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תיִׂשָעְו
 ויָתֹרָעְּק
 ויָתֹּפַכְו

 ויָת ֹו ׂשְק ּו
 ויָתֹּיִּקַנְמ ּו
 ְךַּסֻי רֶׁשֲא
 בָהָז ןֵהָּב

 הֶׂשֲעַּת ר ֹוהָט
םָתֹא

Make its 
bowls, 
ladles, 
jars and 
pitchers 
with 
which 
to offer 
libations; 
make them 
of pure 
gold.

St. Paul / Alfei Menashe
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A Complicated Bunch: Sephardic 

vs. Ashkenazi Identity

Below is an excerpt from the first conversation between Alma and Manuel:

[Alma] raised an eyebrow, her smile almost teasing. “So just how Catholic 
are you?”

I laughed. “I was seriously considering attending seminary before we 
left Spain.”

“That bad, huh.” She laughed, too. “To be a priest?”
“Yes.”
“What made you decide not to?”
“I did not really decide. I just put off the decision for now.” I smiled. “And 

just how Jewish are you?”
She shrugged. “Oh, you know… traditional? I keep kosher and observe 

the Sabbath and all that. We Sephardim don’t buy into the Ashkenazi 
obsession with labels and boxes, but if you insist, I might fall somewhere 
between Orthodox and Conservative. Conservadox, if you like.”

She gestured a lot as she spoke. It was adorable.
“I… see.”
She seemed to register that I didn’t—at all—because she smiled apolo-

getically. “Never mind. Jews. We’re a complicated bunch.”

3
 i What do you think Alma means by “Ashkenazi obsession with 

labels and boxes”?

 i How has Ashkenazi culture differed from Sephardi culture in terms 
of self-definition?

 i Why do you think that difference exists?

p. 26-27



6

Why Does It Matter?

Both Alma and Míriam are asked at some point why it is so important to them to 
keep their Jewish traditions.

This is Alma’s answer :

“So in Judaism, the physical world is perceived as basically neutral. Whether 
it’s good or bad depends on what we choose to do with it. So when I make 
a blessing on a cupcake, and make sure the cupcake is kosher, I have turned 
the ordinary act of eating and enjoying a cupcake into a holy act.” [...] “That’s 
why Jewish law gets into all the little minutiae of daily life. Because even 
the act of saying a blessing over a cupcake increases God’s presence in my 
life and in the world. Even more so doing things that are hard.”

[...]
“But you know… beyond all that…” Alma went on. “I don’t know, Manuel. 

My ancestors suffered a lot throughout the centuries. They really should 
have disappeared as a nation after the first exile, but they didn’t. The fact 
that we still exist today as an identifiable group with a common religion 
and heritage is nothing short of a miracle. And I have to ask myself—what 
is this thing they lived and died for? Why was it important enough for 
them to risk so much and sacrifice so much to preserve it for all this time? 
If someone went through hell and high water for two and a half millennia 
just to pass you a letter, wouldn’t you want to read it?”

Here is Miriam’s answer:

“Because…” She sighed. “It’s hard to explain, Don León. It’s something so 
deep, so much a part of who I am, I’m not sure I can really put it into words.” 
She paused. “I believe very strongly in God. I believe that He gave us the 
Torah as a gift of His love. I believe that He shows us His love every day, 
by giving us everything—food, shelter, the breath that we draw. Keeping 
His commandments is…” She thought for a moment. “It’s my way of telling 
Him that I love Him, too. So I keep them, even if it’s difficult and I don’t 
always understand them.”

p. 173-174

p. 191
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3

What do you think?

 i How are their answers different, and how are they similar?

 i How do you think the differences in their answers are influenced 
by the historical periods in which they live?
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Humor: Breaking the Ice 

or Making Trouble?

Alma and Manuel frequently joke around and tease each other about their cultural 
and religious differences… to varied effects. Below are two examples:

“Well,” I said, trying to gather my thoughts. “At least maybe that means 
you won’t miss me in your Heaven?”

