunity to consider how to have fun 
with publicity for your next, or your 
first, book.  It's never too early to 
come up with ideas. 

October is here – the season of 
balloons, yellow leaves, and vampires.  
Some of my best memories of childhood 
involve dressing up like a witch and 
trick-or-treating.  When my three-year-
old sister was my black cat, we ended 
up with tons of candy.  I can't wait to 
get out and enjoy the season, and hope 
you all do the same. 

This month, however, I'd like to 
talk a little about…publicity.  Don't 
groan.  Publicity is fun! 

Unless you get a seven-figure 
contract for your first sale, you'll 
probably have to work to promote your 
book.  We hear a lot of people complain 
about this, but I suggest they're ap-
proaching it with the wrong attitude.  
Publicity is fun! 

Why do most of us think of pub-
licity as a chore?  Probably because 
many writers are introverts.  Or maybe 
it's because of our moments of doubt.  
("I'm not really a writer.  What if 
someone discovers I'm a fake?"  Unfor-
tunately, these thoughts don't go away 
after the first book comes 
out.)  But publicity shouldn't 
be a chore.  Why?  Because 
publicity is fun! 

Okay.  Now you've 
read it three times, so it must 
be true. 

Publicity offers an op-
portunity to exercise your 
imagination in different for-
mats.  How can you make a 
talk more exciting, or liven 
up a book signing?  What can you give 
to a potential reader to capture her in-
terest?  A bookmark?  A book of 
matches? Perhaps a small box of Red 
Hots says something about your red-
hot romance. 
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Dinner until 7:30  
Readings from 
7:30 until 10  
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��� �� ���om always used to say, “Don’t make a scene!”  
Good advice for petulant children but not for fiction 
writers.  Making a scene is what we do, over and 
over again, to create a gripping story. 
  Mom didn’t want me to disrupt the status quo, the 
quietness of life.  Novelists, however, must do the 
very opposite.  Our job is to stir things up, to take 
readers out of civilized routine, not leave them stuck 
in it. 
   That’s why good fiction is all about disturbance—
to a character’s inner and outer life.  Scenes are what 
we use to illustrate and dramatize those distur-
bances. 
  Readers will forgive many writing sins if they are 
reading scenes that plop them down in an emotional 
roller coaster.  On the other hand, flat scenes are like 
the trams that take us to and from the park—hardly 
worth the ride. 
  Write scenes that always give readers their 
money’s worth.  You can do it if you master these 
three essentials: Hook, Intensity and 
Prompt (HIP). 
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  The hook grabs readers’ attention from 
the start—and here is where many writers 
stumble. 
  By beginning with a description of the 
location first, then the characters, a writer 
may start a scene slowly.  This is, of course, a logi-
cal choice.  We think in a linear fashion, and figure 
we have to get the readers seeing the location, then 
the characters in the location, before we can et to the 
good stuff like action and dialogue. 
  Don’t fall into this trap.  Readers don’t care about 
the natural order it they are intrigued. 

  Here is an example of the linear way: 
  We were back in his office.  I sat in the 
armchair in front of Pistillo’s desk.  His 
chair, I noticed this time, was set a little 
higher than mine, probably for reasons of 
intimidation. 
  Claudia Fisher, the agent who’d visited me 
at Covenant House, stood behind me with 
her arms crossed. 
  “What happened to your nose?” Pistillo 
asked me. 

 
  But in Gone for Good (Delacorte) Harlan Coben 
starts the scene like this: 

  “What happened to your nose?” Pistillo 
asked me. 
  We were back in his office.  I sat in the 
armchair in front of Pistillo’s desk. 

 
  Dialogue is the stronger hook here.  It starts the 

scene with a question, and makes us want to 
know how the narrator will answer.  Coben then 
drops in one paragraph of setting and gets back 
to the action. 
  Another hooking technique is the teaser.  This 
is a subtle promise to the reader that a tense 
scene is about to occur.  Coben begins a Gone 
for Good chapter thus: 

  I fell into such a deep sleep that I never 
heard him sneak up on me. 

 
  Who is he?  What happened after he snuck up on 
the narrator?  Coben teases first, then unfurls the an-
swers. 
  Still another hook is action, pure and simple.  
Again, Coben: 

   Claudia Fisher burst into the office of     
Joseph Pistillo. 

