Opening Lines
Contesting Fate

By NicHOLAS WEINSTOCK

ublished authors are gener-
Pally viewed as the luckiest

people in the world. And
fair enough, given the rarity of
the chance (and rarer still, the
professional entitlement) to pur-
sue a creative impulse for years
at a time. Add to that the good
fortune necessary to land your
project in the right person's
hands at the right place and at
the right time; not to mention the
serendipity of selecting a topic
judged to have the potential to
appeal to thousands of members
of the public you've never met. Every author of every
book on every shelf of a bookstore has lucked out. Yet
it's easy to overlook how hard and long most of them
labor in order to be around when luck happens to
strike.

When Ronna Wineberg was touched by the hand
of fate, she had been quietly courting that hand for 18
years. A graduate of the University of Denver College
of Law, Wineberg worked as a public defender for
Colorado Legal Services in Denver and as a public de-
fender in Littleton, Colorado. She met her husband, a
doctor, in Colorado, and moved with him and their
three young children to Nashville, Tennessee when he
was offered a job at Vanderbilt University. While de-
voting herself full-time to the kids, Wineberg found
that her longtime interest in writing (she used to pen
snippets of fiction while waiting for her cases to get
underway in court) could not be ignored. So she joined
a local writers’ group, took evening classes in writing,
and—in the small and smaller pockets of time between
family caretaking—got going.

“My goal when I started to write,” Wineberg recalls,
“was to complete a short story that worked well
enough to be published.  had limited time, young chil-
dren to take care of, and couldn’t imagine any achieve-
ment in writing greater than a published story.” But
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when she began to land stories in literary magazines—
one in the Colorado Review, another two years later
in Midstream, then one in an anthology of Tennessee
writers three years after that—
Wineberg began to aim higher,
and longer. She wrote two
novels—one, naturally, about a
public defender—that were never
published, but are still alive in
a drawer, and later published
stories in a wide array of literary
magazines, including So To
Speak, the South Dakota Review,
Controlled Burn, Sou'wester and
Writers” Forum. Then she discov-
ered short story contests.

“There are a huge number of
contests out there,” Wineberg
says. "In a way, each one I en-
tered became a goal for me. They
served as deadlines. By the entry
date, I had to have a manuscript
in finished shape. You have to se-
lect carefully, though. Most contests charge a fee to en-
ter, which can become expensive. | once sent a
manuscript to a contest—and that year they didn't
choose a winner. You have to be realistic about con-
tests, too. Since there is just one winner, the chance of
success is small. It's a risky way to get your hopes up.”
But it's an effective way as well. When in 2000
Wineberg was a finalist for the Willa Cather Prize in
Fiction given by Helicon Nine Editions, "it was won-
derful. For the first time, really, I had the feeling that |
might be able to publish a book.”

For seven years Wineberg diligently submitted sto-
ries and collections to contests, working between the
deadlines to rewrite and reorganize her pieces. Six
years ago she and her family moved to New York City
when her husband got another job. There Wineberg
was one of the founding editors of the Bellevue Liter-
ary Review, a literary journal devoted to themes of
health, healing and the body that is published by the
Department of Medicine at New York University, and
became its first fiction editor, a job she still holds. She
was a finalist in the Moment Magazine short story
contest of 2002. A year later she made it into the last
round of the New Millennium Writings Awards Con-
test XV. Then, in June of 2004, when Wineberg was
typically busy hosting family and planning a party for
her daughter’s college graduation, she got a call from
the New Rivers Press Many Voices Project Literary
Competition to let her know that she’d won.
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