
WHAT’S 

YOUR 

CANOE? 
 

Identifying your manuscript’s 

Achilles Heel(s) 
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HELLO! 
I’m LS Hawker. 

I have three novels out: THE 

DROWNING GAME, BODY 

AND BONE, and END OF THE 

ROAD. My fourth, THE 

THROWAWAYS, drops on 

1/22/19. 
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THE STORY OF 

THE CANOE 
From my second novel, BODY AND BONE. 
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BODY AND BONE was my 

second novel, and I had four 

months to write it.  
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HOW DO YOU KNOW IF THERE’S A CANOE IN YOUR 

STORY, AND HOW DO YOU FIND OUT WHAT IT IS? 

◈ Don’t worry about it on your first draft. Just 

write it 

◈ After your first read-through, something 

feels false but you can’t figure out what, so 

you ignore it 

◈ Use beta readers 

7 



 

QUESTIONS TO 

ASK YOURSELF… 
Canoes generally spring from one or more of the following… 
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DO I FEEL COMPELLED TO WRITE SOMETHING 

THAT’S “NEVER BEEN DONE BEFORE”? 
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DO I BELIEVE THAT BUDDHA/MUHAMMAD/THE UNIVERSE/ THE 

FLYING SPAGHETTI MONSTER/GOD HAS GIVEN ME A MESSAGE 

I MUST IMPART TO THE WORLD? 
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AM I SO PASSIONATE ABOUT MY CAUSE THAT THE REST OF 

WORLD MUST BECOME AWARE OF AND EMBRACE THAT 

CAUSE, AND MY NOVEL IS JUST A VEHICLE FOR THAT? 
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◈ Atlas Shrugged by Ayn Rand 

◆ Message: Objectivism good 

◆ Problem: Did we need a 90-page sermon from John 

Galt? 

◈ Climate of Change by Piers Anthony 

◆ Climate change 

◆ Problem: In between lectures on culture, a small 

group of archetypes with names like Hero, Haven, 

and Harbinger act out scenarios that demonstrate 

Anthony's ideas. The result resembles nothing so 

much as a middle-school textbook with cheery 

characters attempting to make learning fun, except 

that these characters are deadly earnest.  
13 

e

x

a

m

p

l

e

s

 



“ 
Many opinionated writers fail to entertain 

because they engage in extraneous 

pontificating, rather than make their 

ideas integral to the stories themselves. 

The trick is to weave a 

provocative theme or premise into the 

very fabric of your story, making it the 

thread that connects your characters to 

each other and to the events of the plot. 14 
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AM I JUST USING THIS NOVEL AS ONE LONG 

SETUP FOR A HILARIOUS JOKE OR COMEDIC BIT? 
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    "Call me Wild Hare," Curt said, pointing at a vanity license 

plate tacked to the front door. "Everybody does." 

     "You spelled it wrong," Karen said. "It should be H-A-I-

R." 

     Curt shook his head. "Not according to the State of Kansas. 

It comes from that saying, 'He got a wild hare up his ass and 

did something crazy.' 'Scuse my Latin." 

     Karen shook her head back at Curt. "No—the expression is 

wild hair, H-A-I-R, up your ass. It's a hair, not a hare." 

     "But how in the world would a hair get up your ass?" 

     "How would a rabbit?"  16 
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AM I OBSESSED WITH THE DESIRE TO 

CONTROL MY READER’S EXPERIENCE? 
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AM I ONLY TRYING TO WRITE TO THE 

MARKET? 
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Don’t: 

◈ Write your protag as a 

person of color: it reeks 

of white savior 

complex 

◈ Write to stereotype, 

i.e., sassy gay best 

friend 

THE DIVERSITY PARADOX 

Do: 

◈ Use a diverse cast of 

characters 

◈ Focus on universal 

human emotions, 

conflicts, flaws 
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“ 
We don’t need white authors getting 

published for writing the stories of 

people of color; we need more people 

of color to get published and be 

represented in an industry that has 

historically disenfranchised them.” 