By James Scott 
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  This raises the question of why Claudia burst into 
the office, instead of knocking or strolling.  We 
read to find out. 
  Even description can work as a hook, so long as 
you make it do double duty.  Each place or charac-
ter you describe should not only create a picture for 
the reader but also establish the proper mood.  In 
All That You Love Will Be Carried Away, a story 
about a man’s darkest moment, Stephen King be-
gins this way: 

   It was a Motel 6 on I-80 just west of Lin-
coln, Nebraska.  The snow that began at mi-
dafternoon had faded the sign’s virulent yel-
low to a kinder pastel shade as the light ran 
out of the January dusk.  The wind was clos-
ing in on that quality of empty amplification 
one encounters only in the country’s flat 
midsection. 

 
  Fading light, dusk, wind, emptiness.  We are being 
set up to feel the inner life of the character even be-
fore we meet him.  And when readers feel some-
thing, they want to keep reading. 
  Work hard to grab the readers at the start of every 
scene.  Try different opening paragraphs.  Vary 
your methods.  Alternate dialogue with action, de-
scription with teaser.  You’ll soon happen upon the 
hook that feels right. 
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  Once you have the reader’s attention, you can 
concentrate on the second essential of scene—
intensity.  Every scene must have it, to a greater 
or lesser degree.  Without it, your scene will sit 
there like a deflated blimp—it may have poten-
tial but it ain’t gonna fly. 
  Masers of the craft know this.  Dean Koontz’s 
aptly titled Intensity (Bantam) is filled with scenes 
of impending danger as a woman tries to escape a 
sadistic killer.  As the story builds, so does the pos-
sibility that she will be discovered by the villain.  
Virtually every scene is the first half of the book is 
built on the chance she’ll be found out: 

  He stood just outside the cab door, thirty 
feet from her, stretching almost lazily.  He 
rolled his big shoulders as if to shake weari-
ness from them, and he massaged the back 
of his neck. 

  If he turned his head to the left, he would 
see her at once.  If she didn’t remain abso-
lutely still, he would surely spot the slightest 
movement even from the corner of his eye. 

 
  The intensity level of your scenes should increase 
as the story moves toward the climax.  In the Koontz 
novel, the heroine, Chyna, is captured.  The last half 
of the book chronicles her attempts to escape with 
another prisoner. 

  Chyna stretched out on her stomach, leaned 
into the skylight, and used the mop to push 
the stepstool toward the back of the hall and 
out of the way.  Dropping down onto it, one 
of them might have broken a leg. 
  They were so close to escape.  They could-
n’t take any chances. 
 

  This occurs just before killer dogs come after them 
and were moved to a scene of even greater intensity.  
Koontz holds us in his grip by increasing the physi-
cal peril as the book progresses. 
  Literary fiction, on the other hand, usually concen-
trates more on the emotional turmoil of the charac-
ters.  John Fante’s classic, Ask the Dust (Black Spar-
row Press), has numerous evocative scenes showing 
us the yearnings of the young writer Arturo Bandini: 

  Now I prayed to St. Teresa again.  Please, 
sweet and lovely saint, gimme an idea.  But 
she had deserted me, all the gods have de-
serted me, and like Huysmans I stand alone, 
my fists clenched, tears in my eyes.  If some-
one only loved me, even a bug, even a 
mouse, but that too belonged to the past… 

 
  The language here is fiercely personal 

(gimme an idea; if someone only loved me) and has 
strong images (fists clenched; tears).  The tension 
level is just as great as a scene about physical con-
frontation. 
  So pack your scenes with tension.  How?  Primarily 
through the writer’s best friend: conflict.  When two 
characters meet, with opposing agendas, you have 
built-in tension.  A cop tries to question a witness 
who doesn’t want to talk; a would-be lover tries to 
get a woman to give him the time of day, and she 
won’t; a parent tries to find out what his wayward 
teenager is doing, but can’t.  Your novel’s central 
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story should present endless possibilities for con-
flict—if it doesn’t, this isn’t the novel you 
should be writing. 
  Even scenes with allies—two characters who 
agree on a goal—should have tension.  Other-
wise you’ll end up with dull exchanges of infor-
mational dialogue. 
  That’s how the best buddy movies work.  Take 
the scene in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance 
Kid when Butch is trying to get Sundance to 
jump into the river.  The heat in their argument 
rises until Sundance lets loose his dark secret: “I 
can’t swim!” 
  Always go over the scenes you’ve written with 
an eye for intensity level.  If it isn’t strong 
enough, try to ratchet it up.  Even a relatively 
quiet scene (which you use to modulate the pace 
of your novel) can give us the thoughts of the 
viewpoint character, showing us her worries or 
anxieties. 

