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Dear Friends,

     We’re in unprecedented, harrowing times. It’s eerily like a dystopian YA novel.

     When I get nervous and uncertain, I turn to art. Whether it’s writing, painting, or 
drawing for you—the act of creation is soothing.

      If we can’t control what’s happening outside, we can conjure harmony from the in-
side. This is my wish for you.

     Pablo Picasso said, “Art washes away from the soul the dust of everyday life.” This is 
certainly an apt metaphor for us.

      I hope our community serves as a refuge for you. Please enjoy this newsletter, the 
product of much hard work and dedication by our intrepid editors! May it inspire you.

Yours in Kidlit and Kidart,

Selene 

A Message from the RA

Selene Castrovilla is the Regional Advisor for the SCBWI Long Island chapter.                 
She is an award-winning author of picture books and YA novels. She has an MFA 
from the New School in New York City. “Selene is a writer worth watching,” said 
Jacqueline Woodson, 2018 Newbery Honor winner. 
https://selenecastrovilla.com/

https://selenecastrovilla.com/
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    The newsletter staff thanks those on the frontlines of this pandemic, heroic in the task 
you have given to help others and keep us safe and secure. Please stay healthy and safe.

     Due to the changes to our daily routines, we’ll have one more newsletter this year. At
the end of the year, we will reexamine the newsletter schedule.

     We want to extend a big round of applause to our dedicated authors and artists. They’re 
hardworking, professional, and above all, kind and supportive friends. If you wish to join our 
newsletter team, please contact us at longislandny@scbwi.org. We’d love to have you.

     We also want to give our sincerest gratitude and a big “Thank you” to our good friend and 
Regional Advisor, Selene Castrovilla. She is working tirelessly to find guest speakers for our 
Zoom meetings and events.  Selene is also the hostess of the Cocktail Hour Zoom Chat on 
Mondays and Fridays, from 6-7pm. Please join us.

     SCBWI Long Island members are doing their part helping out where they can during this 
crisis. Please send us your COVID-19 journey in any format: through a journal entry, artwork, 
a poem, an article. Share your stories and conferences you attended. If you given virtual 
readings or conducted a drawing tutorials, email us at longislandny@scbwi.org. Sharing is 
caring.

     Be safe. Be creative. Be New York Strong!

     The Newsletter Editors.

     RM Rivera                           Debbie Vilardi                     Stephen Martin              JoAnn Vergona Krapp

http://longislandny@scbwi.org
http://longislandny@scbwi.org


    Birds! 
    Partridge and peacock characters as well as 
a crow, whom I nicknamed Georgie Porgie, 
first popped into my head about twenty years
ago when I was a decorative artist creating 
floorcloths. Now that I’m developing my skills 
as an illustrator, thanks to SCBWI, those birds 
still pop up in my stories and illustrations, and 
when Kid LIt News asked me to create a cover 
for them, my first thought was—birds!  
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                              ©Annina Luck

Upper:  Annina’s Georgie Porgie, the crow. Lower: Bird 
floorclothes by Annina Luck.                             ©Annina Luck

     I imagined three partridges in the snow, because March would still be winter, and I also could see the SCBWI 
kite as a sleigh. I modified the composition idea from an illustration I did for my book dummy. The boat be-
came a sleigh and the ocean a snow bank.

 
by Annina Luck
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     I made a few sketches to show to my critique groups 
for their reaction and suggestions. Running a sketch by 
a critique group is one of the most helpful things for 
me, especially if it is for a job. That way I know if I’m 
on the right track before I invest too much time in the 
project.

     One group offered great suggestions about the color 
palette and the clothing for the birds. Another pro-
posed a different sleigh design with a helpful sample 
sketch. I was grateful for all the tweaks and suggestions 
and used what I liked and what made sense to create 
my final drawing.

     I decided to borrow the creation process from my 
dummy piece as well: transferring the drawing onto 
cold press watercolor paper, adding texture, adding col-
or and line work, and finally, tweaking it in Photoshop. 
There are times when I start with line work scanned 
into Photoshop, redraw it with the stylus onto my Wa-
com tablet, and then build the color and texture from 
there, mostly digitally. Miss Partridge, Detective for the 
Birds, would be an example of that process.

