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Abracadabra!: writers’ most (and least) welcome transformations 
 
Format: Panel Discussion 
Category: Professional & Industry: Artistic & Professional Development 
 
Friday, March 25, 2022 
1:45 PM–3:00 PM EST 
Room: 115AB, Pennsylvania Convention Center, 100 Level 
 
 
Event Description:  
 
When we started out, none of us could envision the writers we’d become: 
authors, editors, and teachers; early and late bloomers; founders and collectors of 
rejection letters, sometimes all at once. Unforeseen obstacles and opportunities 
have transformed our writing, our identities, and our illusions about literary 
“success.” Our panel will frankly discuss the expectations and practices we and 
our fellow writers aspire to—sometimes are broken by—and seek to transform. 
Who claims the title of “writer,” who’s prevented from doing so, and what can we 
do to encourage peers’ and students’ big dreams at a time when so many dreams 
have been crushed? 
 
The writer’s life is a continual “sea-change into something rich and strange,” but 
sometimes literary change comes at a steep cost. Re-learning and re-imagining 
are as necessary to craft as to survival, but the risks and setbacks are often 
unequally, unjustly distributed. How do we encourage each other to embrace 
literary change and adaptation, and when is the cost too great? How have our 
creative practices transformed, as we’ve grappled with our changing identities as 
writers? With celebration and honest assessment of our non-traditional paths, 
encouragement for all writers in the peaks and valleys of “success,” and critique 
of the systems that help or hinder us, we’ll reimagine the dream of writers’ lives. 
 
We’re continuing a series of AWP talks on belonging, resistance, and 
transformation in literary community. We seek to offer frank, practical talk to a 
wide audience of writers at all levels of experience, confidence, and 
achievement—a flux that we ourselves experience daily! We speak to a range of 
experiences of inclusion, exclusion, dissent, and rebuilding of the literary 
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communities we’ve belonged to. Our experiences of literary “success” 
simultaneously match and challenge the standards; building on that success, we 
seek to foster and substantially transform our literary spaces.  
 
 
Readings that inspired this panel: 
Minda’s “Writing is Time Travel” 
Anjali’s “The Emotional Cost of the Book Deal” 
Alison’s “The Earth in Sadness” 
 
 
PANELISTS:  
 
Anjali Enjeti, she/her 

AWP bio: Anjali Enjeti is the author of the collection of essays, 
SOUTHBOUND and the novel THE PARTED EARTH. She teaches in the MFA 
program at Reinhardt University. Her other writing has appeared in the Oxford 
American, Harper's Bazaar, the Atlanta Journal Constitution, the Boston Globe, 
and elsewhere. 

More realistic bio: Anjali had no idea someone like her could be a writer, so 
she pursued law, a career she would soon come to loathe. She got the idea to 
start writing during her first maternity leave, when she was sleep-deprived and 
had no time to write. After two more children and years of writing essays, 
criticism, and reported pieces, she finally published her first two books in 2021, at 
the age of 47. She is available to appear on any and all 50 under 50 lists.  
 
Edgar Gomez, he/she/they 

More realistic bio: Edgar Gomez is a Florida-born writer with roots in 
Nicaragua and Puerto Rico. He has written for Electric Lit, Narratively, Catapult, 
The Rumpus, and elsewhere online and in print. His debut memoir, High-Risk 
Homosexual, was called “a breath of fresh air” by The New York Times. He 
currently lives in Jackson Heights, Queens, where he is saving up for good lotion. 
For more, visit EdgarGomez.net. 
 