  If a scene still doesn’t provide 
adequate intensity, use the 
writer’s next best friend: the de-
lete key.  Your readers will be 
happy you did. 
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  Finally, end scenes with a prompt, something to 
make readers turn the page.  New writers often 
let their scenes fizzle out, ending on a boring 
note: People walk out of rooms, drive off in cars, 
or offer dull parting phrases like “Nice talking 
with you.” 
  Don’t ever let your scenes droop at the end.  
You have many ways to move the reader along. 
  One of the best prompts is impending disaster.  
In Intensity, Chyna is hiding from the villain in a 
convenience store.  Will he spot her?  The dan-
ger can also be to the emotions, as when Arturo 
in Ask the Dust  leaves the woman he longs for.  
Will he ever get over her? 
  Here are some other great prompts to end 
scenes with: 
· A mysterious line of dialogue 
· An image that is full of portent (like the fog 
rolling in, or a distant sound) 
· A secret suddenly revealed 
· A major decision or bow 

ISBN-10: 
158297294X 

ISBN-10: 
1582975086 

ISBN-10: 
1599956845 

ISBN-10: 
159995685

Did you like  
this article?   

 

Check out these books  
by James Scott Bell  

to help improve  
your manuscripts! 

See James Scott 
Bell’s “HIP scenes”   

in his latest  
suspense novels… 

“One of the best writers  
out there, bar none.”  

 
 —In the Library Review 
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Take any chapter in you WIP and re-write it using the 
HIP method.   
· Opening paragraph.  Could your first few lines have 

a stronger HOOK? 
· Chapter Body.  Could the scenes in the chapter use 

more conflict, language, or emotional turmoil to  
      INTENSIFY it? 
· Ending Paragraph.  Do your last several lines create 

enough PROMPT for the reader to want to read on 
to the next chapter? 

���
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· An announcement of a shattering event 
· A reversal or surprise—new infor-
mation that turns the story around 
· A question left hanging in the air 
 
  If a scene seems to sputter to a close 
and you’re not sure what to do, here’s a 
great tip: Try cutting the last paragraph 
or tow.  You don’t have to write every scene to its logi-
cal conclusion.  In fact, it’s often the best choice not to.  
Cutting creates interest, a feeling of something left 
hanging—and that makes readers want to find out why. 
  A good story, Alfred Hitchcock once remarked, is 
“life, with the dull parts taken out.”  Get HIP, and you 
won’t have to worry about dull parts showing up in 
your fiction. 
  Now go make a scene. 
 
James Scott Bell is an award-winning novelist.  
www.jamesscottbell.com 
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Gabi Anderson’s latest release, WHITE ROSE (Five Star Ex-
pression) was released last month.  You can buy it on Ama-
zon.com, or order it from any book store. Readingne wmex-
ico.com said, “When it all comes together in a very  satis-
fying ending, you know you’ve had an excellent read .” 

 

 

 

Sarah Baker , writing as Lydia Parks, sold a short vam-
pire story to Silhouette Nocturne Bites.  Even more  ex-
citing, the editor wants to talk to her about a ful l-
length novel for Nocturne!  Sarah’s book, ADDICTED 
(Kensington) got five stars in the Affaire de Coeur , 
which said, “ Addicted  is a very satisfying read.” 

Date Time Event and Location  

10/13 6:30 Writers to Writers Series 
Hastings @ Coors and Montano  

Finding Inspiration for Writing Children's Books     
by Lisa Bear Goldman 

10/21 6:30 Romance Readers Book Club 
Hastings @ Candelaria and Tramway 

Dream When You're Feeling Blue  
by Elizabeth Berg     

 20% off books & 50% off drinks!   
Lively conversation and company!!  

9/13 Noon-
3:00 

LERA Meeting 
�������� 	

By Sherri Buerkle 
Find out how to use 7 different layers  
to make your manuscript more real. 

Mark Your Calendars 

���������	
���

���������	�����

�
�

 
 
 
 
 

Valerie Storey 10/19 
 

Alice Trego 10/20 

Note: If your birthday is this month but 
isn’t noted here, please let the editor 

know so you don't get missed next year! 
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Ammanda McCabe wrote one of the stories for the launch month of 
Harlequin’s new historical line, UNDONE.   