Alma gave me a wry smile. “Here’s hoping we Jews are right, then, huh?”
“Maybe you should consider being baptized, just to make sure we’re both 

covered.”
I meant it as a joke, but I should have realized by that point that Alma 

was not in the mood for it. Her brow furrowed in anger and she shoved 
her chair back from the table.

“Don’t even joke about that, Manuel,” she growled. She jabbed her finger 
toward the plaza. “Don’t you even realize where we are? This is Plaza Mayor. 
Do you have any idea how many Jews were burned alive—right—there—
because someone thought they should consider being baptized?”

3
“And… well… isn’t not believing in the Trinity… heresy or something?”
He sighed, ran a hand through his hair, and said nothing.
“I could burn you at the stake a little if it would make you feel better,” I 

added helpfully after a moment.
He laughed and glanced at me warmly.
“That is very generous of you, Alma.”
“Any time.”

3

p. 152

p. 244
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What do you think?

 i Why do you think Manuel’s joke in the first excerpt goes over badly, 
while Alma’s joke in the second excerpt goes over well?

 i In what circumstances might humor relieve tension, and in what 
circumstances might it make it worse?

 i While the relationship between Alma and Manuel in many ways 
echoes the relationship between Míriam and León, this is one fea-
ture that seems to be exclusive to the former. Why do you think 
Míriam and León don’t use humor this way?
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Christianity & Judaism: Parent Religions

On page 179, Manuel compares Christianity and Judaism like this:

“I think there is a lot about Christianity that is very ‘fatherly’. Judaism…” 
I smiled. “It’s more like my mother.” I mimicked her in a sharp falsetto: 
“Eat this! Don’t touch that! Say ‘please’! For the love of God, get a haircut!”

3

What do you think?

 i What aspects of Judaism do you think Manuel is illustrating by 
comparing it to his mother?

 i What do you think he means by Christianity being more ‘fatherly’?

 i What else might support the idea that Manuel’s feelings about 
Christianity are related to his relationship with his father, while 
his feelings about Judaism are related to his relationship with his 
mother?

p 179
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Anti-semitism in the 21st Century

After Alma and Manuel have a run-in with some neo-Nazis, they have a conver-
sation about modern manifestations of anti-semitism. Below is an excerpt:

“There were no Jews to kill for hundreds of years. The Alhambra Decree 
was still in effect until the middle of the twentieth century. But somehow 
the traditions remained. Up until the ’70s there were still villages all over 
Spain where they would go throw stones at where the judería used to be.”

“What the heck, Spain?!” Alma exclaimed, throwing up her arms as we 
approached the crosswalk on the two-lane Carrera de la Virgen. “Can you 
imagine if there was still a festival in, like, Louisiana, called ‘Lynch Negroes’? 
‘It’s just an expression! We’re just drinking lemonade!’”

I sighed. “Yes. Americans are much more sensitive about these things.”
“Sheesh. No wonder your mom wanted to get you out of here.”
I opened my mouth to reply, but then closed it again. Honestly, I had 

never really thought about that in depth before. I knew my mother was 
upset about the flippant racism and especially the antisemitism here, but 
I had always shrugged it off as her making a big deal out of nothing—it’s 
not like there were a lot of Jews around to be offended by it. But she had 
insisted that wherever there was antisemitism, there was evil… that it was 
an expression of the dark side of man’s nature. I had thought she was crazy.

3

What do you think?

 i What are the differences between the manifestations of antisem-
itism in the 15th century versus those in the 21st century as por-
trayed in the book?

p. 263
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 i What do you think Manuel’s mother means when she says that 
“wherever there is anti-semitism, there is evil”? Do you agree?
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An Impossible Choice

Throughout the historical narrative of By Light of Hidden Candles, people of faith—
both Jewish and Christian—find that their personal safety and that of their family 
is pitted against their religious and moral values. One character who embodies this 
dilemma is Abraham de Carmona.

