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Book Keeping: 
'Astounded, Flattered, And 
Overwhelmed' By Offers
Rejection didn't deter this novelist whose 
second manuscript sparked a four-house 
bidding war
By Peggy Bourjaily – August 1, 2007

Most writers have to deal with rejection on a regular 
basis. Allison Winn Scotch got a major dose of it when 
she landed an agent, but was unable to sell her first novel 
despite publishers' positive feedback. Scotch learned 
rejection can also be a blessing. Fusing her 
disappointment with her grief about the loss of a close 
friend to breast cancer, Scotch wrote another novel. The 
Department of Lost and Found (William Morrow May 
2007) features Natalie Miller, a young woman who is 
suddenly diagnosed with breast cancer, as a result, 
discovers what's most important to her.

Scotch again
got rejected 
when her 

then-agent wouldn't rep the new novel, 
fearing it could only mean another 
no-sell. Scotch went ahead and landed 
another agent who believed in TDLF, 
which she affectionately came to call her work. Not only did the book sell, but it 
was at the center of a four-way bidding auction. Scotch spoke with us about 
turning from freelance to fiction writing, finding an agent, the pain of rejection, 
writing a new book, and the validation of her recent success.

You were originally a freelance writer for magazines. What motivated 
you to turn to fiction?
Six years ago, I was dealing with some emotional ramifications from some
friendships. It was very cathartic for me [to write and I got] an emotional charge 
out of creating another life in the way that actors do. Also, I found that writing 
fiction exercises such a different muscle than magazine writing. Magazine writing 
is great in and of itself, but [fiction] really allows you to stretch yourself 
creatively. I really enjoyed that. It's much harder, but, like in any job, you want to 
try something new.
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Now that you are a published fiction writer, will you continue to 
freelance?
I am trying to do a combination. I am trying to take on articles that really interest
me, that might teach me something new or are with my favorite editor, but I am 
currently writing my second book and there are only so many hours in a day. 
Before, I might have been working on four or five feature stories a month. Now, I 
am maybe working on two or three and I make up that extra time working on 
fiction.

Are you turning down assignments?
It's so hard to turn things down. I [recently] turned down the first thing I've ever
turned down in my career because I'm just too busy with book stuff. You want to 
be able to write, but you also want the guaranteed paycheck. I am really fortunate 
to be in the position that editors come to me and I'm always incredibly flattered 
that they do. Then, to say, 'I'm sorry,' it's just horrible, but for the sake of my 
sanity I am pushing myself stress-wise with the launch of this book and you have 
to learn to say no.

The Department of Lost and Found isn't your first novel. Can you 
describe what happened with the first one?
About six years ago, I [wrote a book that] was good enough to get me an agent.
We went out wide [sending it to publishers] and got a lot of positive feedback. We 
got to marketing committees in a few places, but it didn't sell. It was both 
demoralizing and exhilarating because it really lit a fire under me. I realized I 
didn't suck at writing fiction, but this just wasn't the book for me. In retrospect, I 
am so grateful it didn't sell. Now, I think [the first book] is horrible. As a fiction 
writer, there's just no ceiling for how much better you can become. Now, after 
working on my third book [currently being shopped around], I feel like I've come so 
far and the learning curve is so great.

How did you find your first agent?
I looked for agents who had books I admired. I looked through my bookshelf
thinking, 'Oh, I like this book. I wonder who reped it. I wonder if they'd like mine?' 
From there, I went to Agent Query, which I think is a fantastic resource. You can 
see some past books they've sold and what sort of things they like to rep. 
Sometimes it links to outside interviews. Also, I stuck to email. Even if [the 
agents] said they didn't accept email, I just emailed. As ridiculous as this criteria 
sounds, I just didn't want an agent who wasn't up to speed on that. I also went on 
to WritersNet, which has a message board where you can find information on 
agents. And, I just Googled them. I did a really exhaustive search. With the 
Internet, there's nothing you can't find.

Was your first novel complete when you looked for an agent?
With a novel, when you are looking for an agent, you have to have written the
whole thing. I wrote the whole thing and sent [the agent] a query letter. She asked 
to see the full novel. She agreed to rep it, but she wanted to do some revisions. 
After those, we went out with it.

