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Course Description: 

What makes your story different and unique? What makes it stand out from all the other 

manuscripts out there? This workshop will help you find your story hook, that little 

something that keeps the reader turning the pages, as well as refining that hook into a 

query letter that catches an editors attention and gets your book requested. 

 

Join us in Keep 'Em Up All Night, where we will discuss everything from making your 

story's first few words work to your maximum advantage, to ending hooks that keep the 

reader turning the pages, never able to find quite the right place to close the book and call 

it a night. Not only that, but we will also look at writing a compelling query letter that 

will catch an editor's attention and snag you a request. 

About the Instructor: 

If she'd known all those childhood fishing trips with her family were actually preparing 

her for a writing career, she would have paid more attention. Say bait or hook to Tammy 

Johnson now, and squirming worms and stink bait are not the first things to pop into her 

mind. Now she's thinking of catching an editor that finds something special in her work, 

and then, readers, who can't wait to read more of the stories she creates. 

 

Tammy Johnson is actively pursuing a writing career targeting the Home and Hearth 

lines of Harlequin and Silhouette. She has been a finalist in several RWA chapter 

sponsored contests and is an active member of her online RWA chapter, From the Heart 

Romance Writers. 

 

To learn more about Tammy and her writing, please visit her home on the net at 

www.tammyjohnson.net. 

Lesson 1, Part I 

What is a hook and why do you need it? 

 

Look in the everyday world around you. There are many types of hooks. Maybe the first 

thing that comes to your mind is a fishing hook, a crochet hook, a meat hook or a hay 

hook. All different instruments used to catch or pull. Think of the person reading your 

story, be it a contest judge or an editor. Imagine them being that fish, bale of hay or piece 

of yarn. If you want to catch their interest, hold it, and pull it through your story (which 

http://www.tammyjohnson.net/
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we all do, right?) you need hooks. So, what is a hook? 

 

A hook is a hint of trouble, a nibble of guilt, a rustle of fear, an explosion of anger -- it 

must lure your reader onward. It must offer a crumb with the promise of the whole cake 

soon to come. It must dangle the bait and lure the reader into the story until they are 

totally committed to the characters and the outcome of your story. 

 

Let's start at the beginning. Your opening line. Not the first page, not the first paragraph, 

but that very first opening line. 

 

Let's say you're browsing the book stand at WalMart or the shelves at Barnes and Noble, 

or your favorite bookstore. Maybe you're all alone and have all day to pick out the perfect 

book and can actually read a few pages and skim or read all the different sections of 

excerpts and back covers - OR - maybe you're like me and have two or three screaming 

kids who want to head back to the toys or want to just get out of the books section. You 

want a book so it has to be a quick pick. How many of you have opened up to the first 

page, skimmed the first line or two and made your decision then and there? This is a book 

I would enjoy - or it's not? Maybe you don't do it - but I know I have - and I can bet that 

there are some editors out there that think about it. Sure, editors read alot more than that 

first line when making decisions on books, I'm not saying they don't - but think of that 

very first line as a first impression. Your book's very first impression. We want it to be 

good, right? 

 

So how can we make our opening lines something that makes the reader think, "Oh, 

wow. I really like this" - Or "I just have to read more - this is really good - this is really 

funny - this is going to be a fun story - or a chilling story - or a sexy story" IF that 

opening line is your story's first impression, then make it something that shows the reader 

a tiny little crumb of the story to come. Alot to pack in to one little sentence, isn't it? But 

it can be done. Let's look at some ways we can use to use that opening sentence, some 

dangling bait to pull the reader straight into the story and catch them. 

1) Action 

 

2) Dialogue 

 

3) Question 

 

4) Deep POV 
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5) A hint of things to come 

These are just a few, and I'm sure they can be mixed and matched. Look through some of 

your favorite books. Examine that opening line and see what technique it uses. I think 

most opening lines will fall into one of the five examples above. 

Lesson 1, Part II 

"Hold on to your panties, girlfriends, it's raining men just outside our front door."  

 

Do I have your attention now? Good. This is just one of the opening lines I found today 

going through some of my "to be read" boxes and books that I have read. There are 

several things that I think are great about this line, first and maybe most importantly it 

catches your attention. But, maybe even better than that you immediately get a really 

good idea of what kind of story this is going to be. This is no sweet inspirational. 

Probably not a historical, because nice historical women probably didn't call their 

underwear panties. Any guesses what kind of book this might be? Most of you are 

probably thinking dead on. This is the first line from Joanne Rock's Blaze book entitled, 

Sex & the Single Girl.  

