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Presenter: Allison Brennan 
 
Course Description: 
 
Finding the right agent is essential for all serious writers at all levels of their 
career, from unpublished with a completed manuscript to multi-published. 
But how do you know when an agent is right for you? How do you research 
agents? How do you write an eye-catching query letter? 
 
What's a good hook and how do you find it? Nothing can replace a good 
book . . . but you have to get an agent to request your manuscript before 
they can see it's a great story. Agents receive hundreds of queries a month--
that's why a stand-out query letter is essential. 
 
Week One: 

Why do you need an agent? How do you research agents? How do you 
find which agent is best for you? Why is a query letter important? 
What goes into a stand-out query letter? 

 
Week Two: 

Send in your queries! Using the lessons from week one, craft a query 
letter to grab an agent's interest. Post it to the loop and I'll critique the 
letter on the fly. What works, what doesn't, and why. 
 

 
About the Instructor: 
 

Allison Brennan's debut romantic suspense trilogy, THE PREY, THE HUNT 
and THE KILL hit the NY Times extended list. Her work has been called 
"chilling," "truly terrifying," and "sexy and spellbinding." THE PREY was 
excerpted in the May 2006 issue of Cosmopolitan Magazine, and THE 
HUNT and THE KILL each earned Top Picks from Romantic Times Book 
Club. Her next back-to-back trilogy will be out in early 2007 starting with 
SPEAK NO EVIL in February. 

 



 Agents and Queries, Page 2 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the Romance Writers of America®. 
Copyright (c) 2001-2008, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Before I dive into the lessons, I want to share my philosophy and  strategy in pursuing 
publication. 
 
When I made the commitment to pursue a career in writing, I thought the  hard part would 
be actually finishing a book.  For years I had started  stories--hundreds of them--but never 
finished even one.  But in March  of 2002, I realized that if I wanted to be published, I 
needed to FINISH  a book.   
 
So I did. 
 
I had powerful motivation.  At the time, I had three children.  My son,  the youngest, was a 
baby in a day care that was sued for child abuse.  Thank God my son was spared any injury, 
but it was a wake up call -- I  needed to find a job I could do from home. 
 
Yes, I was naïve.  I thought I'd write a book, find an agent, get it  published and quit my 
day job. 
 
I had no idea about writer's loops, writing organizations, or critique  partners.  I didn't know 
about contests or queries or synopses.  When I  finished my first manuscript, I queried over 
40 agents.  How did I  research them?  Bought a book on literary agents. 
 
I did receive one request for a full manuscript off the query and first  ten pages.  She sent 
the cover sheet back with one word: SUPERFICIAL. 
 
Ouch. 
 
But, by that time, I was almost done with my second book.  I started  querying agents with 
that book -- again, 40 or so agents.  I got two  requests for fulls, and signed with the first 
agent who wanted me.  Big  mistake. 
 
She wasn't a bad agent.  She simply didn't understand the single title  romantic suspense 
market.  And my book wasn't a bad book, it simply  wasn't publishable.  Looking back on it 
now, I can see that it has  potential, but it's nowhere near the quality of work I currently 
produce.   
 
The other problem was my philosophy. I thought that as an unpublished  author I shouldn't 
start querying "at the top" because none of them  would take me. I thought the big agents 
were for authors who had solid  sales records, were moving up, who were already 
bestsellers or nearly  there. I've learned that there's nothing wrong with starting at the top, 
all  they can say is no, right? 
 
After I signed with this first agent, I discovered Romance Writers of  America though the 
local Sacramento chapter.  SVR has had a powerful  influence over me simply because I 
finally met people who were doing what  I was -- writing with the real hope of being 
published.  Better yet,  there were published authors who were willing to lead and offer 
advice to  us unpubbeds.  Then I heard about the Kiss of Death chapter and said,  wow!  
Perfect -- an on-line chapter for romantic suspense writers.  Of  course I joined. 
 
I also discovered contests at this time and started entering  willy-nilly.  In 2003, I entered 
nearly 50 contests.  (Yes, waaaaaaaaay too  many).  I finaled in 15 contests with 13 
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different manuscripts.  Also in  2003, I finished books 3, 4 and 5.  And I learned oodles 
about publishing,  agents, editors and how hard it is to get noticed. 
 
I still don't know everything.  It's that case of, the more you know  the more you realize 
you have yet to learn.  But I definitely know more  than when I first started. 
 
I learned a lot about hooks and taste and the subjective nature of  readers in general.  And 
-- probably the most important -- I developed a  thick skin. 
 
In September of 2003, I terminated my contract with my first agent, the  one who didn't 
understand my market.  Why?  I looked back at the  manuscript she had signed me with 
and realized it wasn't ready for an editor.   I felt she should have seen that, too.  After 
terminating the  relationship, I also learned that her approach wouldn't work.  I need 
someone  more aggressive, someone who really loved my work. Also, this was an  agent 
who had no major sales. She wasn't bad, she just was a low-level  agent who couldn't nab 
the attention of a major editor. I would have had  just as much--or better--luck querying 
editors directly. 
 
I spent three months finishing book #5 and by the time I was done, I  knew I had 
something good.  Good enough for an editor.   
 
So I sent another round of queries to agents.  But this time, I was  smarter about it. 
 
I took all the information I learned from everyone so gracious to share  on the loops, did my 
own research on agents and agencies, and worked  out my own personal plan for 
publication. 
 
Now you might be asking, why didn't I go directly to editors if my book  was so good? 
 
I could have.  Many people prefer to query editors directly.  And  editors do, on occasion, 
buy out of the slush pile.  But I strongly believed  that the best way to achieve my goal of 
publication was to find an  agent who loved my work. 
 