©Annina Luck

“I love adding 
textures to my 
work because 

they add a layer 
of mystery.”
  Annina Luck

     I wanted a different feel for this cover, so I chose the more handmade process. But every process has 
to be flexible. Right away, I saw that my light box was much too small to comfortably hold the drawing for 
transfering, so I used the living room window. 
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     I love adding textures to my work because they add 
a layer of mystery. I am never quite sure where I will 
end up, and it brings spontaneity to the design. In this 
case, I used an awl and a needle to scratch and swirl 
the snow banks and the sky. I knew that once the work 
was done, I would bring it into Photoshop, to smooth 
out the glaring errors, giving me the confidence to go a 
little wild in the original artwork.

     The color I applied was mostly watercolor—usual-
ly the Holbein brand. My favorite! The sky and some 
parts of the snow were colored with a Faber Castell 
graphite stick that I shaved with a craft knife and then 
brushed onto the paper.

      Last but not least, came the line work. When I first 
moved to Long Island and joined SCBWI, I used either 
a black Sharpie or Micron pen for all my line work. Ten 
years and many critiques later, I’m rethinking the tools 
I use to allow for a more varied and expressive line. In 
this case, I chose a combination of brush marker and 
pen and ink.   

© Annina Luck

    Here’s a final note on the Photoshop part: it’s always 
exciting to scan the finished illustration and check 
to see if there is anything else it needs. In this case, 
I wanted to add snowflakes, but after some trial and 
error, I needed to learn a new technique. I received an 
excellent lesson in creating a proper snowflake from 
Amal Karzai.

     A few weeks after I finished this illustration, I was still 
thinking about those three birds. I had imagined them 
as friends when I painted them, but now I saw them as 
a family, and a completely different story came to me. 
All along, the Mama bird, the one in the middle, was 
hoping to go ice skating.

Annina is the former Illustrator Coordinator for SCBWI Long Island chapter and 
looks forward to devoting her newfound extra time to revising her NaNoWriMo 
story and experimenting with illustrations. They will feature her newest favorite 
texture—glue. She lives in Huntington with her husband, Daniel, and two cats, 
Tom and Tux. 
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 (This is the modified continuation of Modifier Muddled’s modified question from our fall issue.)

Dear Debbie,

     And one more thing, please, if you have the 
time, might you also address the following com-
ment which may be or may not be related to my 
other problem.

    There is a super picky someone in my group 
who wrote “UNCLEAR (squinting modifier)” after 
one of my rather poetic sentences.

     “Wilfred the Walrus who was swimming 
clumsily slithered onto a rough rock.”

I like the grand flow of this sentence and can’t 
see at all what the problem is and am tempted 
to tell them that it is their HANDWRITING which 
is unclear!

But being a faithful member of SCBWI and being 
willing to keep learning and improving, I wanted 
to check it out with you first.

Thanking you so much in advance for your time; 
your comments are most welcome.

Yours truly,

Modifier Muddled

Dear Muddled,

     A squinting modifier is a type of misplaced modifier. It’s a modifier caught in the middle. It could 
modify what comes before it or what comes after it.

     In the case of your Walrus, the reader doesn’t know if he was a clumsy swimmer or a clumsy 
slitherer. To correct a squinting modifier, you’ll usually need to move it or rephrase the sentence. 
Sometimes adjusting the punctuation can provide clarity.

    Here are some examples of how to repair your squinting sentence:
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     Use commas to group one verb with the adverb that 
modifies it. “Wilfred the Walrus, who was swimming 
clumsily, slithered onto a rough rock.”

     Change the wording to separate the adverb from one 
of the options. “Wilfred the Walrus swam clumsily and 
then slithered onto a rough rock.”

     Move the phrase with the modifier. “Clumsy swimmer 
Wilfred the Walrus slithered onto a rough rock.”

     Break the sentence into two. “Wilfred the Walrus 
who was a clumsy swimmer needed to rest. He slithered 
onto a rough rock.”

     Notice that these sentences all suggest Wilfred is a 
clumsy swimmer. Of course, you may have meant he’s a 
clumsy slitherer. If so, rewrite accordingly.

