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INTRODUCTION by Sue Grafton

SO HERE’S how this went. I was struggling with the storyline for K is for Killer, which had just about wrestled me to a standstill. I knew it was time to launch into the first chapter, but my psyche was reacting. I’d spent the day half-sick, staggering from my bed to the word processor and back. Nothing seemed to work. I knew the illness was stress-induced, but the symptoms were sufficient to muddy my thinking. I tried an opening or two, but I couldn’t hit a vein. Naturally, I did what any sensible writer in my position would do. I went out to the mailbox. There, among the fascinating personal messages addressed to OR CURRENT RESIDENT, was a letter from Lawrence Block indicating that Morrow would be publishing a new edition of Telling Lies for Fun and Profit and asking if I’d contribute the introduction. Thrilled at so legitimate a reason to avoid my work, I went back to my office and plucked my well-worn copy from the shelf. I began to leaf through the pages, purely with an eye to preparing this foreword. Soon, I was sprawled in a comfy chair reading every chapter in sequence. Midway, I sat up, amazed to find that in the chapter called “Opening Remarks,” Lawrence Block had written about the very frustration I was experiencing with K. Furthermore, his advice about openings was right on the money. I set the book aside and went back to my word processor, looking at my problem with renewed interest and a tiny flicker of hope. I began to pick my way through the rubble, and suddenly I found myself in business again.

I knew Lawrence Block’s work long before I knew the man. For many years before our first meeting, I’d been intrigued not only by his fiction, but by his advice about writing. In the early years of the Kinsey Millhone series, I made a point of reading Telling Lies for Fun and Profit before beginning each new book. I still find it essential to my peace of mind. Telling Lies for Fun and Profit is the equivalent of a house call from the family doctor. Whatever my condition, whatever the nature of my creative symptoms that day, I know I can count on a sympathetic ear and an effective remedy. Whether he’s talking about plot, character motivation, point of view, or revisions, his suggestions are practical and his guidance is dependable.

I remember asking him once how he could be so generous. Every theory about writing, every trick he’d discovered, he was willing to share. Wasn’t he worried about revealing trade secrets? Wasn’t his advice to other writers the same as aiding and abetting his professional competition? He seemed amused by the question. “So what if someone else does well? That doesn’t affect me or my work.” He felt that writing about his own experiences forced him to crystallize his thoughts and allowed him new insights that were invaluable to him.

In rereading Telling Lies for Fun and Profit, I’ve been startled to realize how many of the tenets I’d thought were my private revelations really came from him: his advice about writing to please yourself, about putting writing first; his counsel about page-count quotas as a way of fulfilling the work commitment from day to day. For years now I’ve been happily passing these off as my personal epiphanies, and perhaps they were; I’m sure many working writers eventually arrive at the same conclusions. But what a comfort it is to come across them in print. Reading Lawrence Block’s opinions has reinforced my own. There’s consolation in knowing our experiences are so similar. After all, if he has survived, then maybe I will, too.

Most valuable to me is the fact that he takes me behind the scenes, making me a part of his process, privy to the struggles he has endured over the course of his long career. He, too, has suffered resistance, bewilderment, occasional lapses in faith. He has begun and abandoned manuscripts, been blocked, given up all hope, has returned to half-finished books with puzzlement about why he broke off the writing, turning them then into some of his most accomplished published works. He’s candid about his failures and refreshingly modest about his numerous successes. His wisdom, his munificence, his warmth, and his down-to-earth admonitions about the craft of fiction are the equivalent of a home-study program.

I would urge other writers, at whatever point in their careers, to take the time to read this indispensable handbook. In it, Lawrence Block addresses with humor and common sense the issues that every writer faces. His ruminations about his fictional destinations, his recognition of the myriad obstacles along the road, and his suggestions about how to cope with every aspect of the journey have made me a better traveler. Telling Lies for Fun and Profit should be a permanent part of every writer’s library. Certainly, the book holds a treasured place on my shelf.

At the moment, I’m hoping another quick read will give me the solution to my current crisis. And on it goes.


Santa Barbara, California





PREFACE




IN THE summer of ’75 I hit the road. I gave up my New York apartment, sold or gave away most of the possessions of a lifetime, packed the remainder into the back of a diseased station wagon, and set out for Los Angeles.

It took me about eight months to get there. I followed the coast down to Florida, then drifted west. I would linger in a spot for a couple of days or weeks, then pull up stakes on a whim. Once I checked out of a motel and drove five miles down the road because the television set at the first place wouldn’t pick up a football game I wanted to watch.