And now, knowing what goes into selling, contract negotiations, and  career planning, I'm 
doubly glad I never queried editors.  You need  someone by your side, fighting for you, 
working with you to achieve your  goals.   
 
HOMEWORK: 
 
Not everyone agrees with me, and there is some truth to the saying that  it's easier to get 
an editor than an agent. But that doesn't mean that  would shouldn't try for agents first. 
Exhaust you’re A-list and B-list  (more on that later) and THEN start querying editors with 
that  manuscript IF you've received enough comments from agents such as "I love your  
writing but don't know where to sell this book; send me your next  project." At the same 
time, I hope you have another book done and start  querying agents with that next book. I 
absolutely can't recommend sending  the same material to agents and editors 
simultaneously (more on that,  too, later.) 
 
Now for your homework: what do agents and editors say about getting an  agent? Click 
through to some professional commentary on this subject. 
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LESSON 1 
 
On Needing an Agent 
 
Jason Pinter is an editor with Crown, an imprint of Random House, and  will have his first 
book coming out from MIRA. He looks at the industry  from both sides of the fence. Here's 
his take: 
 
http://jasonpinter.blogspot.com/2006/06/truth-about-literary-agents-if-youre.html 
 
http://jasonpinter.blogspot.com/2006_05_01_jasonpinter_archive.html (scroll  down to May 
27) 
 
Kristin Nelson 
 
http://pubrants.blogspot.com/2006_01_01_pubrants_archive.html (scroll  down to January 
30) 
 
http://pubrants.blogspot.com/2006_06_01_pubrants_archive.html (top two  posts) 
 
On Query Letters (the good, the bad and the ugly) 
 
Miss Snark just ran her Crap-o-meter. She's not a fan of romance  (unless it's cross-genre) 
but you can learn a lot by reading her comments on  what makes a good (and bad) query 
letter. If you have time it's worth  searching her site for the old Crap-o-meter she did about 
a year ago. 
 
http://misssnark.blogspot.com/ 
 
Kristin Nelson just ran a series of post about queries that caught her  attention and why. 
Definitely worth reading. It's in reverse order, so  scroll down to August 8 and read up 
through August 18. 
 
http://pubrants.blogspot.com/2006_08_01_pubrants_archive.html 
 
 There are many more reasons why you should query agents over editors  and we'll go into 
them as the workshop continues. But everything I  discuss this week on how to craft a 
query letter can be applied to querying  editors as well as agents.  
 
If you have any questions you want me to answer related to querying,  let me know and I'll 
either incorporate them into the lessons this week,  or answer them on the fly. 
 
And as a reminder, get that query letter ready! I'll be asking you to  post your letter 
starting next Monday and I'll critique them. Until tomorrow . . .  
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LESSON 2 - HOW I GOT MY AGENT and PROFESSIONALISM 
 
Since publishing is a business and editors businesspeople, your first contact with them 
should be professional. Whether it's at a conference and you're meeting an editor and/or 
agent in a pitch session or sitting with them at dinner, or in a formal letter, your first 
contact must scream I KNOW WHAT I AM DOING! In a nice, polite manner, of course J 
 
Poorly formatted letters, frou-frou paper, confetti in the envelope, or any other gimmick 
isn't likely to get you a request for a full manuscript. Likewise, not following directions isn't 
likely to get you a request. 
 
Some people will insist that there's nothing wrong with submitting a partial when the 
submission guidelines say "query letter only", or submitting a full when the guidelines say 
don't. I am not one of them. 
 
I am sure that there is someone who broke the rules and ended up with a contract. But do I 
want my first contact with my prospective agent or editor to be so unprofessional that I 
think I don't have to follow their rules? No. I want them to know that I respect their rules 
and their time, and have submitted in accordance to their guidelines. 
 
That is professional. 
 
One more note on being professional when dealing with the publishing industry (and by 
industry I mean editors, agents, reviewers, authors, etc) -- what goes around comes 
around. I had an agent who requested three of my manuscripts and rejected them all for 
different reasons. She loved my writing, just didn't love my stories. She sent me detailed 
rejection letters about why she didn't love my stories. I wrote her a personal thank you note 
for the time she spent on my work. 
 
When this agent saw my sale listed on Publishers Marketplace, she emailed me a 
congratulations. This was two months after she rejected the book, and she still remembered 
my name. (I knew it had to be by my name because the title of the book had changed from 
when I sent it to her). Would she have done this if I disparaged her in public? Didn't thank 
her? Called and whined and annoyed her? Doubtful. 
 
Yes, people CAN sell by breaking the rules. Mary Balogh told me a fabulous story about her 
first query--she sent the full manuscript to the address in a book she'd read. Turns out, it 
was a warehouse. But the person was so enthralled by the story, that he sent it on to the 
editorial department. This was over 20 years ago. 35 years ago, Clive Cussler pretended to 
be a literary agent--complete with fake letterhead and made-up name. He didn't tell his 
agent (who this fake literary agent gave him a referral to) for years. 
 
It even happens today. But it's rare and instead of spending all your time trying to sell by 
trying for the one-in-a-million shot, maybe focusing on the traditional way to publication- -
at least initially!-- is the way to start. 
 
Okay, back on track to queries. 
 
As I said earlier, I queried dozens and dozens of agents without any real strategy when I 
completed my first two manuscripts. But when I finished my fifth book and knew it had 
"publishable" written all over it, I went back and culled through all the information I 
learned. 
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1) I made a list of agents who represented authors who wrote either single title romantic 
suspense, mainstream suspense, or mysteries. If they didn't have their clients available, I 
researched the archives of loop messages for information on who had signed with them. 
Always know what genre the agents represent. If they don't like dark, gritty suspense, don't 
query them. If they don't like chick lit, don't query them. Find out what they represent 
before you query. Often this is on their webpage. BTW, "commercial fiction" is almost any 
genre that is marketable to a mass audience, from romance to thrillers to mysteries. 
 