    Here’s a sentence to practice with:

    Jen disguised school supplies cleverly stolen by the 
unicorn.

    How many ways can you rephrase this to make the 
meaning clearer?

     Writing Tip: Adverbs are most likely to be squint-
ing. Using a strong verb instead of an adverb may help 
you avoid squinting modifiers. Instead of “swimming 
clumsily,” perhaps Wilfred paddled or splashed through 
the water. Instead of “clumsily slithered,” perhaps you 
could use clambered or add another verb, like slipped, 
to show his hindered slithering.

     Go to Grammar Monster to help you practice and 
learn more.

Debbie Vilardi is the Kid LIt News managing editor and a global moderator 
for the SCBWI Blueboards. She is a published poet and author of leveled 
readers available in South Korea and the United States. She also copy edits 
for Front Vision, a teen sci-tech magazine produced in China. Learn more 
about her by visiting her website and following her on Twitter.

©RM Rivera

https://www.grammar-monster.com/glossary/squinting_modifier.htm
https://www.debbievilardi.com/
https://twitter.com/dvilardi1
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     The aura of midtown glamour at the Grand 
Hyatt Hotel made it the perfect place for a con-
ference held on Oscars Weekend. The Academy 
Awards were a mere two days away when SCBWI 
held its own Gala to celebrate the Golden Kite 
Award winners. Listening to the recipients deliver 
their acceptance speeches always has me envision-
ing myself up on that stage, humble and grateful, 
thanking all those who corrected my sentence 
structure, critiqued my characters, and never 
advised me to keep my day job. To quote Bogart 
as Sam Spade, “It’s the stuff that dreams are made 
of.”

     Special guest speaker James Patterson provided 
signed copies of Max Einstein, Rebels with a Cause 
for all attendees and spoke of his devotion to youth 
literacy. That’s why he writes his Jimmy Books, 
stories designed to inspire a love of reading and 
encourage young readers to say, “Please give me 
another book!” Patterson spoke of visiting prisons 
to promote literacy for the incarcerated. He said 
our jails are filled with mostly young men who 
never read books as children but who now read 
voraciously to fill the empty hours of their sentenc-
es. He said the irony is that if they read this much 
when they were growing up, they might not be in 
jail today. Since the average American adult reads 
at a fifth grade level, Patterson stressed the urgen-
cy of promoting literacy among the young early 
and often.

James Patterson with Lin Oliver, Executive Director, 
immediately left, with SCBWI staff. 

©Publishers Weekly
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Ali Arje is a journalist and children’s picture book writer. She received her MFA 
in creative writing from Hofstra University. Archived blog posts can be read at 
Onesanevoice.com.

     One of my breakout intensives was “The Language 
of Picture Books” with Ann Whitford Paul. Her Writ-
ing Picture Books is one of my bibles, a resource that 
I consult regularly. Like a proper groupie, I brought 
my copy along to have her autograph, which she was 
surprised and delighted to do. 

     In our session, she said the language of picture 
books must echo the action of the text. Early in her 
writing career she practiced learning the sounds that 
letters make by cupping her hand over her mouth 
and saying the letter into her palm while out walking. 
She noted that the hard sounds like K, Q, P, T signify 
excitement or stress (cuddle under quilts), while the 
soft sounds such as L, M, R, W are quiet and seem to 
have a falling feel (lonely, hummed). Ann said that 
she writes her story and then goes back to work on 
language later, making sure that each word is neces-
sary and every sound suitable.

Ali having her book autographed by Ann Whiford Paul.

     For one exercise, Ann told us to take out a work currently in 
progress, select a sentence or phrase, and ask ourselves ques-
tions: Does the language we used match the action? Did we 
utilize hard sounds when soft would be a better choice? Does 
the metaphor/simile ring true or sound cliché? Then came a 
quick primer on assonance (the repetition of vowel sounds as 
in muddy puddle), consonance (the repetition of consonant 
sounds as in click, clack, cluck), and onomatopoeia (words 
that imitate sounds like buzz, crash, and meow). Finally, we 
set out to revise our selected passage and share the results 
with the group. After listening to each other’s revisions, we 
agreed that sometimes just the right word or sound makes all 
the difference. For example, the word “dwell” conjures more 
poetry than “reside.” If we take the time to try diverse ways to 
say what we see in our minds, we just might make our words 
dance on the page.