 

 

LelaBelle Wolfert finaled in the NM Book Awards with 
her romance, DECEPTION AND DESIRE.   

 

 

Belle Sloan received the cover art for her erotic story, THE 
DRIVE-IN.  Nice... 
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  The other day, I received one of 
those catalogs with the gor-
geous landscapes and the 
inspirational sayings under-
neath. You've probably seen 
these hanging in offices here 
and there. 
  I personally never paid much 
attention to them. In fact, they 
seemed somewhat silly, since I 
keep all those beliefs inside. But 
when I received this catalog, 
I glanced through it and realized 
that many of these saying apply to 
writers, whether you're getting 
started on your first manuscript 
and wondering if you can 
do it, or you're multi-published 
author staggering under deadlines 
and wondering how you'll man-
age and if it matters anymore. 
(You'd be surprised how often I 
talk to people in both situations.) 
But after 24 books, in 4 genres for 
5 publishers, translated into a half 
dozen different languages over 
the course of 10 years, I've real-
ized that these people with their 
pictures have it right! 
  1. Believe and Succeed: We can-
not change yesterday. We can 
only make the most of today, and 
look with hope toward tomorrow. 
  Wise words. If your last contest 
or last book release didn't go as 
well as you wanted, that's in the 
past. If you've been flailing, pro-
crastinating, angsting, etc.that 
was yesterday. You make today 

what it should be and think 
about the fact that everything 

you do now sets you up 
for tomorrow. 
  Yes, I know it sounds 

simple. If you've been 
struggling, how do you 

just wake up one day and 
change everything, especially 
your attitude? Remember the 
next principle: 
  2. Success: Some people 
dream of success.while others 
wake up and work hard at 
it. 
  Okay, y'all, this is my soap-
box. What separates you from 
the others is your willingness to 
work for what you 
want-and not 
apologize for it. 
For 10 years, I 
woke up at 5:30 
every day, went to a full
-time job, came home and did 
the dinner/family thing with a 
small child, then started writing 
at 9pm. I was often criticized 
for being overly-ambitious, a 
bad mother, stretching myself 
too thin, 
etc.  
  During those 10 years, I wrote 
and promoted 18 books, with a 
year and a half off in the middle 
to strategize a new career plan 
an implement it. I gave up a so-
cial life, TV, being the volun-
teer mom, etc. Because I knew 
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By Shelley Bradley 

what I wanted and wasn't veer-
ing from that path. When people 
talk about giving up writing be-
cause they've been at it for the 
last (fill in the blank) number of 
years and nothing is happening, 
I always ask one question, 
"How bad do you want it?" Yes, 
we've all considered throwing in 
the towel. But I maintain it's not 
always the most talented that 
survive; it's the most persistent. 
  The next two go together for 
me and, I think, define princi-
ples that have guided me for the 
past 2 years in particular. And 
they have yet to let me down: 
  3. Excellence: Success is a di-
rect reflection of the effort, 
pride and passion with which a 
person lives. 
  What I've taken out of this is, 
don't ever say anything is "good 
enough". Don't settle. Don't rest. 
There's always someone else as 
talented as you, yet hungrier. If 
you don't bring you're A game 
to the table, others will-and 
they'll succeed at your goals. 
  4. Passion: There are many 
things in life that will capture 
your eye, but very few will cap-
ture your heart. These are the 
ones to pursue. These are the 
ones worth keeping. 
  This particularly helpful when 
you're wondering what to write, 
trying to decide between that 
book of your heart or that book 
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of the market. Unless that book of 
your heart is completely unmar-
ketable (a midget and a bearded 
lady in an 18th century Russian 

circus), then write the 
book of your heart. Al-
ways. Never invest your 
time in something you 
can't be 100% behind. 
Lack of passion shows 
to editors, reviewers and 

readers. In my career, I've written 
2 books of my heart that I be-
lieved I was writing for me and 
would never sell. But I wrote 
them because I had to. Not only 
did both sell, they both com-
pletely changed my career. Pas-
sion shows. 
  So let's say you've worked hard 
and believed in yourself, demon-
strated your 
excellence and passion-and you 
achieved your goal. You're there, 
right? 
  NO!!!! Don't make me get on 
my soapbox again. 
  5. Achievement: Unless you try 
to do something beyond what you 
have already mastered, you will 
never grow. 
  In other words, unless you want 
to be a 1-hit wonder, be aban-
doned by your 
editors and readers for being the 
"same", you have to keep grow-