Below is an excerpt from a conversation between him and his daughter Míriam 

“I don’t know if I ever told you this… but we were offered the choice to 
convert rather than leave Seville.”

Míriam shrugged. “I knew that they usually offer that option.”
Abraham shifted uncomfortably, pulling his arm away and smoothing out 

his tunic. “Yes, but you didn’t know that I seriously considered accepting 
the offer.”

Míriam turned and stared at him, her eyes wide.
“You considered converting to Christianity?!”
“Not sincerely, of course. But your mother… I don’t know if you remem-

ber… she was already quite ill before we left. I was afraid she wouldn’t 
survive the move.” He took a deep breath and wiped away the tear that had 
forced its way out of his eye.

Míriam was too stunned to say anything.
“I thought that we could pretend, and live as many of our neighbors and 

friends had been forced to, keeping the Torah in secret. But your mother… 
she would hear none of it. She told me she would rather die on the way out 
of Andalusia than raise you as a conversa.”

Míriam stared at the candles, her eyes unfocused.
“I have often asked myself if I should have refused to listen to her…” 

Abraham’s voice cracked. He took another deep breath. “But only God 
knows what might have been had we stayed in Seville.”

3

p. 160-161
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What do you think?

 i Earlier in the book, we learn that Abraham has been risking his life 
to provide kosher wine to some converso families in the city. In 
light of this bit of his personal history, what do you think motivated 
him to help the converso families?

 i Do you think Abraham feels confident about the choices he’s made?

 i If you were in his place, do you think you would have made a dif-
ferent choice? Why or why not?
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The Power of Grief

Below is a scene that takes place between Manuel and his mother, Raquel:

She sighed and reached out to tug at my tie. Before she turned away, I saw 
her eyes glistening with tears. “And you look just like your father.”

The air in the room suddenly became heavy and crushing. I felt like I 
was struggling to breathe. I drew the air in deep and slow, having grown 
accustomed to these moments. They were less frequent now, but they did 
come, especially around the holidays when my father’s empty place at the 
table tore open the wound that could never quite heal.

My mother was leaning against the back of the chair, her back turned 
to me, her shoulders shaking. I put my hand on her back.

“Mama.”
She turned and hugged me furiously, burying her face into my chest. “I 

just miss him so much, Manuel.”
There it was, the familiar burning ache in my chest, the prickling in my 

eyes. Thirteen years had passed, but I was still that little boy, holding onto 
his sobbing mother in the hospital ward, not understanding how the world 
could possibly move forward from here.

My tears dripped onto her hair. “I miss him too, Mama,” I choked.

3

What do you think?

 i In previous scenes between Manuel and his mother, their rela-
tionship was shown to be very strained. What effect does the 
shared grief they experience in this scene seem to have on their 
relationship?

p.  86
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 i What other relationships in By Light of Hidden Candles are simi-
larly affected by a shared sense of grief (if not necessarily for the 
same loss)?

 i Why do you think grief has this effect? Does it sometimes have the 
opposite effect? What have been your experiences?
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The Nature of Love

On page 84, the following conversation takes place between Alma and her 
grandmother

“I don’t know, Alma. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m overreacting. I do trust 
you. You know I do. I just want to make sure you know that sometimes 
these things are out of our control. Love is funny that way.”

“But you know that love and infatuation are not the same thing. You’re 
the one who always told me that. You don’t ‘fall in love’ like you fall in a 
hole. Love isn’t the butterflies and the fireworks, it’s the commitment and 
the choosing every day to stay committed. Right? It’s a choice.”

“Yes. Absolutely.” She paused. “But this infatuation business… can be 
very powerful too.”

