
Event title: Out of the Boneyard: Keeping Dead Manuscripts Alive 
  
Event description: It can feel like a death when the book you’ve labored over has been widely rejected, 
orphaned, or stalled in publishing. This panel explores the choices writers face when the universe seems 
to have said a resounding no. Should you retool based on feedback, or trust your vision? Should you 
wait for the zeitgeist to turn, or consider alternative routes to publication? Or is it time to start 
something new? The writers gathered here have found various ways to bring moribund projects back to 
life. 
  
Event organizer and moderator: Zoe Zolbrod  Zoe Zolbrod is the author of the memoir The Telling and 
the novel Currency. She was the co-editor of the Sunday Rumpus in 2014-2016 and her essays have 
appeared in The Rumpus, The Guardian, Salon, and elsewhere. 
  
Participants: 
Gina Frangello’s memoir Blow Your House Down: A Story of Family, Feminism, and Treason, was a New 
York Times Editor’s Choice and a “Best Books of 2021” at Lithub, BookPage, and The Chicago Review of 
Books. She is also the author of four books of fiction, a lead editor at Row House Publishing, and co-
founder of Circe Consulting 
  
Anne Liu Kellor is a Seattle-based author of HEART RADICAL: A SEARCH FOR LANGUAGE, LOVE, AND 
BELONGING, which won an IPPY Award and was a Washington State Book Award finalist. Anne has 
received fellowships from Hedgebrook, Seventh Wave, Jack Straw, 4Culture, & more. She facilitates a 
yearlong creative nonfiction manuscript program for women and nonbinary writers. 
  
Donna Miscolta is the author of three books of fiction. The most recent, Living Color: Angie Rubio 
Stories, won an International Latino Book Award Gold Medal and was a Washington State Book Award 
finalist. A recording of her work was recently added to the Library of Congress PALABRA archive.  
 
  
Introduction: 
Welcome to Out of the Boneyard: Keeping Dead Manuscripts Alive. 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, 
(identify moderator), 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. 
  
Questions to the audience: 

• Who has queried 20 or more agents before finding the right fit? 50? 100? More? 
• Who’s found an agent and worked with them, only to part ways before the book was 

submitted? 
• Whose manuscript, agented or not, has been seen by 20 or more editors without getting 

signed? 
• Who has entered ten or more contests with publication prizes, and not won the gold ring even if 

we get an honorable mention or runner up? 
• Who has thought they’ve found a publisher only to, for one reason or another, lose them? 

  



The panelists have all experienced these things on their way to eventual successful publication. They’ll 
share their stories and present lessons learned. 
  
Zoe Zolbrod: 
Book 1 Currency, a novel: Many agent rejections, many revisions, finally found an agent and then 
another, who both submitted to many editors who passed, submitted independently to a few presses, 
eventually had a request for the manuscript by a writing group friend who started a press (OV Books) 
with a focus on the subject matter of my book.    
Book 2: The Telling, a memoir: Agents were rejecting or ghosting until an essay on the topic gained 
attention including from an editor. Then there was a flurry of interest from agents. Learned after signing 
with one of them that my query wasn’t great. Book found a home with an acquiring editor who knew my 
work through essays and live lit. 
  
Gina Frangello: 
Book 1 My Sisters Continent, a novel. Took 12 years to be published by a small press. 
Books 2-4: Subsequent books were acquired by small presses that went out of business before the book 
was published. Story collection was sold to a small press without an agent.  
Book 5: Signed with a hot agent who also basically went out of business in dramatic fashion. Signed with 
another established agent who could not sell the book. Revised, found a new agent, sold the book, A Life 
in Men, to a well-established press. 
  
Anne Liu Kellor 
Book 1 Heart Radical, a memoir; took 20 years from inception to publication .Queried over 100 agents 
and small presses/contests. Offered a deal from a small press, who later rescinded it. Then won runner-
up in a small press contest judged by Cheryl Strayed and finalist in contest for women of color by a 
hybrid (which requires payment);  accepted a deeply discounted offer from the hybrid. Opened lots of 
doors; awards and accolades. Now have an agent for Book 2. 
  
Donna Miscolta 
Book 1, a novel: Long agent search, many rejections from editors, eventually published by small press. 
Books 2, 3: Short story collections, agents not interested in that form, published by small presses, one as 
a contest winner (Living Color: Angie Rubio Stories) 
Book 4: a novel not yet published, AWP Writer to Agent Program, hired Black Lawrence Press 
Manuscript Consultation Service, currently revising based on their feedback 
  
Original Participants who were unable to be present at the panel. 
 
Nayomi Munaweera  
Book 1: Island of a Thousand Mirrors, a novel. Her agent failed to sell the book in North America. She 
was crushed. She published it with a small house in Sri Lanka, where the book is set. It started winning 
awards, which attracted the attention of the publishing industry that had initially rejected the book. 
There was eventually a bidding war in the U.S. for the same book that editors had originally passed on. 
She sold it in 2012 for a two-book deal. Her next novel was What Lies Between Us.   
 
Rebecca Skloot: 
Book 1: After numerous rejections, sold Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks on proposal for a relatively 
small advance. The publisher went out of business and the contract was absorbed by a new press. The 
new editor wanted to remove Henrietta Lacks’ story from the book. Rebecca fought a long legal battle 



to get contract canceled. Went out with the book again with an improved proposal, book sold at auction 
for a much higher advance and went on to be a best seller. 
 
Alia Volz 
Book 1: A memoir, Home Baked. In 2009 the book found an agent and was shopped and roundly 
rejected. Editors saw cannabis as a niche topic. The agent dropped Alia. She put the book away for 
several years and worked on her nonfiction skills. In 2016 she exhumed Home Baked, reimagined it, and 
got a great book deal in 2018 based on a completely revamped proposal. Not only had her writing skills 
improved, but attitudes about cannabis had changed. It had become a hot topic.  
 
Lessons: 
#1: Literary community is your greatest resource, for connection, commiseration, workshopping, and 
flat-out networking. Some of what we seek from publication can be found by participating in literary 
community itself.  
 
#2: Placing short pieces on the subject of your work is one of the best ways to gain visibility and bring 
back queries from the dead. Susan Shapiro is famous for offering this advice, and her book The Byline 
Bible can help with this.  
 
#3: Query letters, elevator pitches, summaries, proposals are super important. Study up and get 
feedback. Revisit these if you’re not getting traction from them. 
 
#4: Leaving an agent or even a publisher can open up new opportunities  
 
#5: Absorb and listen to feedback. Dramatic revisions may be in order. Be open but follow your own 
compass. If you ultimately don’t believe in the changes don’t make them. Fight for your vision even if it 
postpones publication. 
 
#6: You may want to pay for help, either with your manuscript or with your query. Do your research. 
Choose wisely. There are always alternatives that don’t cost money.  
 
#6: Agents aren’t the only way. Research small publishers and university presses that don’t require 
agents. Mark their reading periods on your calendar. Read books from their lists. Follow their guidelines. 
Read  
 
#7: Contests can be your friend. AWP has a good contest series for Poetry, Creative Nonfiction, Novels, 
and Short Stories.  
 
#8: Hybrid Presses can be a good option. Be clear about costs and realistic about outcomes. 
 
#9: Self-publishing is also an option. 
 
#10: Sometimes the right thing to do is to put the project in a drawer, for now. Maybe you can take one 
character/theme/scene with you to launch you into something new. Maybe you just launch into 
something new. Maybe you take a break for a while, and read and rest and live until it’s time to try 
again. And maybe by then the zeitgeist has caught up with you.  
 



  
 
 