When the first book didn't sell, how did you gather the nerve to start a 
new one?
We got enough positive feedback from publishing houses that I felt like I should
give it another try. The rejections were pretty glowing saying, 'This isn't the right 
book for me, but please send me her next one.' I also have a friend who's an editor 
who called me and said, 'You know, this might not have worked, but you should 
definitely try again.' This is a well-regarded editor and it meant a lot to me.

How did the idea for The Department of Lost and Found come about?
I started it almost two years ago to date. The idea came about because in October 
2004, one of my best friends was diagnosed with Stage IV breast cancer. It was 
an enormous shock. I needed somewhere to go and something to do with the 
anger and anguish and grief I was overcome with. I need to make this clear: This 
is not my friend's story. Hers isn't my story to tell. By working through cancer, 
via Natalie, [TDLF's main character], I regained some control. For me, writing is 
such a natural outlet that everything just collided to form this perfect world. I 
needed an outlet. I had just gotten some positive feedback. I wanted to write a 
second book and I just started doing it. It was pretty effortless because I had so 
much emotion to purge.

Do you have a writing schedule?
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I try to tackle my fiction in the late-morning hours. I tend to heavily procrastinate
working on it, so if I don't get it done by the time I break for the gym and lunch, it 
tends not to get done at all. So, after I've gotten to my desk and returned emails
and surfed the various Web sites I like to check out, I force myself to write for an 
hour. That usually does the trick.

How long did it take to write your book?
I wrote the first draft in about three months and then my then-agent and I revised
it for about two months. One month of that was me waiting for her to get back to 
me, and that's when she told me she wasn't going to rep it.

It sounds like your agent's initial reaction was positive.
Her initial reaction was very good. I think, having been rejected the first time
around, she was really nervous about taking me out the second time. She just 
didn't believe in the material, and your agent needs to because your agent is your 
champion. So, when she got this second read and wasn't in love with it, I think it 
just caused her to bolt. In hindsight, it was a blessing. I try to look at my life like 
that. You know, the roadblocks, you try to make them into something positive.

How did you make a clean break with your other agent?
Really what happened was I was expecting her to send me the list of editors she
wanted to send [the manuscript] to. There was radio silence, and I suspected 
something was wrong. She called me and said she didn't think she could go out 
with it and told me to think about my next book. So, literally like 12 hours later, I 
woke up and thought, 'I'm outta there.' It happened really immediately, but an 
hour after I told her, I had written my query letter and I was going out [to new 
agents].

That takes some real chutzpah on your part.
It wasn't easy. It's terrifying. Every author wants to be repped and leaving that
security is terrifying. I really really believed in this book and I just wasn't willing to 
abandon it on the opinion of one person. That seemed like a nonsensical thing to 
do. I think it's an easy thing to do because you're so desperate to get published; 
you want to trust somebody. In the end, I had to trust myself. I thought it was the 
right thing to do and it turned out to be.

Who is your current agent? How did you find her?
Elisabeth Weed at Trident. The second time I went out on my agent hunt, I was
better informed. I had a lot of people immediately ask for full [manuscripts]. I had 
a bunch of people reading and I emailed Elisabeth. She emailed me back asking for 
the [manuscript]. Then, she emailed me that afternoon and said she'd read a third 
of it and asked me please not to sign with anyone before she'd read it by the next 
day. It turns out, that afternoon I did get an initial offer. Then Elisabeth called me 
back the next morning and offered to rep it. That was that, and I didn't look back.

"I was just astounded that anyone, much less 
four houses, was interested in buying my book. 
It was really humbling."

What was it about her that made you feel so comfortable?
It was really clear to me that Elisabeth was the right match. She really got the
material. We talked about the positioning of the book in hardback versus trade 
[paperback]. She got my character. And also, aside from being my agent, I felt 
like she could be my friend. There's a fine line there. First and foremost, this is a 
business agreement, but I know what's going on in her life and vice versa. Not 
everyone needs that in her agent relationship, but I really appreciate it. It makes 
the whole agent process a lot more fun and I feel like I have her complete support. 
Also, she was really open to collaboration. She kept me in the loop about 
rejections, second reads, etc. Not every agent does that.

Did you have to make changes to the manuscript before shopping the 
book around?
We made small changes. My previous agent and I had made it pretty tight and 
close to what it is now. My current agent and I made brushstrokes on it. We did 
that because she thought she could sell it as it was, but by the time we signed the 
contract, it was late November and it just wasn't a good time to submit. Since we 
had a few weeks on our hands, we thought, 'Let's just firm this up and do 
everything we can to make sure it sells.'