Minda Honey 

AWP bio: Minda Honey is a Louisville, KY based writer. Her debut collection 
of essays, An Anthology of Assholes (Little A), is forthcoming summer 2023. In the 

https://catapult.co/dont-write-alone/stories/minda-honey-writing-is-time-travel-craft-advice-how-to-become-a-writer?fbclid=IwAR2wvjDdAeVz9BPskbq15p5MJ8IUNxOEzcbxYN41WNYgWQw8SBn_b9a4HXk
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/columns-and-blogs/soapbox/article/85975-the-emotional-cost-of-the-book-deal.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/28/opinion/divorce-sadness-nature.html
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meantime, find her work at ESPN’s The Undefeated, Longreads, Catapult, Salon, 
and elsewhere. 
 
Denne Michele Norris 

AWP bio: Denne Michele Norris is the Editor-in-Chief of Electric Literature. 
Her writing appears in McSweeney's, American Short Fiction, and The 
Undefeated, and has been supported by MacDowell, Tin House, VCCA, and the 
Kimbilio Center for African American Fiction. Find her on Twitter and IG 
@thedennemichele 
 
Alison Kinney (moderator), she/her: 

AWP bio:  Alison Kinney is the author of Hood, Avidly Reads Opera, and the 
forthcoming The Rejection Lab, and of essays for The Paris Review Daily, The New 
Yorker, Lapham’s Quarterly, and The New York Times. She is Assistant Professor 
of Writing at Eugene Lang College at The New School. 

More realistic bio: Alison got an MFA in fiction and spent the next 14 years 
writing novels that got consistent “this is too dark/complicated/full of systemic 
critique to publish” rejections. At the age of forty, she pivoted into nonfiction and 
scored some literary byline “successes,” while living a financially marginal life as a 
freelance writer and adjunct. Finally, she landed a life-saving full-time teaching 
gig, for which she’ll never stop being grateful. 
  
 
* * * 
Welcome 
Welcome to “ Abracadabra!: writers’ most (and least) welcome transformations”!  
 
A few reminders before we begin:  
• For those needing or wishing to follow along to a written text, please let the 
moderator of the panel, Alison, know, and a printed copy will be delivered to you. 
• Please make sure that spaces marked for wheelchairs remain clear of chairs or 
other barriers.  
• Treat service animals as working animals and do not attempt to distract or pet 
them.  
• Be aware of those with chemical sensitivities and refrain from wearing scented 
products.  
• Please be aware that your fellow attendees may have invisible disabilities. Do 
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not question anyone’s use of an accommodation while at the conference, 
including for chairs reserved for those with disabilities. 
 
 
Discussion Questions and Responses: 
 
1. We have literary bios based on achievements and accomplishments. What is 
the real talk behind those bios? Let’s share the stories and talk about “non-
traditional” paths.  
 

● Minda: I didn’t know writers wrote their own bios until I was in an MFA 
program. Bios can show our personality, make us feel proud of our 
accomplishments, direct our readers toward more of our work, but they 
can also make you feel like you don’t stack up. I remember seeing my bio in 
the back of one of the essay collections I’ve been published in and then 
reading the other bios on the page and distinctly feeling not good enough 
or accomplished enough – I need to step it up! I had to remind myself 
though that ultimately, my work was in the same book as those writers I 
felt like had more prestigious credentials than myself and what’s more 
important than the actual writing…? Don’t get caught up lol. 

● Anjali: Bios have always only shown what we have achieved, not what pains 
it took for us to get there. What would the world of writing look like if our 
bios contained both our successes (as defined by the publishing world) but 
also the myriad failures it took for us to get there? Wouldn’t this make our 
successes seem even sweeter? And wouldn’t these types of realistic bios 
give so many other newer writers hope, and help them to set more realistic 
goals?  

● Edgar: The first bio I had to write was for The Rumpus when I was in 
undergrad, and I was so intimidated. It was for my first ever published 
story, which I wasn’t super expected to get accepted because it was about 
going to a gay bathhouse in Orlando. When it did get accepted, I was like, 
girl, you seem messy. You have to compensate with the bio. But I didn’t go 
to ivy leagues, didn’t have all these awards and accolades. I was a baby and 
didn’t even have a project I was working on. I had no material to fill a bio 
with, so I ended up making a jokey one about living at home with my mom 
and my cat, thinking, I guess I’ll just lean into having nothing going on! One 
good thing is that realizing how little I had to talk about put this fire under 
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my ass to figure out a project so that the next time I had something 
published, I’d be ready. 