 

What does this opening line use to hook us and keep us reading? Okay, granted, it has to 

be the type of book you would be interested in to begin with, if it wasn't you wouldn't be 

skimming the first line anyway, but lets just imagine for the sake of learning what makes 

things work that you're interested. Why does this first line make you want more? For one 

thing, it's dialogue. Some people like starting with dialogue. It immediately pulls you into 

a character. Anybody that would say this line sounds like a fun person. I'm interested, I 

want to find out what else this person will come up with in the rest of the story. Already, 

I'm wanting to know what's going to happen. Also, this line raises a question, even 

though it doesn't actually come right out and ask a question, what woman doesn't want to 

find out more about the kinds of guys that are outside their front door. They must be 

hunky or why would they be needing to hold on to their panties. Or is it a panty raid? :-) 

The possibilities are endless. Or even better, what kind of front door do they have that 

guys would be outside anyway? In fact, this opening lines actually can almost be said to 

use many of the pieces of a great opening line, it almost has action, or action is imminent, 

and there is a hint of things to come.  

 

I'm hooked. Unless the writer does something in the next few lines that really sour me, or 
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turn me off of the writing, I'm going to keep reading, at least until I'm bored. (but we'll 

cover more on that later)  

 

Ready for more?  

It only took three days, but that was all she needed.  

 

This is the opening line from Michele Dunaway's Harlequin American, Catching the 

Corporate Playboy. Does it make you want to read more? It sure makes me want to know 

more. It raises questions. What took three days? Why was that all she needed? What's 

going on? I want to know now, I have to read more. Immediately I'm intrigued by the 

character. I want to know what kind of circumstances this character is in and what she 

needs to do. If we dig a little deeper it also shows us just a bit of the character. We can 

already tell that this is a character that will do what it takes, a fighter. Who doesn't like to 

read a story about a woman who will do what she needs to do?  

 

Having fun yet?  

Maybe he should just grab her up and kiss her.  

 

Now who doesn't just know by the end of this book, if not a whole lot sooner, this guy is 

going to get his wish? This is another Harlequin American, Four-Karat Fiancee by 

Sharon Swan. (yes, I've dissected alot of Harlequin Americans)  

 

I love this line. First off, it's in the male pov. Can't you just picture this sexy guy all 

relaxed on the outside, but on the inside just battling his caveman urges to run over and 

grab the woman he's watching? Who of course, will no doubt be the heroine who will 

have the poor guy wrapped around her finger by the end of the book. The first line 

promises all that. And who doesn't want to read what the hero is going to go through 

before he finally gets that kiss? This line has great pov, a great hint of things to come.  

Gray storm clouds loomed overhead as Lauren Taylor peered through the bug-splattered 

windshield, trying to spot a place to eat, somewhere she wouldn't be recognized.  

 

This opening line is a little longer than I usually like. The quicker, shorter ones usually 

pull me in faster, but I really like this one. Not only does it do a great job of raising a lot 

of questions, but it puts you in the characters shoes right off. We've all been in a car and 

dealt with bug-splattered windshields, and how hard is it to imagine the gray clouds 
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looming overhead? But why is she worried about being recognized? I'm hooked. I hope 

that by going over some of these opening lines, we're getting closer to understanding their 

importance and how to use them to the stories best advantage.  

 

- Opening lines should be used to pull the reader in, make them interested.  

 

- Use dialogue and choose the words that the character would use so that we're 

immediately emotionally attached and invested in that person's story.  

 

- Raise questions that you just have to read on to find the answers for.  

 

- Show us some action or give us a hint of action to come soon. 

Homework Lesson 1 

Okay, now's everybody's chance to share a little. Don't feel that you have to if you're not 

comfortable about doing so, but this is a chance to get your opening hook out there and 

get some feedback on whether or not it grabs attention.  

 

I'll share one of mine and then I'd love to see a little bit of something from everybody.  

"It's because I'm a woman, isn't it?"  

 

This is the opening line from my wip, Once Upon a Cowboy. It asks a question and it's 

dialogue. It makes you wonder things right off the bat, makes you want to know the 

answer and more about the person that asked it. Hopefully the reader is hooked at least 

for another line or two if I don't do something to mess it up, because they want to know - 

Is it? What is going on that has her wondering if it's because of her gender? It also tells a 

little about the character, obviously she has some issues with her being a woman herself 

or she probably wouldn't ask that kind of a question to begin with.  