3 

What do you think?

 i What is the difference between “love” and “infatuation” according 
to Alma and her grandmother in this passage? Is this definition 
consistent with common ideas about love and romance in Western 
culture?

 i What do you think Grandma Alma was trying to teach Alma by 
making this distinction?

p. 84
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Boundaries

Over the course of the book, Rabbi Uri and Grandma Alma both warn Alma and 
Manuel that they are not being careful enough about “boundaries”:

“She and I had a fight about the trip to Granada right before you and I left 
Madrid... I literally hung up on her.”

“Let me guess,” Manuel said gently, with a knowing smile. “She warned 
you that we were not being careful enough about ‘boundaries’?”

“Yes…” I gave him a questioning look.
“Interesting. Rabbi Uri told me the exact same thing that night when 

we argued.”

3

What do you think?

 i What kind of boundaries are they referring to?

 i Do you think such boundaries should exist between people like 
Alma and Manuel?

 i Do you think it’s possible for people who are attracted to each 
other to remain “just friends”? If so, how? If not, why not?

p. 330
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The Deeds of the Fathers

Below is an excerpt from a conversation between Alma and her sister Mimi

“Listen. I have to figure out how to get this ring back to him.” I held it up. 
“I can’t let it stay with me the way our stupid twenty-three-times-great-
grandmother did, haunting us for five hundred years... I need to be the 
one to put an end to it.”

“What’s that Talmudic phrase? The one about the deeds of the fathers 
being a sign for their descendants?”

“Ma’aseh avot, siman l’vanim.” The phrase floated up from the depths of 
my memory from Hebrew school, and I felt a shiver go down my spine.

3

What do you think?

 i How did the deeds of the parents and grandparents in the story 
shape the futures of their children?

 i What can we learn from the stories of our ancestors? Is there a 
story about a parent, grandparent, or ancestor of yours that has 
shaped who you are today?

p. 316
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Q & A with Daniella Levy

Well, when I was four years old, I examined the 
ABC’s posted above the blackboard in my nurs-

ery school, and decided I would copy the letters onto a sheet of paper and pretend I was writing a 
letter…

I’m not joking. That’s how and when I taught myself to read and write. My mom would pick me up 
from kindergarten the following year and find me reading aloud to my fellow preschoolers. I always 
enjoyed writing, but I think it was when I immigrated to Israel at age nine that I started really thinking 
of myself as a writer. I started keeping a daily journal a couple weeks before the move. I wrote my first 
chapter book within the first year of aliyah. I used my bat mitzvah money, as was customary, to pur-
chase my first desktop computer, but my reason for being particularly excited about getting one was 
a bit unusual: I wanted to start writing a novel. And I did. I completed my first full-length novel 
between the ages of 12-14. I penned four additional novels before my 20th birthday. By Light of Hidden 
Candles is actually my sixth!

Did I ever! I sent my first query letter to a literary 
agent at the tender age of 15. I did get some encour-

aging responses, but nothing ended in a contract. When I 
was 19 a literary agent I’d come to know online even suggested the idea for my fifth novel and was 
planning to represent it, but it didn’t work out in the end. I had a long dry spell after that, and when I 
finally wrote By Light of Hidden Candles, I threw myself back into seeking an agent. I must have sent 
something like 150 query letters for that manuscript alone. Again, I got some encouraging responses, 
but ultimately they were all nos. I was very close to putting it back in the drawer and moving on when 
Yael Shahar of Kasva Press asked me to send her the manuscript.

That’s right. Half my life. I turned 30 in February.

That’s the million-dollar question! If you’d have asked 
me a couple years ago, I’d have said that I had no 

idea. I was driven by a force I didn’t really understand. The 
rejections hurt, and continuing to subject myself to a barrage of rejections felt like some kind of bizarre 
masochism. But at a certain point I realized that wasn’t it. It was that there’s this little voice deep inside 
me that whispers, I believe in my work. No amount of rejection, criticism, or discouragement had been 

Did you try to get your other 
novels published?