    On my way home through Grand Central Station that day, 
I wondered if my newfound inspiration was evident in my 
springy step and enlightened visage. To my surprise, pleasant 
glances and small smiles greeted me on the subway. People 
nodded their heads my way on the Long Island Railroad. Wow, 
I thought, maybe I really do look like I’m bound for success. 
I opened our front door and caught my reflection in the hall 
mirror. There was the future famous author still wearing her 
giant nametag.

©Ali Arje

http://onesanevoice.com/
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     In our authors and blogging series, you’ve learned 
how blogging can help authors reach an audience and 
things to consider when starting a blog. Now that you 
have a blog, how do you ensure that everyone, includ-
ing editors and agents, will read it? Follow the tips 
below to create a must-read blog.

Write High-Quality, Relevant 
Content

     The best way to attract readers is to write high-qual-
ity, relevant content. Error-free writing with voice is 
a must. And know your audience. Are you writing for 
caregivers and readers of picture books? Or readers of 
middle grade or young adult novels? Which genres? 
For example, if you write multicultural picture books, 
create posts about different cultures and global educa-
tion. Include resource links for parents and educators 
and a menu tab with relevant activities for kids.

Post Consistently

     Whether you post once or several times a week, 
post new content on a schedule to set reader expec-
tations. When starting out, post more often so you’ll 
have content for readers to explore. Consistency shows 
readers you’re committed, encouraging them to come 
back for more. Your SEO (search engine optimization) 
will also improve because web crawlers will find con-
tent on your site. This helps your site rank higher in 
web searches.   

Make It Easy to Navigate

     A user-friendly site is important for retaining an 
audience. Is there a menu with categories at the 
top of your homepage? Can industry professionals 
easily find your contact information and bio? Is the 
layout clean and easy to read? Readability matters. 
For example, a gray font on a white background is 
hard for people to see. A small font size will also 
hinder readability and may push readers to leave. 
Use headers to break up longer posts and highlight 
important areas. Headers help your audience and 
search engines to read and understand the text. 
Bullet points and lists also help with readability.

http://blogging can help authors reach an audience
https://longislandny.scbwi.org/files/2019/11/SCBWI-Long-Island-Kid-LIt-newsletter-fall-20197.pdf
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Maria Adcock is the founder of Bicultural Mama, an award-winning blog covering 
parenting, culture, food, travel, and health through the lens of a bicultural family. 
She has appeared on The Dr. Oz Show, Bloomberg News, Newsday, and a YouTube 
docuseries on Asian food. Maria is now represented with The Seymour Agency. 
Maria resides on Long Island with her family. Find her blog at www.BiculturalMa-
ma.com and follow her on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and Pinterest.

Include Images

     There is no rule for the number of photos to in-
clude. At a minimum, add one relevant image in the 
upper half of the web page so it’s visible without 
scrolling down. A photo’s splash of color in a sea of 
text grabs people’s attention. Note also that most 
social media sites pull an image from your post as its 
thumbnail image when readers share your content. 
Make sure you have photo rights. You can use your 
own photos, use images from stock sites, like Pixabay, 
or have the owner’s permission to use photos. You 
cannot use photos found on the Internet, even if you 
cite the source, without first checking photo rights. 
Doing so could put you in legal jeopardy.

Use Social Media

     Social media, such as Twitter, Facebook, and Insta-
gram, is essential for supporting your blog’s success. It 
doesn’t matter if you write the best content if no one 
finds it. Use social media to promote your blog posts, 
engage with readers, grow your fan base, and improve 
SEO. Fans who share your posts amplify your blog’s 
reach.