-Nazahet Hernandez, Read Diverse Books blog 
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AM I CANNIBALIZING ONE STORY FOR 

ANOTHER AND IT JUST DOESN’T FIT? 
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AM I LETTING SENTIMENT OVERCOME MY 

STORY SENSE? 
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YES, THEME CAN 

BECOME A 

CANOE 
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According to Chuck Wendig, 

you can zero in on your theme 

by asking these three questions: 

◈ “What is this story about?”  

◈ “Why do I want to tell this story?”  

◈ “Why will anyone care?” 
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“ 
Theme is a drop of poison: subtle, 

unseen, but carried in the 

bloodstream to the heart and brain 

just the same. Repeat after me, 

penmonkeys: Your story is not a 

sermon. 
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REALITY VS 

FICTION 
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Fiction should 

◈ Make more sense than 

reality 

◈ Flow logically: cause-> 

effect 

THE REALITY TRAP 

Fiction shouldn’t 

◈ Try to exactly mirror 

reality (i.e., dialogue) 

◈ Be a random series of 

events like reality 
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INCONSISTENCY 
USING A GLOSSARY OR SPREADSHEET 
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Inconsistency in character 

◈ Basic details: names, ages, physical 

descriptions 

◈ Key personality traits and quirks, gestures, 

tics 

◈ Basic character arc/role in the story 
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Inconsistency in world-building 

◈ Locations visited or mentioned throughout 

the story 

◈ Era-specific technology, cultural and world 

events 

◈ Political/power structures 
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YOUR SECOND LINE 

OF DEFENSE: THE 

BETA READER 
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Should not be 

◈ one of your usual 

critique partners 

◈ your mom, or any other 

person who “just wants 

you to be happy” 

◈ a writer, if possible 

 

IDEALLY, A BETA READER 

Should be 

◈ a reader in regular life 

◈ someone whose 

judgement you trust in 

general 

◈ scrupulously honest, 

even brutally so 

◈ your “ideal reader” 32 



HOW TO FIND 

THE RIGHT 

BETA 

READERS 
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Offer goodies: 

◈ A signed copy of your 

book when it’s 

completed 

◈ Their name mentioned 

in the acknowledge-

ments section of your 

published book 

DON’T EXPECT SOMETHING FOR NOTHING 

◈ A gift card 

◈ Swag related to the 

book 
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◈ Do you have enough 

time to go over the 

manuscript 

thoroughly? 

◈ Do you find flaws in 

published books 

regularly? 

QUESTIONS TO ASK POTENTIAL BETA 

READERS 

◈ Can you be brutally 

honest with me? 
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1. Make sure everything is written out for them 

beforehand: will you do everything electronically or via 

hardcopy? 

 
2. Set a deadline. Be as generous as you can, ideally about 

four weeks. 

 

 

BETA READER GUIDELINES 
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3. Make it clear they don’t need to worry about 

punctuation, missing words, or other mistakes in the copy. 

A copy editor will take care of those items. You’re 

interested in high-level comments only. 

 
4. Stress that their comments should be as complete and 

explanatory as possible. 

 

 

BETA READER GUIDELINES 2 
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5. Decide whether you’ll ask these same people to read it 

multiple times after edits have been made and let them 

know right up front. 

 

6. Direct them to be on the lookout for plot points, 

characters, events, quirks, causes that DON’T BELONG. 

If anything feels false or out of place, please make a note 

of it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BETA READER GUIDELINES 3 
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THANKS! 
Any questions? 

You can find me @ 
 

LSHAWKER.COM 

FACEBOOK.COM/LSHAWKER 

TWITTER.COM/LSHAWKER_AUTHOR 

INSTAGRAM.COM/LSHAWKER_AUTHOR 

This presentation is available in PDF format at http://LSHawker.com/resources 