So it took you 15 years from 
your first query letter to your 
first published novel?

How did you keep going despite 
so much rejection?

How did you become a writer?
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able to silence that voice. When I realized that, I understood that nothing ever would. I was going to 
get published—or I was going to die trying. And given that I was 29 when I came to that realization, I 
figured my chances were pretty good!

The Rejection Survival Guide is a blog I started exactly 
from that place—trying, and failing, to publish fic-

tion for 15 years. I wanted to explore what it was that helped 
me build resilience against rejection, and challenge the com-

mon ideas of what that resilience should look like. Most writers are told not to get their hopes up when 
they’re waiting for a response. I think there is something fundamentally wrong with that approach; that 
we need to cultivate hope, not stifle it.

The crazy thing is that just one month and four days after I started that blog, I received my first ever 
acceptance for a short story. My fateful meeting with Yael Shahar came just a few months after that. 
After 15 years of “no”s, the “yeses” just started rolling in. It was as if God had been waiting for me to 
appoint myself an expert on rejection before finally letting me experience some “yeses”!

Yes, that’s true. Fiction has always been my passion, 
but I did publish nonfiction before. Most notably, I 

self-published my f irst book, Letters to Josep: An 
Introduction to Judaism, in March of 2016. The book was 

born from my other blog, Letters to Josep, which is a collection of letters to a Christian friend of mine 
who lives in Barcelona about Judaism. (Kasva Press intends to re-release Letters to Josep as well, prob-
ably next spring.)

Yes, indeed! There are definitely elements of the inter-
faith friendships in By Light of Hidden Candles that 

were inspired by my real-life friendship with Josep. Readers 
of Letters to Josep will recognize at least one conversation 
between Alma and Manuel that was as good as copy-pasted! 

I have always had a soft spot for intercultural friendships. Even as a kid, I took particular interest in 
people who came from very different places, had different practices, and spoke different languages (or 
even just with a different accent), and my writing has always reflected this.

The history of the Sephardic Jews, particularly during 
that tumultuous period, has fascinated me since the 

moment I picked up a copy of Naomi Ragen’s The Ghost of 
Hannah Mendes. If a history teacher ever mentioned the 

Spanish Inquisition in school, it was during a time when my Hebrew was not quite good enough yet to 
follow history class. So Naomi Ragen’s book was my first encounter with this captivating historical 

That’s when you started The 
Rejection Survival Guide. Can 
you tell us about it?

But it’s not that you hadn’t 
published anything before then. 
Tell us about your first book.

An American Jewish woman 
explaining Judaism to a Spanish 
Christian friend; that sounds 
familiar…

What inspired you to write 
about 15th century Spain and 
crypto-Judaism?
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period. Years later, I met someone who believed she was descended from crypto-Jews and was interested 
in returning to Judaism. I was completely floored by this phenomenon—that anusim held on to their 
identities and practices for so long that five hundred years later, their descendants were rediscovering 
their roots. Since then, I have been completely obsessed with medieval Spain, Sephardic Judaism, the 
Spanish Inquisition, and the phenomenon of crypto-Judaism. Dr. Gloria Mound, of blessed memory, 
founder of the Casa Shalom Institute for Marrano-Anusim Studies, was a family friend, and she intro-
duced me to the world of scholarship in this field. It was only a matter of time before this obsession 
expressed itself in fiction!

I muddled through it! Thankfully, these days, the Internet 
is an incredibly rich and useful source of information. I 

read extensively from books and academic papers, and when 
I got bold enough, I relayed some questions to experts. I joined an online initiative for transcribing 
medieval Spanish manuscripts—the Revealing Cooperation and Conflict project—and took two of the 
related “Deciphering Secrets” courses through Coursera and edX. The courses gave me a good back-
ground in working with medieval manuscripts. I also contacted the professor running the project, Dr. 
Roger Martínez-Dávila, to ask a few questions, and he has been enormously helpful! I took another 
online course on the Alhambra through the University of Granada; one on the Inquisition and the Jews 
through Rutgers University; and one on the relationship between the Jews and the Catholic Church via 
Coursera and Maryland University. I explored the streets of Madrid, Granada, Toledo, and Cartagena 
with Google Street View and sat through painfully boring footage from tour buses and dash-cams on 
YouTube. I even went from zero Spanish to B1 level literacy thanks to DuoLingo’s Spanish program! 
The Internet is amazing.