 
 
2. When we started out, what were the specific visions of the writer’s life (as 
authors, editors, teachers) that we didn’t anticipate or were wrong about? What 
were our expectations, and what were the surprises? What unforeseen obstacles 
and opportunities have transformed our writing, our identities, and our illusions 
about literary “success”? 
 

● Minda: Initially, everything felt really closed off and inaccessible to me. I 
didn’t know any writers and the path to becoming one was unclear. In the 
beginning, I did it for nothing more than the love of the written word and 
the desire to express myself and be understood. I joined writing groups on 
Meetup.com and took community-based writing workshops alongside folks 
who were mostly hobbyists as well at the time. Sometimes, established 
writers and professors can make it feel like you missed the last boat to 
becoming a great writer. So, maybe the greatest surprise was how possible 
all things are? How the path might not look like what you expected it to 
look like and your writing life might be cobbled together chaos… but the 
dream is do-able. 

● Anjali: I was surprised by how many people who were successful in my eyes 
(regularly getting their work published) still felt like such failures as writers. 
I could never understand why. Perhaps because I didn’t begin actively 
writing and submitting my work until my late 20s, I just assumed it would 
be really hard for me to break in and was grateful for anything that came 
my way. I just never had any romanticized notions of what being a writer 
looked like. I was also surprised by how many well-established writers 
wanted to put me in a box about what kind of writing I did. “Essays are your 
strength, you should stay away from fiction.” It was weird to feel as if I was 
being put into a box. Or they’d suggest that I wasn’t yet ready to submit to 
X Big Name publication. I didn’t expect such a bizarre kind of gatekeeping 
from people who I considered my writing peers.  

● Edgar: I really, really thought all writers are rich. My references were like 
Sex and the City… So I was shook when I started meeting real-life writers 
and they were not all dropping rent on shoes and living their best lives. 
They made me realize how much work goes into this, even beyond writing. 
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Pretty much every writer I know is like 30% a writer, then spends the rest of 
their time teaching, applying for grants, judging contests, giving talks, etc. I 
could see that as a drawback, but I’m learning to think of it as an 
advantage, because I’ve realized how little writers get paid for their actual 
writing. I remember a professor in undergrad was big on dissuading 
students from trying to be writers, or professors. She made it seem like it 
was impossible to find a job or sell a book these days. She wasn’t lying; it’s 
hard. But I wish she’d talked about all the other opportunities to make a 
living there are as a writer, because selling books isn’t everything.     

 
3. What were the barriers to our claiming the title of “writer” (etc.)? Re-learning 
and re-imagining are as necessary to craft as to survival, but the risks and 
setbacks are often unequally, unjustly distributed. What costs are too great? 
 

● Minda: I suppose I always consider myself a “writer,” lowercase W, but I 
don’t think I felt like a Writer-Writer, until my work went viral for the first 
time. So, I focus a lot on helping others claim that for themselves much 
sooner than that threshold. In workshops and college classrooms, I’ve 
made my writers say out loud, “I AM A WRITER.” And I can see the physical 
discomfort a lot of people have while laying claim to that verbally but then 
the immediate shift in confidence afterward. Like I say in my Catapult essay, 
the only thing you need to become a writer is the belief that you are a 
writer. 

● Anjali: I was so self-conscious about calling myself a writer that I didn’t use 
this descriptor until I’d been steadily getting published for about 3 or 4 
years. I’d been staying home with 3 small kids all day and writing at night 
after they slept so to me these weird hours disqualified me. But eventually, 
I realized I was selling myself short. When my youngest was 2, I got a 
regular local gig I was really proud of, so I finally started calling myself a 
writer. And as soon as I did, I began to take my new career far more 
seriously.  