Lesson 2 
 

So - we have them hooked. Your reader has made it through the first sentence and is 

intrigued, interested - his or her curiosity is piqued. You're made them ask questions or 

connect in some way to the character or the story. NOW you have to keep them hooked. 

Focus on grabbing your reader, compel them to read more, because if you can't make 

them read the first paragraph, that first page, then they won't read anything further.  



Discover Your Hook                                                         Tammy Johnson 

April 2005 

 

P a g e  | 6 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the  

Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

 

 

Just how important is that first page of your manuscript? Think of the agent or editor you 

may be submitting to. Many editors are swamped by hundreds of manuscripts a month. 

They read most of these while going to and from work or late at night on their own time. 

Editors can easily become glazed by the sameness of the writing before them. That first 

page of your book must jolt their senses and scrub the glaze from their eyes. It must grab 

their interest. If your first page doesn't hook them, they might very well move on to the 

next manuscript in the pile. Editors today don't have time to keep reading until your third 

chapter "when the good stuff really begins." Editors look for a first page that has that 

special "something" that will hook them into reading all of your book. 

 

We already discussed the different ways to hook a reader in the first line - action, 

dialogue, questions, ect... These same techniques can be used through that first page, and 

first scene, to build on that initial interest. We've got them hooked - but the hard part is 

yet to come - KEEP THEM HOOKED.  

 

1) Offer a sense of time and place. Build a setting and let the reader know right off when 

and where the story takes place. (unless it is significant to the plot to keep that secret for a 

while) 

 

2) Allow the "voice" of the main point of view to shine through. Each character should 

have a different voice. And each character should have his or her own stakes in the story.  

 

3) Give a hint of things to come, plot wise.  

 

4) Make the editor want to continue reading by injecting a seductive "hook" into the last 

paragraph of your first page. 

 

And last, but not least - EMOTION, EMOTION, EMOTION!Now lets go over these one 

at a time and break them down just a little more.  

 

Offer a sense of time and place. How important is this? True, it could have very little to 

do with some stories. But, how many of the opening hooks did we have that you could 

really get into just because it immediately set a time and place? Mayberrry - very little 

else has to be said, just using that one word immediately paints a very vivid picture in our 

minds. I'm sure all of you have spectacular pages after that opening, but just for the sake 

of learning and growth for some of the rest of us, let's explore that more. Think of your 

openings and how you can build on them in the rest of that first page. Use the next few 
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paragraphs, adding just little bits and pieces that really bring the setting to life and make 

possibly the entire setting of the rest of the pages already be something that is etched in 

the readers mind. A beachfront cottage. Just say the words and we're there, but use some 

more of that opening page to build even more. The sounds, the smells. Capture just a few 

things to really put the reader there.  

 

Think of yourself as an artist. You are one after all. You start out with a blank canvas in 

front of you with every word you write, you add another layer of color and dimension. 

Don't get carried away with too much of one color all at once, just splashes of it here and 

there, just enough to give the reader a solid feel for where the character is. You want the 

reader to feel like they can be that character after all. Only by getting them to forget the 

real world and step into your story, will you totally capture and hold their attention. 

Allow the "voice" of the main point of view to shine through. First you need compelling 

characters, people that the reader like or hate right from the beginning. Getting the reader 

to actually care about that character right there from the first page is probably one of the 

most important tasks of that first page. After all, if we don't care, why read? Unless the 

character on the opening page is somebody that we're supposed to hate - then we as 

writers, as artists, better make sure the reader cares enough about them by the end of page 

1 to turn that next page. They don't call them page turners for nothing, after all.  

 

So, how do we make our character likable? We all know what we like. Chances are, our 

readers are going to like the same sort of things. We write romance, so sexy hunks and 

friendly heroines that are sexy, but have just enough of a flaw to be likable, are a must. 

Nobody want's perfect, unless you're describing the fit of the hero's jeans. That, my 

fellow writers, MUST be perfect. The rest, however, needs to be human. Human in just 

enough of a way to make them be somebody the reader can relate to, want to be friends 

with, want to laugh with, or at times, possibly even at. Yes, it works sometimes if the 

hero starts out as a bit of a jerk maybe, but only if we make it very clear with every stroke 

of our artist's brush, and every word that we write - that yes, this guy is a bit of a jerk - 

but he's going to get his and very soon. Nobody wants to miss being there when that 

happens.  

 

Okay, but what about the "voice"? You've made a fun, likable (or not), character that the 

reader can relate to and has some interest in. What do you do to bring them alive - give 

them their voice? With the same things that have shaped you as a person. Give them a 

history, things they have overcome and things that they will have to face in the story. 