During this time I continued writing. I had, after all, done virtually nothing else since college. I wrote the first draft of a novel which ultimately became Ariel. I wrote several books that withered and died after fifty or sixty pages; when I think of them now I imagine them as mummified fruit on a tainted tree.

I wrote short stories, too, something I hadn’t done in years. And I wrote an article which I called “Where Do You Get Your Ideas?” I did a mental first draft in the car heading west from Wilmington, North Carolina, typed it the following morning in a motel room, and mailed it the next afternoon from a branch post office in Greenville, South Carolina.

And had not the slightest idea what I was getting into.

Half a year later I was living at the Magic Hotel in Hollywood. One day I remembered that article I’d sent to Writer’s Digest. I’d never heard from them. I wrote, asking wha hoppen, and got a phone call in reply from WD’s editor John Brady. He’d been attempting to buy the piece for months but some secretary had garbled my address and the correspondence had gone awry. We discussed a couple of changes he wanted me to make. I mentioned I’d be driving east sometime in August, and he invited me to say hello if I got within hailing distance of Cincinnati.

By August I decided Writer’s Digest needed a fiction column. I made a point of stopping in Cincinnati on my way back to New York, and after a hearty lunch continued east with an assignment to write a column every other month on the techniques of fiction. After I’d done five or six columns there was some editorial reshuffling and my column went monthly. I’ve been at it ever since.

Looking back, I found myself wondering what ever prompted me to write that piece on the genesis of fictional ideas in the first place. I can think of a couple of factors. I’d been deprived entirely of the company of other writers for a few months at that point, and I guess I was feeling the isolation; it must have concentrated my mind upon the nature of my work and its underlying processes. For another thing, I was writing short stories again after a long layoff, and my mind was serving up plot ideas one after the other. I found the process interesting enough to write about.

I certainly never suspected that a few pages on the development of ideas would eventually transform me into someone who spent a significant amount of his time writing about writing. But that is what has happened, and it has had interesting effects above and beyond my monthly check and the ego gratification of a regular column.

It’s a commonplace in the profession that writers work twenty-four hours a day. (See Chapter 13, “Writer’s Hours.) I don’t know about that, but I do know that my column keeps me working far more than the time I devote to its actual composition. Everything I read is potentially grist for this particular mill. Does a particular author foreshadow a coming plot development in an interesting way? Hmmm. Should I consider a column on foreshadowing as a literary device? What other examples come to mind? Examples, say, of ineffective foreshadowing as well?

Similarly, I’ve become more interested than ever in what other writers have to say about writing, whether they’re discussing their writing methods, offering tips, or commenting upon the nature of the profession. I’m forever clipping things—and, more often than not, losing the clips.

Once or twice a year WD’s capable Rose Adkins writes me a plaintive note asking for a list of my prospective column topics for the next however many months. Once or twice a year I try to make her understand that I could more easily supply maps of the far side of the moon. More often than not, I complete each column convinced I’ll have to give up the job, that I’ll never again be able to come up with a viable theme for a column. Somehow within the next thirty days a topic suggests itself and I find a way to approach it. I’ve learned to take it on faith that this will happen.

 

Even more than writing in general a monthly column is a two-way street. From the column’s inception I have received letters in a steady stream—letters offering suggestions, letters seeking advice, letters thanking me or calling me to task for something I did or didn’t say. Both the volume and the fervor of this correspondence continually impress me with just how important all of this business of stringing words together is to all of us who do it. Whatever our degree of commercial or artistic success, whether we be fresh as paint or older than rust, writing appears to be an imperative.

Letters from readers often furnish me with ideas for future columns. Equally important, the feedback they constitute keeps me in touch with my audience and with my material. I read every letter I get, and I reply to most of them. I almost always reply to those accompanied by a stamped self-addressed envelope. A word to the wise…

This present volume had its origin in correspondence. Any number of readers have written suggesting that my columns might be collected and published in book form. While I have to admit that the very same idea did occur to me all by itself, the letters helped assure me that a market for such a book existed.

It has been an interesting experience editing four years’ worth of columns for book publication. I have done relatively little editing, largely confining myself to changing “column” to “chapter” now and then, and deleting occasional duplications from one column to the next. I have, too, been able to correct mistakes, both grammatical and factual, although I don’t doubt for a moment that I have unwittingly left numerous examples of both sort uncorrected.