   Using the tips above to amplify your reach and en-
gage readers will maximize your chances of creating 
a must-read blog. In the next part of our series, we’ll 
delve deeper into how to use social media to grow 
your blog.

http://www.Bicultural Mama.com
http://www.BiculturalMama.com
http://www.BiculturalMama.com
https://twitter.com/biculturalmama
https://www.facebook.com/BiculturalMama/
https://www.instagram.com/biculturalmama/
https://www.pinterest.com/biculturalmama/
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©Literaticast

3. Audio Books:
     Recorded books are not just for travel. Listen to chil-
dren’s novels and how-to books on your iOS or Android 
devices at home. A subscription model like Amazon 
Audible offers a wide selection and a thirty-day trial. 
But apps like Libby and Hoopla are free through your 
public library. Get set up to borrow audio books on 
authorship like these with a click:

    • Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life    
       by Anne  Lamott

aloud on YouTube. Bookmaking guidance can also be 
viewed. Search by title or topic, or click these links
for a fun introduction:
  •  Storyline Online 
  •  Story Time Bunnies
  •  Miss Becky and Bear’s Story Time
  •  Lynne Chapman’s Illustration Channel
  •  Reedsy: a self-publishing marketplace 

    A kidlit conference inspires you. That month-
ly critique meeting enhances your craft. But with 
Internet access and a smartphone you can augment 
learning any day you like. Hear podcasts on your 
commute, watch videos in the gym, and take inter-
active classes at your kitchen table.

A wide web of enrichment awaits!

1. Fab Podcast:
     I adore Literaticast on Apple Podcasts, hosted by 
Jennifer Laughran, an agent from the Andrea Brown 
Literary Agency. Jenn L is a superb interviewer, and 
her impressive guests—agents, editors, and cre-
atives—generously share their tips and resources. 
Each episode is a delightful cross between a coffee 
klatch and a professional children’s book seminar.

2. Online Lessons:  
     Skillshare is a repository of thousands of instruc-
tional videos, a feast for anyone with a creative 
streak. Some classes are free, but the $99 yearly 
subscription is money well spent, considering a 
single onsite course may cost far more. Try a free 
project or launch a two–month trial to get started 
with offerings like these:

   •  101 Guide to Picture Books with Nina Rycoft
   •  Character Illustration with Gabriel Picolo
   •  Writing Fiction with Lisa Ko
   •  Demystifying Poetry with Hanif Abdurraqib
   •  Sketchbook Illustration with Samantha Dion     
       Baker

2. Mentor Videos:
     Need to examine a picture book but can’t get to 
the library? Many titles—old and new—are read

https://www.audible.com/ep/freetrial?source_code=GO1GB12109141890IY&device=d&ds_rl=1262685&ds_rl=1257028&ds_rl=1260658&cvosrc=ppc.google.amazon%20audible%20books&cvo_campaign=226473129&cvo_crid=384320085240&Matchtype=e&gclid=Cj0KCQjw17n1BRDEARIsAFDHFex-jktqMF1fdVg0DMGmnVLLtZmSN9YhMuYQcxK1z72XN_oFFcIdieYaAnW2EALw_wcB&gclsrc=aw.ds
https://www.audible.com/ep/freetrial?source_code=GO1GB12109141890IY&device=d&ds_rl=1262685&ds_rl=1257028&ds_rl=1260658&cvosrc=ppc.google.amazon%20audible%20books&cvo_campaign=226473129&cvo_crid=384320085240&Matchtype=e&gclid=Cj0KCQjw17n1BRDEARIsAFDHFex-jktqMF1fdVg0DMGmnVLLtZmSN9YhMuYQcxK1z72XN_oFFcIdieYaAnW2EALw_wcB&gclsrc=aw.ds
https://www.overdrive.com/apps/libby/
https://www.hoopladigital.com/
https://www.youtube.com/
https://www.youtube.com/user/StorylineOnline
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC9b2EP3pRfZ4RZ4ZA6KdYHg
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCKpyraU6pF3200DyTzZrqqA
https://www.youtube.com/user/LChapmanillustrator
hhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6pZ5Il7kw8c
https://www.jenniferlaughran.com/literaticast
https://www.skillshare.com/
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Teri Daniels has authored feature articles and humor essays, four 
picture books from Viking, Winslow, and Scholastic, and a decade 
of web and print marketing for a midsized consulting firm.  
Follow her and click on Twitter for observational comedy. Friend 
her on Facebook for fun.