Were you involved in shopping the book around?
I was, but Elisabeth was the one dealing with the editors. She kept me apprised of
the process. As soon as she got an email from an editor, she forwarded it to me. 
She asked me, before she sent [the manuscript] out, for a list of editors who really 
liked the first book. She sent it out to all of them unless she thought it was the 
wrong editor for [TDLG], which in some cases she did.

How many houses were interested and how quickly did it sell? 
We went out around January 3rd and we got four offers. We ended up having an 
auction 10 days later. I was just astounded that anyone, much less four houses, 
was interested in buying my book. It was really humbling.

Before it sold, what were your expectations?
You hope you get this sort of reaction. I didn't realize how hard it is to sell a book
to a publishing house. You have your first reads, your second reads, your third 
reads, your marketing committee, your publisher, etc. So, to get four offers, I 
was just so astounded and flattered and overwhelmed. It felt like such validation in 
terms of trusting my instincts.

And you ended up with William Morrow, an imprint at HarperCollins. 
What about it stood out?
They gave me the most money and they firmly believed it should be a hardcover
book, which was really important to me. My editor, Lucia Macro, and the other 
editors were super-excited to work on it. Between the money and the hardcover 
and the editor and the team being so thrilled with it, it just made a lot of sense.

What kind of deal did you get?
It was a one-book deal. I don't know that much about two-book deals, but I don't
think I would want a two-book deal regardless of any situation. I don't think that I 
write that well under pressure and I don't think I would want the pressure of a 
deadline. It would just make me feel too nervous.

What was the advance range?
High five-figures with a six-figure bonus.

Once you signed with William Morrow, how many drafts did you go 
through?
Just two. It was very light and the revision letter was really short. I couldn't
believe it. I was prepared for a complete massacre.

What was the timeline from the book being sold to the book being 
published?
It was about 17 months. We sold it in January 2006 and it came out in May 2007.
[The timeline] was long, but it was long because Morrow wanted to position [the 
book] at the right time for me. I am really appreciative. They either wanted it to 
come out in May for a summer read or in October for National Breast Cancer 
Awareness Month, but that was just too long.

You have blurbs from several authors including Pamela Redmond 
Satran, Claire Cook, and Jen Lancaster. How did you get your blurbs?
Theoretically, my agent and my editor would help me with these, but I am so anal
and proactive, I actually emailed writers who I thought would enjoy the book. I 
didn't know any of these people beforehand, but fortunately they [liked the book!]

Did you hire a publicist?
I didn't. Morrow provided both a publicist and a marketing manager. I have a few
people working on the book promotion. My publicity team has been really great. I 
am sort of debating whether to hire someone now that the book is out just to get 
some airtime.

What has William Morrow helped you with?
They've really gotten the word out there. They've contacted cancer charities,
newspapers, and all the magazines I didn't have an 'in' with. The book was 
selected [for] Redbook's May book club. Also, it was reviewed in Cosmopolitan
and Marie Claire.

Have you done any self-marketing?
I was fortunate to be able to work my connections at the magazines I've worked 
with. I have an article coming out in the July [issue of] Fitness about my 



relationship with my friend. I've maintained my blog, which I don't think in and of 
itself has drawn a ton of sales. However, via the blog, I've met a ton of writers and 
they've promoted me on their blogs. That's led to other stories and reviews on the 
Web.

How did you update your freelance Web site to promote your book?
Prior to the book coming out, it was really focused on magazine work and just sort 
of as a parallel to my career. I overhauled it to make it more focused on my fiction 
work because that's the path I really want to focus on now.

Have you incurred any expenses?
Yeah. Updating my Web site, and I've spent I don't know how much money on 
mailing galleys to people who I thought should have it in the industry.

Are you going on a book tour?
I'm in the process of debating it. I have some offers that Morrow isn't covering and 
I am not sure that it's worth the expense.

What is Morrow covering?
They're sending me to a few places where I have connections: NYC, Philadelphia,
Manchester, NH, and, possibly, Los Angeles and Seattle. However, they share the 
philosophy that, for a first-time author, it's just not worth the time or the money.

Any movie bites?
There have been. There've been a lot of bites, but we're waiting for someone to 
take the big bite.

Peggy Bourjaily is a freelance and fiction writer living in New York.

[EDITOR'S NOTE: This article has been edited for length and clarity.]
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