First of all, as mentioned, I’ve always been fascinated 
with cultures that are different from my own—espe-

cially other Jewish cultures. Many people are completely 
unaware of the cultural diversity within the Jewish people, 
and I hope that By Light of Hidden Candles helps bring to 
light (so to speak) that not every Jew is a Yiddish-speaking, 
lox-and-bagel-eating, light-skinned person!

I fell in love with Moroccan Jewish culture the way one 
would expect a Jew to fall in love with anything: through my stomach. Moroccan Jewish cooking fea-
tures bright colors, bold flavors, a rich abundance of spices, and varied fresh vegetables. In other words, 
it’s everything traditional Ashkenazi Jewish food isn’t! Many typical Moroccan Jewish dishes have 
become the standard fare at Israeli weddings and events, like their fried beef “cigars” and pasteles, slow-
cooked tajines and couscous, and colorful, spicy, and tangy salads. If I recall correctly, Moroccans are 
the largest cultural group of non-Ashkenazi Jews in Israel, so I had plenty of opportunity to encounter 
other aspects of their culture—the music, the traditional dress, and the history. Most famously, they are 

How did you go about your 
research?

What brings an Ashkenazi 
Jewish writer like yourself 
to focus on this little-known 
minority within a minority in 
the Jewish world—Sephardic 
Jews under the Spanish 
Protectorate of Morocco?
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known for their Mimouna celebration the day after Passover, which involved cooking lots of delicious 
foods that would have been forbidden on Passover and sharing them with their neighbors and Muslim 
friends. Jewish-Muslim relations tended to be relatively warm and peaceful in Morocco through much 
of its history.

So when I needed to decide where Alma’s ancestors would migrate from Spain, Morocco was 
a natural choice!

I chose to focus on the Jews under the Spanish Protectorate mostly for linguistic reasons. Moroccan 
Jews spoke Haketía, the Judeo-Spanish of North Africa, and when the Spaniards took over, the Jews 
in those areas reverted back to Castilian Spanish as a vernacular. I wanted Alma’s grandmother to have 
a strong linguistic tie to Spain, so I chose Tétouan as her birthplace.

Originally, I wanted to set the historical story in 
Málaga, because of its historical significance and its 

proximity to Morocco; but I discovered that I couldn’t tell 
the story I wanted to tell if it was set in Málaga. The Jews of Málaga all left immediately after its con-
quest by the Christians in 1487. There were no Jews left when the Spanish Inquisition was set up there! 
So I needed to select a place where the Spanish Inquisition had already been established; where Jews 
still lived; and that was a reasonably close distance to the sea to allow for a quick escape. Those three 
criteria ruled out the vast majority of the Iberian Peninsula; the entire west and southern coast (because 
of Portugal and Andalusia) and most of the east coast (because of Aragón). All that was left was a rela-
tively small stretch of coastline between Valencia and the Emirate of Granada: a region called Murcia.

As I Googled around, I stumbled across a temporary website that had been set up in honor of an 
exhibition called Huellas de la cultura judía en Lorca—“Traces of Jewish Culture in Lorca”. It turned 
out that the ancient Jewish quarter of Lorca had been discovered relatively recently in the hilltop for-
tress known as Fortaleza del Sol. The website had information about the history of the Jewish quarter, 
and it even had some 3-D renderings of what the place might have looked like in the 15th century. 
(They have since produced several 3-D virtual tours of some of the buildings and streets in the judería 
(including the synagogue); you can find these and others on YouTube!)