2) I looked at Publishers Marketplace to see who was making deals. Karen Fox's website 
was invaluable for seeing the romance deals as well and updated information on agents 
(http://www.karenafo x.com). Also check out http://www.agentque ry.com. 
 
3) I prioritized the agents in groups of ten -- an "A" list, a "B" list and a "C" list. Mind you, 
the "C" list were still highly rated agents, but I figured I wanted to start big, not small. 
 
4) I then VERIFIED all the information I had pulled on those agents as best I could -- if they 
were in business, had no marks against them, etc. Predators and Editors 
http://www.anothere alm.com/prededit ors/pubagent. htm is a great site, as well as the 
SFWA site http://www.sfwa. org/beware/ agents.html. 
 
5) I sent to the ten agents on my "A" list, then to one more that someone recommended to 
me because she had just joined Maass and was actively looking. 
 
But, you might be asking yourself, you mentioned earlier that you sent out 12 queries. Yes, 
I did. The last one was a fluke. 
 
I went back over my list and noticed I had left off Trident Media. Robert Gottleib is Janet 
Evanovich's agent and I LOVE Janet Evanovich, though I write nothing like her. But he's a 
top gun and I didn't think I'd have any chance of getting him as an agent. Still, a couple 
weeks after I sent out my 11 queries -- and after I received two requests for fulls and a 
partial -- I was surfing around and went to Trident's website and read every biography on 
every agent. That's how I found Kimberly Whalen. She has eclectic tastes and when she 
worked at a publishing house, she worked with Tami Hoag, Iris Johansen and Julie 
Garwood. Wow, I thought. In my query letter, I mentioned that I write in the same vein as 
Hoag and Johansen. Is this fate or what? 
 
Trident accepts e-queries, so I sent my query letter off to her, expecting a polite rejection. 
The next day, I got a request for a full. Off a one-page e-query. 
 
Ultimately, I received five requests for fulls, two partials, and five rejections off my query 
letter. Nicholas Sparks, a NYT best-selling author, had about a 50% request rate, but 
ultimately only one request of representation (see his story here: http://www.nicholas 
sparks.com/ WritersCorner/ MyAgent.html ). He agrees that his query letter helped him get 
all those requests, but it took an agent who believed in him and his work, who loved his 
book, to sell him. 
 
Believe me, I know that my request rate was great. I didn't expect it, and I'm not gloating 
about it. 
 
Why did I get a good response? My query letter. 
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Three of the requests for fulls were from agents who accepted partials as part of their 
submission guidelines, and two were off a query letter alone. But I honestly believe that if 
your query letter is sub-par, they'll never read the partial. 
 
Again, professionalism. Your query is on top. It gives the agent and/or editor their first 
glimpse at you, the author. What does it say about YOU? What does it say about YOUR 
BOOK? 
 



 Agents and Queries, Page 8 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the Romance Writers of America®. 
Copyright (c) 2001-2008, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

LESSON 3 - Components of Query Letters and Samples 
 
ALL query letters need to have three elements: 
 
1) HOOK. One sentence that captures the essence of the story.  
 
2) SUMMARY. Think back cover blurb. Two paragraphs, or three short  paragraphs.  
 
3) MARKET. Hint of the audience, either by comparing your tone to that  of other authors or 
by showing what audience would be interested in  your book.  
 
4) YOU. Personal information about yourself, including any awards,  publishing history, 
memberships. If you have a publishing history, share  it. (But seriously, if you have a solid 
publishing history in print CALL  AGENTS, don't query them.) If you don't have a publishing 
history, one  sentence is okay. 
 
And do all of this on one page with no paragraphs longer than six  lines. 
 
Part of what I learned about marketing through letters I learned in my  former career.  I 
wrote constituent mail for the California State  Assembly.  People don’t want a lot of wordy, 
technical garbage.  They want  answers.  But if you use lofty words or long paragraphs, 
their eyes  glaze over. 
 
Likewise, when I wrote memos to legislators about an idea of an  outreach program, I had 
to keep it to one page -- and simple.  They're not  stupid (well, most of them aren't), 
they're simply busy and pulled in  several different directions at once.  If I want them to use 
MY idea, I  need to show them it will work -- quickly. 
 
You might be thinking that I couldn't possibly be brief -- I'm not  known for being pithy.  
Believe me, it takes me a long time to get a letter  down to its marketable components!  But 
I'm getting better.  You should  spend the time developing your query letter because that's 
your first  impression.  Even if you met the agent/editor at a conference (and  DEFINITELY 
reference that in your letter), you need to draft a professional  query. 
 
HOOKS 25 words or less. Seriously. "X Meets Y" is perfectly acceptable,  though you might 
want to add a tag to it, like "Harry Potter meets the Brady  Bunch on a cruise ship heading 
for the Bermuda Triangle." 
 
BLURBS Read at least ten back cover blurbs on your favorite books. There's a  rhythm to 
them. Capture it and emulate it using your own story. 
 
MARKET Who is apt to read your book? What genre is it? How many words? These  are key 
elements that an agent should know. 
 
YOU Keep it simple, especially if you're unpublished. 
 
Below are two query letters that--from the letter alone--I received a  request for a full 
manuscript. These are for two different books. 
 