ing. With every book I write, I 
start with a challenge in mind. 
Likely, no one will ever know 
that challenge but me. But it's my 
way of growing and stretch-
ing and making myself 
reach for new heights. 
And it's not about sales 
goals or things I can't 
control. It's: can I write a 
good book with these seem-
ingly difficult elements? I don't 
know until I try. 
  The sad reality of life is that, 
even when you've worked hard, 
had conviction, acted with pas-
sion-done all the right things, you 
may not achieve your goals. 
That's when you remember this: 
  6. Embrace Change: Tempera-
tures will rise and fall. Winds will 
shift. Leaves will drop and buds 
will form. And with every transi-
tion new beginnings will be re-
vealed. 
  This is another way of saying 2 
things that I've clung to in tough 
times: Everything happens for a 
reason (though you probably can't 
see at that moment) and when one 
door closes, another opens. Don't 
give up when things get tough! 
  In my career, I've had to start 
over not once, but twice. Start 
from scratch. Reinvent myself. 
Find a new publisher, convince 

them I was capable and willing 
to work hard and could capture 
a readership. This saying will 
apply to you, whatever your 
goals, if you don't succeed the 
first time-or even the tenth: 

  7. Bring it on: You may 
have to fight a battle more 
than once to achieve victory. 

  Translation: you can't win if 
you give up. 
  Funny, how a catalog can be 
full of sayings that can change 
your internal barometer and, 
thus, the course of your life. But 
if you believe in your success, 
embrace passion, do your best 
to excel, grow, 
change as needed 
and learn to 
fight, I believe 
you'll achieve 
your goals. 
 
 Shelley Bradley, aka Shayla 
Black, is the author of the Dooms-
day Brethren 
Series Watch for TEMPT ME 
WITH DARKNESS August 26! 
"This orgasmic paranormal will 
have Black's fans panting for the 
next installment." ~ 
Publisher's Weekly  
 
www.shaylablack.com & 
www.doomsdaybrethren.com 

Did You Know This About Vampires... 
· According to wikipedia.com, though the idea of vampes has existed for a millennia, even in  

myths in ancient civilizations, the first written appearance of the word in English wasn’t until 
1734. 

· 38,000 units of blood are needed every day, American Blood Centers. 
· Out of the 8 blood types, 71% of the population is O+ and A+. 
· Dr Juan Gómez-Alonso, a neurologist in Spain, proposed a link with rabies in the journal Neurol-

ogy.  The susceptibility to garlic and light can be due to rabies-induced hypersensitivity.  Rabies 
can affect the brain and can disturb normal sleep patterns (thus becoming nocturnal) and hypersex-
uality.  Legend once said a man wasn’t rabid if he could look at his own reflection (an allusion to 
the legend that vampires have no reflection). Wolves and bats, often associated with vampires, can 
be carriers. The disease can lead to a drive to bite others and to a bloody frothing at the mouth. 
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President: Sarah Baker 
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Brenda Schetnan 
molly@mollyevans.com 

 
Vice President of Membership: 

Gayle Kasper  
gaylekasper@juno.com 

 
Secretary: Juanita Marken 

Juanita.marken@hubinternational.com 
 

Treasurer: Tammy Baumann 
tamrabaumann@hotmail.com 

 
Publicity: Amber Anderson  
tootsanderson@hotmail.com 

Tape Librarian:  
Deb Flowers 

 
LERA Writer’s Guide:  

Gayle Kasper 
 

���������	
����������	
����������	
����������	
� �

Lyrics submissions: 
Darynda Jones 

1412 S. Abilene 
Portales, NM  88130 

505-356-3766 
darynda_jones@yahoo.com 

 
Shannon Bianco, Co-Editor 

slbianco@hotmail.com 
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NovemberEdition Deadline:  
October20, 2008 

LERA Website:  
www.leranm.com 

 
LERA Mailing Address: 

P.O. Box 35024 
Albuquerque, NM 87176-5024 
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Original articles by LERA 
members are copyrighted but 
may be reprinted by other 
RWA®  chapter newsletters 
with proper credit to author 
and notification to the Lyrics 
editor. Publication herein of 
market news, contests, 
seminars, classes, etc. is 
provided for information 
only and does not imply 
endorsements or warranties 
of any kind by LERA, its 
officers, or its members.  
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