      • Save the Cat! The Last Book on Screenwriting You’ll    
         Ever Need by Blake Snyder

     • On Writing Well: An Informal Guide to Writing 
        Nonfiction by William Zinsser

     • Writing Fiction Writing Fiction: A Guide to Narrative      
        Craft  by Janet Burroway

     • It’s Never Too Late to Begin Again: Discovering 
        Creativity and Meaning at Midlife and Beyond 
        by Julia Cameron

4. Noise Control:
     A “white noise” app on my phone helps me focus at 
my desk, but noise cancelling ear pods let me multitask 
on the move. Imagine enjoying an audio book while 
vacuuming, wood crafting, or blow-drying your hair. Noise 
cancelling pods are effective, but they require charging 
and vary in features and price. Explore these popular 
options:
     •  Apple AirPods Pro
     •  Sony WF-1000XM3
     •  Libratone Track air+

5. Insider Database:
     Know the publishing business like a pro. To search 
industry news, project acquisitions, dealmakers by genre, 
and much more, check out Publishers Marketplace. This 
online bulletin board catering to industry insiders costs 
$25 a month, so go slow to evaluate its effectiveness for 
you.

     Learning is still a journey, but these cool tools can 
enrich your craft where and when you choose!

©Blake Snyder

©Penguin Random 
House

https://twitter.com/bylinetd
https://www.publishersmarketplace.com/
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folder where they will spend their golden years. No 
cluttered desktop for me; I know where to look with 
minimum effort.

     I keep multiple copies of a digital file with a simple 
naming process. When I revise a file, I will save it with 
the name “Rev1” which stands for “Revision 1.” Each 
change gets a higher rev number. I have made many, 
many revisions of a file without fear that I will lose my 
work. I safely discard older versions when I am happy 
with the results. Backup your files regularly to an exter-
nal drive.

     When you create art, you end up with a lot of stuff, 
whether paper or digital. I personally have spent more 
time than I care to admit looking for lost sketches 
instead of working. As a result, I came up with my own 
way of trying to keep my work and projects grouped 
together, and you can too. With a little preparation and 
some thought, you can take the confusion out of locat-
ing files and get yourself back to the business of creat-
ing art instead of playing detective. Trust me on this.

Stephen’s shuffled papers on his drafting table.                                     
©Stephen Ingram

    It’s missing. You can’t find the perfect sketch 
you did a few days ago. You shuffle papers, look 
through computer files, and slowly die a little 
inside knowing that the perfect piece of art is 
lost. If only you were more organized, this 
wouldn’t have happened. But it did, and by taking 
some simple steps before you start, you can stay in 
the business of creating art instead of obsessing over 
lost work. The practices of grouping, naming, and 
properly storing your art will make that easy.

     When I am developing a story or illustration, I 
usually find myself with piles of sketches. To keep 
smaller artwork organized, I use folders, which I 
buy in bulk. I write a unique title on the outside 
and throw everything inside. Loose sketches go in a 
generic “sketch” folder, but if they are good enough, 
they may merit their own folder. No more shuffling 
papers to look for one of my ideas. They are all clear-
ly labeled.

     For uncommon sizes of art, I use binder clips. 
These come in several different sizes and can easily 
hold quite a few sheets together. To prevent storage 
issues, throw out art even if it has some importance 
as long as the basic ideas are somewhere in your 
bound paper. You can’t save everything, and you 
shouldn’t try. Just save your best.

     Digital files need to be grouped together and giv-
en a well-thought-out name and place to be stored. 
I place everything in a “work in progress” folder by 
project title. This folder is a staging area for my work. 
Completed files graduate and move to my “art” 
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Stephen Ingram is an author/illustrator working toward his first picture book. 
He has always been fascinated with how art can convey both story and emo-
tion in a single picture. A librarian by trade, with degrees in education and art, 
Stephen works in pen, ink, and watercolor. He is the Assistant Illustrator Coor-
dinator and an active member in the new Long Island SCBWI chapter.
http://stepheningram.com/

©Stephen Ingram

http://stepheningram.com/
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     Does anyone remember the “Draw Me” match-
book covers contests? First, let me say, I have always 
held artists in high esteem; their talents and abilities, 
to use a cliche, “are far beyond that of mortal man.”