Ironically, I moved my closing paragraph in Kimberly's letter, about my  contests and 
chapter affiliations, to the top for the e-query.  I don't  know why I did it, it just seemed 
appropriate at the time.  All my  other letters that paragraph is at the bottom. 
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Dear Ms. Whalen: 
 
I have been seriously writing for nearly two years and am a finalist in  fourteen RWA contests 
with twelve different books, including second  place in the Daphne du Maurier Single Title 
category.  The Copycat Killer  ranked second in the Golden Opportunity contest.  I'm a member of 
the  Sacramento Valley, Kiss of Death and FF&P Chapters of RWA, and earned my  PRO pin. 
 
Why do some children grow up evil?  That is the timeless question  addressed in The Copycat 
Killer. 
 
Ex-FBI agent turned fiction crime writer Rowan Smith wakes up one  morning to discover 
someone is using her books as blueprints for murder. 
 
Her former FBI boss fears one of her past arrests is out to terrorize  her and insists she hire a 
bodyguard, or he'll assign two FBI agents to  watch her.  Rowan, who relishes her privacy and 
solitary life, doesn't  want a bodyguard, but reluctantly hires ex-cop Michael Flynn. 
 
The killer systematically goes through each book and chooses a victim,  sending mementoes of the 
crime to Rowan.  Michael's brother, freelance  DEA agent John Flynn, accuses Rowan of hiding 
something and calls in  favors to learn enough to confront her.  She confesses that her father  and 
brother killed her family.  Her father is in a mental institution and  her brother was killed trying to 
escape.  They fall into bed needing a physical connection.  The murderer kills Michael that night. 
 
John and Rowan deal with their guilt over Michael's murder as they work  with the FBI to find the 
murderer.  They discover that Rowan's boss  lied to her about her brother's death--he's in a Texas 
penitentiary.  But  when they go there to confront him, they discover that someone took his  place. 
 
The Copycat Killer is a suspense with romantic elements, more in the  vein of Iris Johansen and 
Tami Hoag's single titles than traditional  romantic suspense. 
 
In addition to The Copycat Killer, I have two additional single-title  romantic suspense novels, a 
futuristic suspense (series) currently under  consideration at Dorchester, and a women's fiction 
novel with a ghost  as a main character. 
 
A full is available upon request.  Thank you for taking the time to  consider my story. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Allison Brennan 

 
 Okay, look at your latest query letter. 
 
Do you have a hook?  (i.e. "Why do some children grow up to be evil?")  When I pitched the 
story to others, after I sold, I had honed my pitch:  Ex-FBI agent turned crime fiction writer 
wakes up to discover her books  are being used as blueprints for murder. 
 
Do you include personal information? (i.e. I am a finalist in fourteen  RWA contests with 
twelve different books.) 
 
Is it one page, 12 point font?  Times New Roman is perfectly acceptable  for a business 
letter, and I would never use courier in a query.   Likewise, avoid fancy fonts, script, or 
hand-written queries.  Remember  PROFESSIONAL.  I prefer the block format with an 
additional space between  paragraphs. 
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My letter to Ms Diver went like this: 
 

Dear Ms. Diver: 
 
Think Alias’ Sidney Bristow meets J.D. Robb’s Eve Dallas.  
 
The year is 2081 and Teresa “TJ” Zane is a hotshot agent with the  Americas Security Council 
(ASC), the undercover government organization  focused on stopping crime organizations and 
corrupt leaders.  She is sent  on a decoy assignment to the moon where she nearly dies at the hands 
of  her mark.  Determined to find out who set her up, she reluctantly  partners with her former 
mentor, computer expert Finn Curran. Finn turned  away her advances ten years ago, and she’s 
determined not to give into  her attraction. 
 
Together, they travel from ASC headquarters on Cuba, to the  Interstellar Space Agency in 
Montreal, back to the moon, and ultimately to a  secret diamond mine on Mars.  With TJ’s quick 
reflexes and photographic  memory, and Finn’s sharp computer skills, they learn that TJ’s been 
marked  for death from high up the ASC ladder.  They uncover layers of  corruption, and are about 
to bring the villains to justice when Finn is  kidnapped and TJ risks her life to rescue him. 
 
Fatal Secrets is the first 95,000-word novel in this futuristic series.   I also have three completed 
romantic suspense novels (heavy suspense).   I'm looking for an agent who can represent the 
breadth of my work and  assist in career development. This year, I'm a finalist in twelve RWA 
contests with ten different  books, including second place in the Daphne du Maurier Single Title  
category.  Fatal Secrets won second place in the Southern Heat contest and  the full manuscript 
was requested by Alicia Condon with Dorchester and is  now currently under consideration. I'm 
also a member of the Sacramento,  Kiss of Death and FF&P Chapters of RWA and earned my 
PRO pin.  
 
I have enclosed a brief synopsis.  A partial or full is available upon  request.  Thank you for 
considering my story. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 Allison Brennan  

 
Examples of hooks: 
 
I was reading the Fall Book Preview at USAT and thought these were good  examples of a 
25 word or less "hook" that tells you exactly what the  story is about (key element). In 
romance you often have both the hero and  heroine in the hook, but you don't HAVE to. 
(But make it short.  ROMANCING THE STONE: Lonely romance writer teams with jaded 
treasurer hunter  to save her sister.) 
 
I'll try to find some more tonight that are more romance related. 
 
•The Book of Fate by Brad Meltzer (Warner, $25.99, in stores).  Disfigured presidential aide 
is chased by an assassin. 
 
•The Mephisto Club by Tess Gerritsen (Ballantine, $24.95, Tuesday).  Medical examiner 
Maura Isles gets entangled with a secret society that  believes Satan walks among us. 
 