Don't tell the reader all that on the first page, but know it. Have it in your head as you 

write them and have them react as you think they would. Make them human and real to 
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you. If they can't come alive for you, how will you ever bring them alive for somebody 

else?  

 

In my opening of Once Upon a Cowboy - the heroine says - "It's because I'm a woman, 

isn't it?" I already know her whole history, I know her almost as well as I know myself. 

In fact, bits and pieces of her probably are me. Don't we all do that in our writing? We 

use things that we have dealt with, things we have experienced, to give life to our stories. 

So I know that yes, she has issues with her femininity. The last person in the world she 

wants to depend on or need is a man, a cowboy more specifically. If you as a writer can 

put yourself in your characters shoes and think and talk for them and bring them to life, 

speak for them and give them a voice that carries whatever you need it to for that 

character - then more likely than not, the reader will be interested, they'll want to watch 

that character grow and learn and have whatever they want most. In that opening page, 

you need to win the reader over, make them care and have that interest in the character 

and with whatever they're going through at that moment. Let the reader see into your 

characters thoughts. 

 

Give a hint of things to come, plot wise. I'm not saying show the whole plot. In fact, I 

think most of you did a really great job just in the opening line of giving some hint of 

things to come. Don't give us the whole plot in that first page, it would probably bore us. 

But - give us a hint of something that is happening or will very soon happen. Give the 

reader a reason to want to keep turning pages to find out what's next. A lifeless body on 

the floor. We know that has to lead somewhere - and of course we want to read on and 

find out more. Don't give too much away too fast, but paint just a hint of something into 

the story. It's all about not letting the fist swallow the hook. You just want to tempt and 

tease and keep them reading on just a bit further - all the way through the story - but one 

page at a time.  

 

Make the editor want to continue reading by injecting a seductive "hook" into the last 

paragraph of your first page. All of the story is important, don't get me wrong. BUT - that 

first page, maybe it's just the hardest to turn. Or maybe editors just know how many 

people skim the first page and never read any further. It doesn't have to be a major plot 

point or some spectacular divine revelation - but make that last sentence on that first page 

something that they have to turn the page to read more of.  

 

& EMOTION, EMOTION, EMOTION! How many good books have been rejected 

because of lack of emotion? Our characters have to come alive. Our stories have to have 

some kind of emotional tug on the reader, right there from that first page. Easier said than 
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done sometimes, I know that very well. But we are artists and we can do this - we can 

create a work of art that makes people feel things. The reader has to feel - has to care. 

Give the character some emotion, some fear or weakness and share a bit of that with the 

reader. And most importantly, the old show don't tell. Hate to even bring it up because I 

know how some people abuse those words. But - it is very important. Don't just say, Jane 

cried. Get the reader in her head and show us how she feels. What is she thinking as she 

cries? Alot of that will depend on why she's crying to being with - but getting in her head 

and showing us - letting the reader feel - maybe not even letting, but MAKING the reader 

feel her pain. If she's crying she must be in pain. There are thousands of words you can 

use to describe how she might feel, in thousands of different ways. Closer your eyes, take 

a deep breath and feel what she feels in that particular moment in time.  

Homework Lesson 2 

Make the editor want to continue reading by injecting a seductive "hook" into the last 

paragraph of your first page. It doesn't have to be a major plot point or some spectacular 

divine revelation - but make that last sentence on that first page something that they have 

to turn the page to read more of. Let's all dig back out that wip or completed manuscript 

and take a look at the ending line of our first pages. Share if you like the last few 

sentences - paragraph on the end of the page - don't carry over to page 2. If page one ends 

in the middle of a sentence then share it just like that - DON'T add anything from page 2. 

Here's my last paragraph from "Marriage on His Mind", the book I have submitted to 

Harlequin American.  

 

Of course, there was another option. Instead of running, she could take a stand. Brenna 

eyed the distance between her clothes and a pile of driftwood at the opposite shore. She 

wasI have to admit it looks pretty boring - but I have a character in the middle of making 

a decision. Hopefully, somebody will want to turn to the next page and see what that 

decision will be.  

Lesson 3 

I don't know about everybody here - but I'm a big movie and tv fan. I get so much 

inspiration from films and tv shows. Not only do I watch them for the fun of it - but I 

study each show. And even my six year old notices and picks up on things. Ever notice 

how the music gets more and more intense as things build to a high point in the show? 

He's always asking why the scary music is playing. That 'scary' music usually means 

something's about to happen, something is building that is going to change something - 
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and then they inevitably cut to a commercial - or have that little fade scene thing where 

they cut to something else. They leave you hanging so that even if you do run to the 

bathroom, you WILL be back.  