I was so inspired by this discovery, I wrote 5,000 words of the historical story within the next 24 
hours

I think there is no Jew in the world, and certainly no 
American Jew, who has not had to contend with this 

issue personally in some way or another. I have experienced 
it from various perspectives throughout my adolescent and 
adult life: my sister is married to a very sweet lapsed Seventh 
Day Adventist; I have many cousins who “married out”, and 
friends and family who were or are in romantic relationships 
with people who are not Jewish. It is indeed a delicate, even 

Why did you choose to set the 
historical story in Lorca?

The main dilemma in By Light 
of Hidden Candles surrounds the 
delicate subject of intermarriage 
between Jews and non-Jews and 
its relationship with what you 
call “Jewish continuity”. What 
brought you to write about that 
topic?
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a painful, subject, and I feel I have something important to say about it. I hope that By Light of Hidden 
Candles conveys my views on it with complexity, nuance, and compassion.

The message doesn’t only relate to intermarriage and 
Jewish continuity; it’s much broader than that. It’s 

that despite what Hollywood may have us believe, love does 
not conquer all—or at least, romantic love doesn’t. There are 

other loves in our lives that may feel less glamorous, but that are no less important to us. There are so 
many stories out there about people sacrificing everything for love—their families, their livelihoods, 
their dreams. Giving up everything for love is glorified and idealized in our individualistic Western 
culture. Sometimes these sacrifices are worth making; but sometimes, and in fact—often, they aren’t. 
Ultimately it’s a question of what’s really important to you.

Absolutely. I think modern Western concepts about 
romance and sexuality are one of mainstream cul-

ture’s biggest blind spots—and it shows in our divorce rates. 
It was beyond the scope of this book to fully address this, but we definitely need more voices calling 
these perceptions about what romance and marriage should look like into question.

Honestly, when I was still in that position—drown-
ing in “no”s—and someone would send me some 

“inspiring” story or an interview with a published author 
answering that question, it annoyed the hell out of me! I 
didn’t buy empty platitudes, and I won’t offer them, either. 
The fact is, it’s a very tough market, and all the talent and 

persistence in the world cannot guarantee you that you will make it. I can’t promise you that if you just 
keep trying, you’re going to succeed in the traditional sense.

But here’s what I can promise you.
People usually define success in terms of fame and fortune. That is an extremely narrow definition. 

You don’t have to restrict yourself to it. You get to define what success means to you. Once you do that, 
once you become more flexible in your vision of what you want to accomplish with your writing, the 
world becomes a much broader and more promising place. The fact is that whatever it is you’re dream-
ing of is not going to happen. Even if I waved a magic wand and conjured exactly what you’re hoping 
for—a hotshot agent, a contract with a major publisher, a place on the NYT bestseller list—reality 
will not look like it does in your fantasies. I think it’s important to dream; and it’s also important to 
understand that our dreams don’t necessarily have to meet reality to give us satisfaction and hope. We 
can still say yes to “lesser” opportunities and explore other options on our way to realizing our biggest 
dreams. And that’s what I advise you to do. Keep going, stay flexible, explore, experiment, try things 
you hadn’t thought of trying before. If you do this, and you keep writing and sending your work out, 

What message do you hope to 
impart to your readers on this 
topic?

So it’s a bit of a counter-culture 
message about romance?

In closing, let’s return to your 
personal history as a writer: 
what advice would you offer 
aspiring novelists who still haven’t 
managed to get published?
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not because you want fame and fortune, but because you’re totally in love with what you’re doing—you 
will find your audience. It won’t be everything you dreamed no matter what you do. But it will be good. 
That I can promise you.

In the meantime, if you need encouragement and advice on building resilience and coping with 
disappointment, self-doubt, and the other joys of being a creative person, check out The Rejection 
Survival Guide!