● Edgar: I think my biggest barrier is how mysterious the publishing world 
always was to me. I didn’t know any of the behind-the-scenes stuff about 
agents, editors, publishing houses, marketing, etc. If anything, because of 
that, I had this huge confidence. I thought I could just write my book and 
send it to a publisher and they’d be like YAY! Here’s a million dollars. Slowly 
I started learning about the industry, statistics about who gets published, 
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who doesn’t, what advances really look like, all the different forms of 
gatekeeping there is. And my confidence bubble burst. But I’m glad I 
existed in naivety for a while, because it kept me going. If I’d known from 
the beginning how hard it is, I might have given up.  

 
4. What does it mean to be “successful” as a writer anyway? 
 

● Minda: That’s something each person has to decide for themselves. For me, 
because HA CAPITALISM, it’s my bills stay paid and I feel comfortable 
financially. It’s having the respect of writers I admire and it’s having the 
momentum behind me to grow and nourish my local writing community so 
it’s not just me who gets to live in their dream daily. 

● Anjali: Any time I find a home for my writing, I consider myself a success, 
more so when I get to work with a really wonderful editor who gets me and 
my writing. There’s something so transformative about working with an 
editor who is invested in me and my piece, and also my future as a writer. 
And of course nothing tops getting an email or DM from a reader who says, 
“Your writing really moved me. Thank you for writing it.” 

● Edgar: I think that’s very subjective. For me, success means being able to 
write with some degree of integrity. Being able to not write things I don’t 
feel passionate about, even if turning down certain writing jobs means I 
have to pay my rent as a cocktail server, or doing coat check, or whatever.  
 

5. What can we do to encourage emerging writers’, students’, and even peers’ big 
dreams in these times? Let’s pivot now to provide stories, concrete tips, warnings, 
and encouragement: a practical guide to and with the audience. 
 

● Minda: Get yourself in community with other writers. This will make 
everything feel more possible. These are the people who will cheer you on 
and the people you will grow with. Start or join a writing group or a creative 
circle. Take workshops. This will nourish you but also make you less reliant 
on non-writing friends to that specific part of you.  

● Anjali: Some writers will be very toxic and unsupportive of your work. It’s 
important to protect yourself and your writing, and find people who will 
give you thorough feedback that also motivates you to keep writing. Be 
choosy about the people who will receive your work. 
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● Edgar:  Read and take workshops outside of your own genre. Be a fan of 
writers and show your support publicly. Build community but don’t be fake 
about it, because people can tell. And keep your overhead (as in, rent) as 
low as you can while you’re still emerging, and probably for a while after. 
 

5. What are the attributes of the best and worst literary spaces and communities? 
What do we want for the fostering and transformation of these spaces? 
 

● Minda: Lit spaces can be real wholesome and supportive but they can also 
be deeply entrenched and unwilling to allow new perspectives and new 
voices. You can also have people who want to use those spaces as an 
opportunity to wield power and that can get toxic real quick. I have always 
felt empowered to create my own spin-off or adjacent spaces. 

● Anjali: The best literary space is the one that makes you feel whole, with 
the writers who see all of you and what you’re capable of. Chances are, you 
will be sharing work that makes you feel vulnerable, and your vulnerability 
is precious and a gift and should be treated as such. If you leave a space 
feeling bad about who you are and what you’ve written, it is the wrong 
space for you.  

● Edgar: The worst kind of spaces are ones that are full of people who believe 
their aesthetics are more valuable than anyone else’s, whether that’s a 
workshop where people give you feedback with the goal of making you 
sound more like them, magazines that only allow entry to certain voices, 
etc. The best spaces are ones that extend an invitation for me to be my 
most authentic self, where I can show up dressed however I feel 
comfortable and turn in stories without fear of judgment.  

 
 
Q&A 
 
Thank you very much! 