 

You don't want to miss what's going to happen next. You ARE HOOKED.  

 

Romance author, Gail Martin suggests using these methods: The Time-bomb method - 

An explosive situation, time is running out - the reader knows something that the H & H 

don't, or that one knows and the other doesn't. 

 

Also: the Jack in the Box method. This has to do with hints and foreshadowing. Just like 

a Jack in the Box - you hear the music and know eventually that little dummy is going to 

pop out. I love this and use I a lot in my writing. and Finally - False scares. Set up tension 

in many ways - this is used in movies all the time. dark house, noise, rapist in the area. 

 

Use this techniques in your scenes to build interest, keep the readers attention. Make 

them think and figure things out. Drop little hints of things to come, use foreshadowing, 

but use it carefully. Build the scene so that they know that something is coming - or just 

surprise them with it - but if you can help it, don't end your chapter at a ending - end a 

chapter in the middle of the excitement 

 

You know that readers like to stop reading at the end of a chapter. Our goals as writers 

should be to write a book that hooks them so well at every chapter ending, they just can't 

stop there. Even if it means staying up half the night to read, they have to find out more. 

There are no bathroom breaks for our stories. The reader is taking the book right along to 

the bathroom with them.  

 

Look at these examples: 

 

In the dim glow of the broken street light, she felt along the cold metal and grasped the 

door handle as shadow fell across her arm. A hand clamped down on her shoulder. A 

scream tore from her throat. End of chapter. 

 

This is an excellent way to get a reader to turn the page. Maybe you can't do this on every 

chapter. You would probably frustrate a reader if you did, but it is a great technique to 

use part of the time. It doesn't have to be as dramatic in your writing, we don't all write 

screaming thriller, shadows jumping out types of stories. But, all of our stories should 

have some obstacles, some major plot points that are an important happening along the 
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way in the story. It can be something as simple as -- The hero walks into the room and 

says, "I have to talk with you. It's serious." End chapter. 

 

If you're caught up in the story you'll turn the page.  

 

Here are a few tips and hints to use to keep your chapter flowing smoothly and hold the 

readers interest, pulling them even further into the story.  

 

1) Start and end each chapter with action or a vital piece of information or thoughtful 

questions. Something that pulls the reader into the characters mind. Something that 

makes the reader really relate to that character. Avoid long narrative descriptions of 

setting or physical qualities. How many of us have closed a book and walked away 

because the pace slowed and we just lost interest? Layer these bits of information in 

throughout the story.  

 

2) In the first chapter and throughout - avoid heavy backstory. Yes, backstory is 

important. But the reader doesn't need to know what the hero used to sit behind the 

heroine in kindergarten and pull her pigtails in the first chapter. And if the reader does 

need to know that - it can be layered in with the heroines thoughts, dialogue, not just a 

large history dump in the middle of a scene. Use the information only as needed in small 

pieces. Leave questions unanswered until later in the story - a surprise for the reader. But 

hint at the problems or the history. 

 

3) Keep some secrets - and don't give details until necessary. 

 

4) Show not tell - keep story action packed with active writing.  

 

5) In a mystery or suspense, have plenty of probable and realistic suspects who appear in 

the story. 

 

6) Avoid redundancy in information. 

 

7) Avoid repetition of words and phrases - same sentence structure. 

 

8) Don't over-describe secondary characters. They might be important, but unless they 

play a major role, keep them in the background as much as possible.  

 

9) Use active words to show moods and actions. 



Discover Your Hook                                                         Tammy Johnson 

April 2005 

 

P a g e  | 12 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the  

Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

 

 

10) And the ultimate important question. After every scene ask yourself one question. 

How does this scene move the plot forward? What has the reader learned that is new and 

important? 

 

Some chapter endings do have to be just that - endings. But, whenever possible and 

especially in those first few chapters, it's important to keep the reader turning those pages 

and getting more and more attached to your characters. Hook them and pull them in until 

they are so totally invested in the story there is no turning back, no putting the book down 

and walking away. They must find out what happens with these characters, what happens 

to give them their happily ever after and makes everything right again. 

Homework Lesson 3 

FROM LESSON 3: You know that readers like to stop reading at the end of a chapter. 

Our goals as writers should be to write a book that hooks them so well at every chapter 

ending, they just can't stop there. Even if it means staying up half the night to read, they 

have to find out more. There are no bathroom breaks for our stories. The reader is taking 

the book right along to the bathroom with them.  