•The Mission Song by John Le Carré (Little, Brown, $26.99, Sept. 19).  British interpreter is 
pulled into scheme to bring political stability  to the Congo.  
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LESSON 4 – Multiple Submissions 
 
MULTIPLE SUBMISSIONS 
 
I am a firm believer that you query every A-list agent out there. This is probably 10-20 
agents. All at once. Sometimes they take months to get back to you. I had TWO AGENTS 
request my full manuscript after I signed AND sold based on queries I had all sent out 
during the same week. 
 
If you're published with a strong sales history and you have a to-die-for agent, pick up the 
phone and call them. But most published authors I know who are looking for an agent will 
call and interview a couple over the phone to see if they click. One friend of mine had five, 
talked to them, narrowed it down to two, and is meeting them in NY face-to-face. 
 
But for unpublished authors, like I suggested in my original lesson, send your queries in 
groups of 10 (or a similar number) and keep sending them in batches until you exhausted 
your agent list. Multiple submissions does not mean multiple queries. 
 
EXCLUSIVES 
 
I'm a firm believer that exclusives do not benefit the writer under any circumstances. I 
would NEVER grant an exclusive on a partial. I would simply say to the agent, "I can't grant 
you an exclusive because other agents are currently reading partials" and send it anyway. 
Don't ASK if they will still read without an exclusive, just in your cover letter say you can't 
give them an exclusive. Leave it up to THEM whether they want to read the partial or not. 
 
For full manuscripts, I'd say about 40% of agents want exclusives. I would not grant it 
unless that one agent is someone you absolutely are dying to work with. IF you grant an 
exclusive make sure that it is LIMITED. If the agent doesn't ask for a four week exclusive, 
for example, in your letter when you send back the manuscript, say that you are "happy to 
grant an exclusive for a period of four weeks." Do not alone months and months. One 
month is maximum. 
 
If you have other full manuscripts out and an agent requests an exclusive, proceed the 
same as a partial--send the manuscript and in the letter say, "I can't grant you an exclusive 
because other agents are considering this manuscript, but I will contact you before I accept 
any offers of representation. " 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Allison Brennan Nationally Bestselling Author SPEAK NO EVIL on sale 1/30/07 Visit 
www.allisonbrennan.com 
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Q&A  
 
Q: When you decided to query agents, what was your criteria for picking the ones 
you selected first? 
 
A: LESSON 2 explains how I picked my agents.  
 
One thing I think we all have problems with is that we think we have to settle for a 
small/mediocre agent. Why not start at the top? There is a huge difference between a 
Writer's House or Trident or Rotrosen client and a small agency client. Like the ability to get 
information from your editor. (Such as sales, print runs, etc.) 
 
When I signed with the one-woman, small agency she told me a bunch of things I thought 
sounded right. But when I signed with Trident, I realized she was wrong. Or, that was the 
right information FOR HER, but editors treat her differently than an agent in a larger 
agency. 
 
When you are picking your query list, first find all the agents that represent (or say they 
represent) the type of book you write. Next, get rid of all the agents who have no recent 
sales, will not share their client list, or you can find no information about when you search 
on-line, or they have a bad rating at editors & preditors. Then rank the remaining agents 
into three categories. A-list "dream" agents--agents in top agencies which have one or more 
big name clients, multiple bestsellers, etc. (Most agencies are 100% behind their agents, so 
I not only have Kim behind me but Robert Gottlieb and the weight of his reputation.) Then 
B-list. B-list are good, solid agents that may have a bestseller or two, but have a lot of 
strong writers in their stable and have broken out one or two. These are often up-and-
coming agents and they are developing a strong presence in the business. They are only B 
because they are not one of the "big names", but you would be just as well served by them. 
 
I said I queried only "A-list" agents with THE PREY, but I did have some B-list agents on 
there who were A-list for me, agents I had either met and liked and thought we'd work well 
together, or who I had a good feeling about. B-list are also agents who used to be with a big 
agency and either moved or branched into their own--they have an established client base. 
 
C-list are the smaller agencies, one-person shops, who have solid reputations, consistent 
sales, but no bestsellers/ big names on their list. They are good agents, but haven't broken 
out a client yet. 
 
Everyone else you should delete from querying. If every person rejects you on these three 
lists, then either start querying editors with that manuscript or write a new book (or both.) I 
opted to keep writing new books, which all ended up better. 
 
People who write in the romance genre tend to think we'll never get a top agent. That's not 
true. I know two unpublished writers who recently signed with Jenny Bent, a top romance 
agent. My agent takes on unpublished writers regularly. Kelly Harms at Rotrosen has taken 
on several as she's building her list. A lot depends on what you write, but never should you 
settle for anything less than a C-list agent. NO AGENT IS BETTER THAN A BAD AGENT. 
Cliche but true. 
 
So start at the top and work through your A-list, B-list and C-list. While writing another 
book. Then start querying that other book. It took me five to land an agent and sell. Some 
sell their first. Some their tenth. But don't give up if you love writing and want to be 
published.  
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BTW, I should add that not everyone has the same A list agents. I have several friends with 
one specific agent who I think is a good, solid B list agent, but she was their number one 
choice of an agent. That's fine. A lot of it is based on personality. And some people have 
different requirements in an agent. For example, some agents are very involved in editing, 
others aren't. Some want only a book-to-book contract, others will represent everything you 
have. Some have long agency contracts, some have a handshake deal. Some authors prefer 
an agent in a small, boutique agency, others want a large agency. There is no right and 
wrong. The key elements of an A-list agent is: 
 
* Consistent and recent sales 
* At least one bestseller on their list 
* Strong reputation with people who are represented by agent 
* Experience in the industry or in an established agency which is known for their experience 
(i.e. a new agent working for a big name agency) 
* Familiar with your market 
 
Q: If you’re a published author in search of a new agent… 
 
A: If you are published in traditional print format, even small press (not vanity press), when 
you start seeking representation, don't be afraid to call or email a query with something 
like, "I'm published with such-and-such and am looking for representation to help take my 
career to the next levek. Would you have time discuss this over the phone?" Published 
authors generally have a foot in the door, so-to-speak, so shouldn't have to go through the 
normal query process. Agents would probably ask to read your latest book or a proposal to 
see if it's something they would be interested in, but at least you can bypass one step. 
 