     Since between them my parents smoked over six 
packs of cigarettes a day, I was never far from a book 
of matches. I drew all the characters on them: Spunky 
the donkey, Winky the doe, to name a few.

    Imagine the possibility of winning a $750.00 schol-
arship in the 60s for doing what I liked to do. The 
company responded by sending me a thick packet. I 
did whatever it asked and sent it back.

     Finally, an answer arrived. There was a phase two. 
Really? My father saw the amount for the school and 
said, “Sorry, but we can’t afford it.”

    That Christmas, my parents surprised me with the 
Learn to Draw with Jon Gnagy book. It was fantastic, 
and they followed it with the Jon Gnagy Master Art 
Studio Set. I drew and drew until all the pencils and 
charcoal sticks were nubs.

    Around that time, a friend threw down a chal-
lenge: I couldn’t draw a straight line with a ruler. Ha! I 
grabbed a wooden ruler, one with a metal edge, from 
a junk drawer (remember them?) in our kitchen.     

    

 “Watch this,” I said as I ran my number two pencil 
down the edge.

     It all ended within half a second. The point of 
my pencil hit a nick in the metal guard, sealing my 
fate as the guy who couldn’t draw a straight line 
with a ruler. Of course, I continued to draw. I’ve 
drawn our family birth announcements and birth-
day and Christmas cards. Writing them has allowed 
me to incorporate some of my semi-artistic ability 
(doodling).

     My friend and I tried to resurrect his college 
comic strip, Bizz & Buzz, about two wacky bugs. I 
wrote thirty-three scripts and suggested we bring 
them to life as an animated cartoon. We hashed 
out different renderings of them and tried to get 
someone interested in making the cartoon.

    It exists now only as a memory on YouTube

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1o6JNc1c3sY&feature=youtu.be
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Mike lives in Seaford with his wife, three kids, three dogs, and a mort-
gage. He has two beautiful grandchildren. He’s been a radio disc 
jockey, voice-over artist, and on camera talent, and he loves to write 
and draw. He even had an audition at Saturday Night Live. (Didn’t get 
it, but he tried!) His family is most happy when he goes into the base-
ment and gets lost for hours writing and drawing. It’s the only time 
they get possession of the remote control.

    I decided to write a 
picture book and illustrate
 it for our first grandchild, 
Declan. I’m not saying I draw 
slowly, but by the time I finished
it, he was nine months old. 
Thank goodness, I don’t work 
for the bomb squad. 
How much time is left? 
BOOM!

     So, if at the next 
meeting, you see me stare too 
long at one of your book covers or have an
odd expression on my face as I gaze upon one of your 
illustrations, don’t think me strange. Know that I am 
enamored, in awe, and extremely envious of the talent 
you possess.

     Oh, by the way, should someone challenge you by
saying you couldn’t draw a straight line with a ruler, 
make sure you grab a plastic one—just in case. 

©Jon Gnay Master Art Studio
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     Why would a retired teacher, at age sixty, write 
a children’s picture book? One reason was the 
nagging memory that I’d been unable to find an 
appropriate book for the unit on “the family.” About 
half of my students weren’t living with both parents 
then, yet all they saw in books were typical nuclear 
families. The other factor was firsthand knowledge 
of how young children reacted when their families 
dissolved. 

     Thinking like a five-year-old was not difficult as 
I’d spent eighteen years teaching kindergarten. At 
night, I found myself creating monologues in bed 
and having to write them down. In no time, I had 
the text for my twenty-six-page picture book, Han-
nah’s Two Homes: Life in a “Blended” Family; a Five-
Year-Old’s Perspective. In 2005, I sent it to a plethora 
of publishers hoping one might provide an illustrator 
and publish my book. Although I received encour-
agement, no offers were forthcoming.