 

Chapter hooks are probably the most important hooks there are. In most cases, it's here 

where the reader will take a break, mark their spot and put the book down. In a perfect 

case scenario, they'd never put the book down, but everybody needs a little sleep now and 

then. Our jobs as writers is to do our very best to make sure they'll be write back into 

reading as soon as possible if they do take a break. We need to leave them with 

something that will bug them and stay in their mind until they have a chance to pick that 

book back up and read more and find out what happens.  

 

Our homework for today - if you want to share - is to post the ending hooks of our 

Chapter 1. Post as is or if you want, change things around a little bit and use some of the 

techniques from lesson 3.  

 

I'll be away from the computer most of the day today - but I can't wait to see those 

chapter hooks when I get back. And if anybody has any questions or comments on what 

we've covered up to now - feel free to post. After the ending chapter hooks we'll go on to 

writing a compelling query letter.  

Query Letters Part 1 
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Now that we've mastered creating hooks that keep our readers reading - let's cover the 

other half of the most important writing we may every do. 

 

We're all writers - right? And the goal for all our hard work and the pouring of all our 

sweat and tears into our writing is to someday get our 'babies' in front of a person that 

might actually turn it into a book. The person that will make all our dreams come true. 

An editor. 

 

The very first thing that an editor will likely ever see from us is a Query Letter. One short 

page that we have to use to capture an editor's attention and convince them that this is the 

book that they need. This book that we have poured so much into is something they have 

to read and will never be able to live without. 

 

And how do we do that? 

 

First and foremost our Query letter is a business letter. This is not a grade school love 

note passed to the little boy in the front row with little hearts drawn all over it and hand 

written in your best handwriting in purple crayon. This is the first impression you will 

make with the person that could very well hold your writing career in her (or his) hands. 

It is not printed on baby blue paper with puffy clouds with the prettiest shade of purple 

funky font. It is business like. Neat, presentable, and you as an author who takes her 

career seriously, putting her best foot forward. 

 

A query is a question. It is you asking the editor if you may submit your book. It is not 

you telling the editor what an amazing book you have and how she just has to buy it or 

she's stupid. Want to make a very lasting impression on an editor? Try telling them that 

you know everything and they should do as you say. You probably will have a very 

nonexistent career. 

 

1) Format your query letter just like a business letter. If you're not sure how a business 

letter is written, we'll go over that and supply some examples.  

 

2) Be courteous and respectful. Even if you know the editors first name, you do not open 

your letter with Dear Jane. Just like in a business letter, everybody is Dear Ms, or 

Possibly Dear Jane Doe. Now this could change after you have dealt with the same editor 

for many years and sold a few books through her, but until she says otherwise, treat her 

with great respect.  
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3) Give a short "hook" or "blurb about your story. This is the part of the query that will or 

won't convince the editor this is a book they need to see.  

 

4) Make sure to state the word count and line targeted if applicable.  

 

5) Give the book title at least a few times, so that it sticks in the editors mind.  

 

6) Give some information about you and what experience you have that you have brought 

to the book, and any writing or writing related credits you may have.  

 

7) Thank her for her time and consideration and let her know how much of the book you 

can send upon request. This is not a good time to mention the book has only one chapter 

done. That doesn't show an editor you are taking your writing very seriously if you are 

querying something that isn't ready to send it. Never query something that you don't have 

done or can't have done in a reasonable amount of time. 

 

And fit all this on one page of paper using readable font. Can it be done? Of course it can. 

And we're going to cover how. 

Query Letters Part II 

Don't forget everybody that this workshop goes on through Wednesday. Don't want to 

lose anybody along the way. Also, I want to take a second to point out that anything that 

has been covered or will be covered in the remaining few days - is my personal opinion 

only. With writing - there are always several ways you can do things and only a few ways 

that are just wrong. It's all a matter of what works for you. So take what you agree with 

and use it to help your writing and just toss the rest - or twist it into something that will 

work for you.  

 

And now - How to write a Query Letter that will snag that editors attention.  

 

Start out with the basics of any good business letter:  

 

The Heading 

 

This is the part of the letter where you have your name address and contact info and date 

and the editors title and address. Some people make and use very nice letterhead that has 

all their contact info in it. I have never done this yet, but as long as it's done well and 
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looks neat, I think it's fine, probably even more professional looking actually. Here is the 

heading on my query to Susan Litman and Silhouette Special Edition, which did garner 

me a request ( I hope this keeps the formatting):  

 
Tammy Johnson 

Street 

City, ST 00000 

000-555-5555 

tammy.johnson4@mailserver.com 

www.tammyjohnson.net 

 

September 20, 2004  

 

Ms. Susan Litman, Editor 

Silhouette Books, Harlequin Books, 

Steeple Hill Books 

233 Broadway, Suite 1001 

New York, NY 10279 
 

All the important contact information is there - And notice I have given her the title of 

editor. I'm not sure if she has a bigger title - but when you're querying people that area 

like Editorial Assistants, Senior Editor, ect... make sure you get their title in there.  