Q: How did you know your fifth manuscript was "the one?" What set it apart from 
the others? Was it the quality of the writing, its marketability, or some 
combination of the two? 
 
A: Actually, this is a really good question and has a more complex answer than you might 
think. 
 
I wrote two books and signed with an agent before I discovered RWA. When I joined RWA, 
specifically my local chapter (yeah Sac Roses!) I learned so much. I entered oodles of 
contests and discovered that while my writing was good--I didn't have a lot of amateur 
problems--I was making some key mistakes. I took a bunch of classes, paid attention to 
what some of the judges were telling me (not story related, but writing related) and I found 
a critique group. All that together made me realize that I was a good writer, that I would 
sell, but the book I had landed my agent with was NOT sellable. It was not ready for an 
editor. I didn't have the confidence at the time to really challenge the other things my agent 
was doing that my gut told me weren't necessarily the smartest moves, because I had no 
practical experience. But learning how other agents handled their clients and submissions 
told me that my agent was not the right agent for me. I asked her to pull the submissions 
so I could rewrite the book, and she wouldn't. No surprise that we had five rejections from 
her five submissions. 
 
I started writing THE COPYCAT KILLER (now called THE PREY, my debut novel) at the same 
time Jessica Faust came to speak to my local chapter. I asked some pointed questions and 
learned that my agent wasn't what I wanted if I wanted a career as a writer. I terminated 
the relationship. 
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BTW, Jessica requested all my completed books and partials of some of my unfinished work. 
She ultimately rejected everything but with long, detailed letters. She loved my voice, but 
didn't really love the stories. 
 
This all happened at the same time I had a great critique group who was reading THE PREY 
as I wrote it. I had fantastic feedback and I had a tingle--a sixth sense--that with this book, 
I had found my voice. I had the basic skills necessary to write and complete the story--basic 
talent--and this story had the characters and story arc that made it marketable. When I was 
done writing it, I just felt that it was "it" . . . that I needed to go out to agents with it. I 
queried 12 agents and had 5 requests for fulls and 2 partials. Partly because I had a great 
query letter, and partly because I think the hook worked. 
 
I had a lot of other little things going on--placements in contests (not necessarily with that 
book), my crit group, love/hate feedback from judges--and I had my own intuition. 
 
If you're getting positive feedback from contests or crit partners you trust, if your rejection 
letters are positive (i.e. "this isn't right for me but send me your next work") if you're 
getting a lot of requests for fulls based on partials, essentially, anything positive and 
personal, you're definitely on the right track. Some people sell their first books. That's not 
common. Usually it takes a couple books collecting dust before you hit the right combination 
of voice and story. 
 
Q: When an agent/editor sends a rejection but then asks to see something else 
you’ve written… 
 
A: This is common. Usually the problem is not the writing itself (which is the good thing!) 
but the story didn't grab the agent/editor or the story felt too common, i.e. nothing to 
differentiate it from everything else on the market. (You hear that editors all what the same 
thing, which isn't exactly true. The cliche "same but different" holds--they say they want a 
romantic suspense stalker book, which sounds like half the RS books out there including my 
first!--but they want it to have an element that is different, or an unusual character 
combination that works.) So this is all good and it means you should definitely keep writing 
and trying to come up with that element that is a little different. Sometimes (actually, I 
think most of the time) it's discovering your true voice. 
 
Q: Do you need an agent when selling to an e-pub or category romance publisher 
like Harlequin? 
 
A: First, some publishers are looking at shorter works. 70K is too short for most single title 
houses, but 80K is not. Avon and Pocket both book at 80K books. 
 
There are a lot of people who don't think you need an agent with Harlequin because there's 
"nothing" or "little" to negotiate. I disagree. The advance itself may not be negotiable, but 
that's actually the least of your concerns with Harlequin. If you have a pen name, that is a 
negotiable clause (do they own the name or you?) Harlequin doesn't give up their foreign, 
but there are other rights that ARE negotiable. Do you know which ones? My Random House 
contract is 17 pages long. I've heard that Harlequin contracts are three or four times that 
length. 
 
Also, when a line closes I've been told that authors with agents tend to be more "protected" 
that authors without agents in that you usually get advanced notice (the editors call the 
agents first before their unagented writers) and your agent will help your strategize moving 
lines or getting material out to single title houses. 



 Agents and Queries, Page 15 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the Romance Writers of America®. 
Copyright (c) 2001-2008, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

 
Agents are also instrumental in getting key information from editors . . . sales figures, print 
runs, etc . . . that are sometimes difficult for unagented authors to get (and sometimes 
Harlequin even stalls the top agents in the business on these items!) The agents job doesn't 
end with the sale. The agent is there for the life of the book and should be getting you 
information and helping building your career and going where you want to go. 
 
You get an agent not just to make one deal, but to help build your career. If you end up 
selling to Harlequin without an agent, make getting one the top of your priority list if you 
ever want to break out. If you start with an agent, they automatically treat you differently. 
Yes, you are treated well without an agent but if you sell without an agent and then get one 
in the middle of your career with Harlequin, things get sticky. They treat you like you've 
betrayed them. I have heard this from multiple Harlequin authors. 
 