     Fast forward twelve years: I attended a program 
at my public library where authors shared their 
experiences with self-publishing. I discovered I could 
pay a company to publish, market, and illustrate my 
book. Serendipitously, the very next day, I received 
a call from the Xlibris rep I’d solicited earlier. She 
asked if I intended to proceed with my project. She 
outlined a program that would produce a full-color 
paperback. Pricey? Yes, but I asked myself “if I don’t 
do it now, then when?”

    Hannah’s Two Homes was published in 2017 and 
sold on Amazon.com and barnesandnoble.com for 
$22.99. As naïve as I was, I knew that not even Dr. 
Seuss’s paperbacks retailed at that high a price, but 
Xlibris wouldn’t let me drop the MSRP below 

$17.99. Not surprisingly, very few books sold, and 
those were to family.

     In June 2018, my rep transferred to AuthorCentrix, 
another self-publishing house, and I followed her. My 
paperback was re-published at $7.99! Libraries re-
quire a hardcover, so I paid to create one. The MSRP? 
$14.99! Encouraged, I got my first, and only, royalty 
check—$48! That fall, AuthorCentrix went bankrupt, 
leaving me with unpaid royalties and unfulfilled 
services. Was this the end of my short-lived second 
career?

     In desperation, I contacted IngramSpark/Lightning 
Source: my book’s printer. A kind representative

Hannah’s Two Homes: Life in a “Blended” Family; a 
Five-Year-Old’s Perspective written, published  and 
republished by Melodie Tegay©2018.
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Melodie Tegay was born in New York City in 1945. Her undergraduate and graduate 
studies in teaching, social work, and psychology led to a thirty-three-year teaching 
career. Though she officially retired in 2001, she still substitutes in a local public 
school. She is the mother of two adult children and the grandmother of six. She cur-
rently lives with her husband on Long Island, N.Y.

got permission and guided me through the process of 
transferring my title to them. I became my own publisher! 
They advised me to offer resellers a standard discount 
of 55 percent and raised the price of my hardcover to 
$16.99. This change motivated Dr. Gary Yorke, a psycholo-
gist, to purchase several paperbacks. Ingram rebroadcast 
my book on Amazon.com and barnesandnoble.com and 
added Walmart.com. They distributed it to their global 
network with an enticement: resellers get a no risk, 100 
percent returnability guarantee. Ingram’s customer ser-
vice is 24/7; for this, I am eternally grateful. 

     Despite the challenges this now almost seventy-five-
year-old has had to surmount, I’m glad I didn’t give up on 
my second career as an author. With the encouragement 
and guidance of my local library “tech guru,” I’m even 
ready to tackle some newer tricks.
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If you have questions,  e-mail us at this link
longislandny@scbwi.org 

      ZOOM EVENTS!

https://longislandny.scbwi.org/events/save-the-
date/

  Go to scbwi and check out scbwi.org or click on 
scbwi regional webinars to find SCBWI webinars across 

the regions in the United States and abroad.

https://longislandny.scbwi.org/events/dos-and-
donts-of-the-query-letter-with-bibi-lewis/

https://longislandny.scbwi.org/
https://longislandny.scbwi.org/events/save-thedate/
https://longislandny.scbwi.org/events/save-thedate/
https://www.scbwi.org/
https://www.scbwi.org/regional-webinars/
https://longislandny.scbwi.org/events/dos-and-donts-of-the-query-letter-with-bibi-lewis/
https://longislandny.scbwi.org/events/dos-and-donts-of-the-query-letter-with-bibi-lewis/
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    We’d like to give our heartfelt appreciation and thanks to Annnina Luck for creating the cover art and writ-
ing the article. A humongous amount of gratitude and love to everyone: our writers, our staff, and guests who 
volunteered and made the sixth edition of Kid LIt News fantastic! 

     Contributors retain copyright to their work. All content is copyright ©2020. No copyright infringement is 
intended. Reuse material only with permission. Kid LIt News is a quarterly and educational newsletter of the 
Long Island, New York region of the Society of Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators (SCBWI), the interna-
tional organization for professionals in children’s publishing.  Learn more by contacting the SCBWI offices: 4727 
Willshire Blvd, Suite 301, Los Angeles, CA 90048. Phone 323. 782.2010  scbwi@scbwi.org.
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