 

Then we move on to the Greeting:  

 
Dear Ms Litman,  

 

Nothing fancy, just Dear and Ms, whatever her name is. Professional. 

 

Then we have the Body of the letter. The most important part. This is where you say what 

you need to say. I'm going to post what I sent and then we'll go over the parts of the body 

in a separate lesson. Kansas born and raised small town girl, Brenna Raven, resolved to 

never allow her happiness, or that of the small boy she raised, to depend on any man. 

Caleb Beck, hometown bad boy returning after an eleven-year absence with marriage on 

his mind and toddler in tow, soon has her re-thinking her well-made plans. 

 
Marriage on His Mind is a completed 75,000 word novel set in the 

fictitious rural community of Sweet Springs, located in the rolling 

hills of southern Kansas. Targeted toward Silhouette Special Edition, 

Marriage on His Mind follows Brenna and Caleb, from their turbulent 

reunion on along their rocky road toward love.  
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Marriage on His Mind has finaled in various contests including the 2005 

Golden Heart.  

 

I am a member of Romance Writers of America and I am an active member 

in an online chapter, From the Heart, where I serve as a chair in the 

Membership Recognition Committee as well as participating on the 

Contest Committee and Board of Directors. Reading romance novels has 

been a favorite pastime since my teenage years and I feel that I 

possess an ability to create characters and situations with the 

emotional depth that will fit the Silhouette Special Edition line. 

 

A complete manuscript of Marriage on His Mind is available upon 

request. I appreciate your consideration and look forward to hearing 

from you. And then we have the closing:  

 

Sincerely, 

 

And then our signature and don't forget to leave the space and sign it above your typed 

name: 

 
Tammy Johnson 

Query Letters & your story Hook 

Now that we have the basic formatting of a Query Letter down, lets go back and cover 

the body of the letter.  

 

The body is broken down into two or three main parts. There are probably several 

different ways that this can be done and they can all be right - but I'm going to talk about 

the way that I happen to think it works best - in my personal opinion. Again, take it or 

leave it. Do what you want with it.  

 

The opening of a Query letter, that first line, first paragraph should IMMEDIATELY 

catch the editors attention. Show them that you've studied your market and you know 

what you're about. It is in this opening that you show as much as you can about your 

story in as few words as possible. Capture your story hook and lay it out there. In my 

opening paragraph -  

 

Kansas born and raised small town girl, Brenna Raven, resolved to never allow her 

happiness, or that of the small boy she raised, to depend on any man. Caleb Beck, 

hometown bad boy returning after an eleven-year absence with marriage on his mind and 
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toddler in tow, soon has her re-thinking her well-made plans. 

 

I had a few things I wanted to make sure I got across. First that it was a good fit for my 

target line - Silhouette Special Edition, (also Harlequin American, but long story) - Do 

you see any words in this first paragraph that would hint that this could be a good home 

and hearth type story? Small town girl, small boy, hometown bad boy, marriage, toddler - 

these words, believe it or not, were carefully chosen. I wanted words that brought out my 

story hooks and showed the editor that this was the type of book that would fit her line.  

 

What are story hooks you say? (even if you don't) :-)  

 

Story hooks are classic, often used themes that readers look for in their favorite books. If 

I say Blaze, you know that's going to promise some hot steamy sex. So hot, steamy, sex, 

passion - any words like that are buzzwords that are commonly used in back cover blurbs 

for Blaze type books. After all, the back cover on a book is just as much of a sales tool as 

your Query Letter. Think of your Query Letter as just that, a tiny little version of what 

your back cover blurb could someday be. Use it to show the editor that your book has a 

market.  

 

The only market I have studied alot is the category market, so I can't say without a doubt 

that hooks are used in ALL writing of romance, but I'm pretty sure that all back cover 

blurbing is doing the same thing - picking out the hooks in the story that will really sell 

THAT story. Anything from cowboys, babies and brides to werewolves, vampires and 

ghosts. Every story has some aspect that can be and is used to sell it. Firstly to the editor 

and then to the readers.  