This is a business. Harlequin is in it to make money, not coddle authors. When push comes 
to shove, you need an agent. 
 
Regarding e-pub, you don't need an agent and most agents wouldn't sell you into e-pub. 
There may be a few small exceptions, such as Ellora's Cave, but I don't know that for 
certain. 
 
IMO, e-pub is more of niche publishing. A book may be good, but it doesn't have 
widespread marketability. If you have a story that fits that--a more "niche" book--I would 
pursue small press over epubs. Reputable small press. 
 
People sell to e-pubs for a variety of reasons and I don't want to make this a forum for the 
pros and cons of e-publishing. One reason (not the ONLY reason, but one that I've seen 
many times) is that writers don't want to 1) wait until they have a marketable, quality 
manuscript before being published or 2) don't want to make changes to their story which 
would turn it into something more marketable. There are some success stories, but for the 
most part very few e-pub authors breakout into traditional print publishing. It takes a lot of 
work and a lot of time and money to do 
 
Q: If you have completed several manuscripts (or even published several books), 
how many should you mention in the query letter? 
 
A:  First, you should definitely mention [if] you have [fiction or] non-fiction books published. 
That tells an agent you have writing skill. 
 
Second, I was querying only one book. I mentioned I had other books done, not because I 
wanted my agent to read them, but because I wanted to show her that I have finished 
multiple books. When we signed she asked what else I had. I was only comfortable in 
sending her the futuristic I had written because it was the only one of my books that was 
good enough. (Ultimately, she felt it was too science fiction and she isn't a huge fan of 
futuristics anyway, and the story had plot problems--so we decided to focus on romantic 
suspense.) 
 
Anyway, I did it more to show her that I was serious, this was my fifth completed 
manuscript, and I was working on other things. In other words, that I took my writing 
seriously and as a career. 
 
But query only ONE book--the book you think is the best AND the most marketable. Some 
agents might love your contemporary but dislike historicals and vice versa. Also, certain 
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historical periods are more marketable than others (don't ask me which!)--though I do think 
people can can trends if they are strong enough writers! So pick one book and say 
something like, "I also have three completed historical novels" or "I also have two 
completed historical romance novels, a paranormal romance, and am currently working on 
another contemporary. " 
 
Oh, you know, I think I put in my query about a book I was writing at the time called MY 
DEAD HUSBAND. It did very well in contests and I thought I had a winner there, so I might 
have given it a little pitch. I should say that NO AGENT that I queried (12) asked about it. I 
don't think it hurt to have it in there, but they are focusing on the book you are pitching, 
not everything else. If they request the manuscript and they don't love it but like your 
writing, then they may ask for anything else you have. 
 
Q: I sent a partial to an editor. Although I received a rejection letter, I got it two 
weeks later, and she encouraged me to query her again. Should I mention that in a 
letter to an agent?  
 
A: I wouldn't mention it in a query letter, but when you're talking to an agent about 
representation I'd tell her the story. Most agents will ask you about that manuscript's 
history--they want to know where you (or another agent) have submitted it, what the 
outcome was, etc. 
 
One other thing which I should mention: AGENCY CONTRACTS. Be VERY VERY careful. 
Some of the agency contracts are really bad. If you have ANY doubts, contact Authors Guild 
or other authors. I don't actually have a signed contract with my agency, and I prefer it that 
way. It's really a personal preference and there is NO right or wrong. The RWR had a 
PRO/CON article about this a year or two ago. 
 
There is an AGENCY CLAUSE in my publishing contracts, which is very basic and relates to 
the terms of that contract only. 
 
AGENCY CONTRACTS can be basic (often stating it's a book-to-book agreement, or that all 
fiction submitted by agent, with termination and rights information. ) It's the clauses like 
long termination agreements, lifetime rights (in perpetuity), etc. that you need to be careful 
about. Also in some agency contracts your contract is with the AGENT who signed you so if 
they leave, you don't have guaranteed representation at the agency; OR its with the 
AGENCY which means that if your AGENT left, you could not go with them until the other 
terms of the contract are fulfilled (and some will say you can't sign with a former XX agent 
for up to one year, or something like that.) 
 
Anyway, I mention this because I have a published friend of mine who has recently 
encountered an awful agency clause about termination with a top agency. The agent is 
someone I have recommended because I've met and liked her. The agency's reputation is 
infallible. They have bestselling authors. But this clause was a deal breaker--the agency 
would not remove it. It was not a negotiable point. (Agency contracts are often negotiable). 
But this same term that I find unacceptable might be perfectly fine for another author. 
 
So just be careful out there. Don't be afraid to ask questions. And realize that some terms 
that some authors will never sign with might be just fine for you--it's NOT one size fits all. 
JUST UNDERSTAND WHAT THE TERMS MEAN. Even in publishing contracts--I've had 
unpublished authors say they would "NEVER SIGN" certain terms about terms that I agreed 
to. There are reasons I agreed to certain terms, and in the end the deal was acceptable to 
me. I am always wary of blanket statements. 
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Q: Should we be precise about the subgenre of the book in the query letter? 
 
A: Boil your letter down to the most marketable subgenre. Meaning, keep it simple. Too 
much and the agent is going to think "there's too much going on" without giving your 
writing a chance, but calling it a "romance" doesn't tell them anything, either. It's my with 
mystery--you have cozies and suspense and police procedurals, etc. You don't need to say a 
romance is contemporary- -that's assumed. You WOULD say it's a "1830s Scottish historial." 
 
Don't be afraid to change your letter based on the agent, either. For agents who love 
fantasy, say it's a fantasy romance. It the agent doesn't love fantasy, but you know she 
represents paranormal, then say "paranormal romance." My agent, for example, is not a 
huge fan of futuristics, but she loves paranormal. 
 
The subgenre is to give the agent a very quick snapshot of where your book fits in the 
marketplace. Your writing needs to speak for itself. 
 
Q: Can you query an agent on a per book basis? 
A: I don't know what you mean on a "per book" basis. Some agents will sign authors book-
to-book (meaning you have a contract just for that one book and then the agent won't 
necessarily represent everything you write, though you should always work with your agent 
on your long-term career goals). 
 
But if you mean can you query agents on ebooks where you have your rights back? Yes. 
Make that clear in the query, such as, "TITLE BOOK is an 80,000 romantic suspense which 
won the EPPIE award for best e-book of 2003. I've recently regained my rights and would 
like to seek representation to sell this book to the print market." Or something like that. 
 
Most agents don't consider e-publishing to be "published" unless the book has strong sales 
figures. A lot of Ellora's Cave authors, for example, we able to cite strong sales figures and 
thereby get the notice of NY and agents. If you've won awards (like the EPPIE) that's 
another good in. If you have the rights back and the book is not available in print, then you 
should have no problems querying it. But I'm not an attorney and I'd look at your contract 
carefully. 
 
Q: Is there a best time or worst time to query an agent as far as time of year? 
A: Deals are made all the time. To me, August is the worst time because NY pretty much 
closes down in August--everyone goes on vacation. But deals are still made in August. 
 
I sent all my queries mid-December 2003 BTW and had requests before and after Christmas 
 
Q: I’ve heard it is a good idea to 'try out' the query letter on the 'C' list first and 
see if it gets a positive response. Then if the response is poor, it gives the author a 
chance to make changes and hopefully improve the letter before targeting the 
favored agents. Do you think this is worth doing?  
 
A: I've never heard of this before, BTW. I DID hear that "no big agencies will take 
unpublished authors" and I unfortunately listened to that in my first go around. I'm glad I 
go over that. 
 
Why start at the bottom? I made this mistake and ended up with a "C" list agent first time 
around. What would you tell the "C" list agent? That you're going to wait and see if you can 
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get a better agent? Would you date ugly men just to practice your manners before dating 
the cute guys? No. You'd practice your manners with friends. 
 
Ask people you trust to read your query letter. It's why you always act professional in your 
query, so that if your work doesn't grab them the first time around, they leave an opening 
for next time. It doesn't hurt to query the same agent with different pieces of work. If your 
first book is rejected by everyone in NY and your second book is better, query the same A 
list agents. 
 
Your query letter should be the best it should be before you send it to ANYONE. Have your 
critique group read it. Someone in your chapter who you trust. Many published authors will 
review letters. This isn't to say that we know better than anyone, but we have a little 
experience. Read blogs like Kristin Nelson's and the queries she posted. Absorb information 
like a sponge. 
 
Q: Do you think this online tool might be handy? You can search for overused 
words, repeated phrases, and sentence length of your query. http://www.autocrit 
.com/Critnow.cfm 
 
A: Okay, I had to try it. I'm a sucker for these things. It analyzed weak words and found 14 
"had". My editor ALWAYS inserts "had" all over the place. I used to get upset because I 
thought it was weak writing, but when I read it out loud it worked so much better 
grammatically correct :) 
 
BTW, I'm a big believer in varying sentence length as well as paragraph length. I naturally 
write with varied length. I put in the prologue of SPEAK NO EVIL to see what would happen 
and here's the analysis, just for fun :) 
 
PROLOGUE At the very be 19 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
She couldn t plead with 12 . . . . . . . . . . . . 
No way to beg him, to 10 . . . . . . . . . . 
He had no humanity 4 . . . . 
Why hadn t she seen it 7 . . . . . . . 
Had she been so blind t 22 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
She d trusted him beca 28 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
The pain that had kept 17 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
She didn t think about 20 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Or talking to her frien 5 . . . . . 
Or how her mom was so p 16 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Burning tears leaked fr 6 . . . . . . 
I m so sorry Mom 5 . . . . . 
He untied her once, to 9 . . . . . . . . . 
She was too weak to run 10 . . . . . . . . . . 
But fierce pain reawake 28 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
I need to wash your b 10 . . . . . . . . . . 
Just in case 3 . . . 
Just in case of what 5 . . . . . 
The water hurt, but it 9 . . . . . . . . . 
Maybe she had a chance 5 . . . . . 
Maybe she could escape 4 . . . . 
If she could just screa 8 . . . . . . . . 
Wouldn t they? 3 . . . 
She didn t even know wh 8 . . . . . . . . 
He carried her back to 16 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
She tried to get up, t 18 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
He gave an odd, coarse 27 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
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Then she saw the garbag 6 . . . . . . 
No! 1 . 
She heard herself but n 15 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
She fought him with eve 11 . . . . . . . . . . . 
Slap 1 . 
The pain across her fac 21 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
A garbage bag, dark gr 10 . . . . . . . . . . 
She tried to hold her b 9 . . . . . . . . . 
Something else was pull 7 . . . . . . . 
She began to fade 4 . . . . 
She almost didn t feel 10 . . . . . . . . . . 
She was light, a feath 5 . . . . . 
Death was her escape 4 . . . . 
There had to be somethi 12 . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Something heavy covered 5 . . . . . 
Him 1 . 
He was on top of her an 11 . . . . . . . . . . . 
Plastic molded to her n 9 . . . . . . . . . 
No air 2 . . 
She couldn t fight, b 8 . . . . . . . . 
Her legs weakly kicked, 12 . . . . . . . . . . . . 
So tired 2 . . 
Can t 2 . . 
In the brief moment bet 26 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
I m sorry Mom 4 . . . . 
 