 

How do you find what story hooks are popular with the readers and publishers today? 

Very simply. READ. Read and study your target market. Read new authors, check out 

back cover blurbs on as many books as you can even if you don't read every single one of 

them. Also watch titles, many times story hooks are used in titles to grab the readers 

attention.  

 

Another important point of that attention catching first paragraph - notice I kept it short 

but sweet. One sentence for the heroine, one for the hero. One quick attention getting 

paragraph that gives you a quick look at what the story is going to be about. At this point 

the editor doesn't need to know that Brenna has always had a crush on Caleb or that 

Caleb actually slept with her older sister. Yes, that shows some great conflict, but I don't 

need to lay out every single point of conflict at this point. The fact that Brenna is resolved 
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against something, mainly men, and Caleb has a marriage plan on his mind, shows that 

there will be conflict. The rest of it can be saved for the synopsis and the story. The query 

letter really only should be used to GRAB THE EDITORS ATTENTION and show her 

that this is something she can sell.  

 

So, study your market and know what hooks and buzzwords to use in your query to grab 

the editors attention. Make her want to read more and then make the more something that 

will hold her attention just as much.  

Just a little note to show that Query Letters can be done differently. There is not just one 

way to do it as long as you open up with something that hooks the editor in and not just 

some blanket statement that is not at all interesting. Here's a opening from another query 

that I've been working on: 
 

Designer suits meet denim and boots in THE PLAYBOY'S COWGIRL, a 72,000 

word romance targeted toward Harlequin American. 
 
A challenge from a dying aunt and one last switch-a-roo with her 

identical twin appears to be the perfect chance to settle Mallory 

Anderson's wild and crazy versus safe and cozy issues once and for all. 

The good girl in her has every intention of revealing her true identity 

to her sister's acquaintances, but when an extremely handsome, albeit 

somewhat conceited, tuxedo clad stranger propositions her, thinking 

she's her sister, she discovers being a good girl is the last thing on 

her mind. 
 

We've gone over creating a "hooky" opening that pulls the editor in, tells her about the 

story and makes her want to read more. But there is more that goes into the body of a 

query letter. Let's look at the body of my query letter again. It begins with the hook"  

 
Kansas born and raised small town girl, Brenna Raven, resolved to never 

allow her happiness, or that of the small boy she raised, to depend on 

any man. Caleb Beck, hometown bad boy returning after an eleven-year 

absence with marriage on his mind and toddler in tow, soon has her re-

thinking her well-made plans. 

 

And then we have to add a little bit about the book if we didn't have this part in our 

opening. As you can see from some of our examples that have been posted and even the 

second example I gave, maybe people choose to start out with this sort of information - 

just make it hooky:  
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Marriage on His Mind is a completed 75,000 word novel set in the 

fictitious rural community of Sweet Springs, located in the rolling 

hills of southern Kansas. Targeted toward Silhouette Special Edition, 

Marriage on His Mind follows Brenna and Caleb, from their turbulent 

reunion on along their rocky road toward love.  

 

Have a short paragraph of writing related awards that this book and/or other that you 

have written have obtained: 

 
Marriage on His Mind has finaled in various contests including the 2005 

Golden Heart contest.  

 

Then another short paragraph of your writing credentials. You don't have to have a long 

list of college doctorates or already published books - just show that you take your 

writing seriously, that you are pursuing this as a career. List if you are an RWA member, 

if you belong to any chapters and if you hold any offices, things like that look great on a 

query letter. If you need something to say just make a point of the fact that you are an 

avid romance reader - you've done your homework - or any skills you may have that lend 

to giving you experience in the type of book you are writing. If you live on a ranch, it 

makes sense you know something about that life: 

 
I am a member of Romance Writers of America and I am an active member 

in an online chapter, From the Heart, where I serve as a chair in the 

Membership Recognition Committee as well as participating on the 

Contest Committee and Board of Directors. Reading romance novels has 

been a favorite pastime since my teenage years and I feel that I 

possess an ability to create characters and situations with the 

emotional depth that will fit the Silhouette Special Edition line. 
 

Thank the editor for her time and consideration and let her know that the book is 

available. This is not a good time to say something like - well, it's not written yet, but if 

you buy it from me I'll write it up real fast. Don't query a book that isn't finished, or that 

you don't feel that you can have finished within a few months of an editors response:  

 
A complete manuscript of Marriage on His Mind is available upon 

request. I appreciate your consideration and look forward to hearing 

from you.  
 

And then we have the signature and you're all done.  

 

Now that wasn't so bad was it?  
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