Sometimes, rereading this material, I’ve been struck by a tendency to say the same thing over and over. At other times it seems to me that I give conflicting advice from one month to the next. Ultimately I’ve decided not to apologize for either the redundancy or the contradictions. They strike me as inescapable in material written at various times and from various perspectives.

 

Several persons deserve my thanks in this venture. The good people at Writer’s Digest, especially John Brady, Rose Adkins, Bill Brohaugh, and publisher Dick Rosenthal, have been unfailingly helpful and supportive since the column’s inception. Book publication might not have happened but for the encouragement and enthusiasm of Don Fine of Arbor House; I know no one in the industry who cares more about fiction, or publishes it with greater conviction and respect.

Jared Kieling, my editor at Arbor House, is responsible for the book’s scheme of organization. It was he who was able to see that the columns grouped themselves naturally into four general areas—fiction as a profession, as a discipline, as a structure, and as a craft. I embraced this plan wholeheartedly, finding it potentially more useful to the reader than the two organizational modes which had occurred to me—viz., chronologically and alphabetically.

When I write a column, it’s impossible for me to know if anyone will find it useful. The nuts-and-bolts columns of Part Four seem to me to offer the most real help to a writer, and yet it is almost invariably the more general inspirational columns which draw the heaviest reader mail. Of course what’s helpful and what prompts one to respond may not be the same thing.

In any event, it’s similarly impossible for me to know how valuable readers will find this book. I know that it’s been enormously valuable to me to write it, column by column, and I have all of you who read it to thank for the opportunity.

New York City

March 9, 1981






PART ONE

The Liar’s Trade:

Fiction as a Profession








CHAPTER 1

Setting Your Sights




A COUPLE of months ago I returned to Antioch College to teach an intensive week-long seminar on fictional technique. One of the first things I remembered as I crossed the campus was a cartoon which had been displayed on the English Department bulletin board during my first year as an Antioch student. The cartoon showed a sullen eight-year-old boy facing an earnest principal. “It’s not enough to be a genius, Arnold,” the man was saying. “You have to be a genius at something.”

I recall identifying very strongly with Arnold. I had known early on that I wanted to be a writer. But it seemed that it wasn’t enough merely to be a writer.

You had to sit down and write something.

Some people receive the whole package as a gift. Not only are they endowed with writing talent but they seem to have been born knowing what they are destined to write about. Equipped at the onset with stories to tell and the skills required to tell them, they have only to get on with the task. Some people, in short, have it easy.

Some of us don’t. We know that we want to write without knowing what we want to write.

How are we to decide what to write?

By chance, I suspect, more often than not. Yet there seem to be some steps one can take in order to find oneself as a writer. Let’s have a look at them.

1. DISCOVERING THE OPTIONS. When I was fifteen or sixteen years old and secure in the knowledge that I’d been born to be a writer, it didn’t even occur to me to wonder what sort of thing I would write. I was at the time furiously busy reading my way through Great Twentieth Century Novels, Steinbeck and Hemingway and Wolfe and Dos Passos and Fitzgerald and all their friends and relations, and it was ever so clear to me that I would in due course produce a Great Novel of my own.

I’d go to college first, naturally, where I might get a somewhat clearer idea of what constituted a Great Novel. Then I’d emerge from college into the Real World. There I would Live. (I wasn’t quite sure what Capital-L Living entailed, but I figured there would be a touch of squalor in there somewhere, along with generous dollops of booze and sex.) All of this Living would ultimately constitute the Meaningful Experiences which I would eventually distill into any number of great books.

Now there’s nothing necessarily wrong with this approach. Any number of important novels are produced in this approximate fashion, and the method has the added advantage that, should you write nothing at all, you’ll at least have treated yourself to plenty of booze and sex along the way.

In my own case, my self-image as a writer was stronger than my self-image as a potential great novelist. I began reading books about writers and their work. I became a sporadic student of Writer’s Digest. I loved the success stories and identified with their subjects. And, reading the market reports, I became aware that there was a whole world of professional writing that lay outside the more exclusive world of significant literature. I came to realize that, whatever my ultimate goals, my immediate aim was to write something—anything!—and get paid for it and see it in print.

I began reading a great many different kinds of books and magazines, trying to find something I figured I could write. I didn’t care whether it was significant or artistic or even interesting. I just wanted to find something I could do.

2. YOU HAVE TO BE ABLE TO READ IT. When I was starting out, confession magazines were generally acknowledged to constitute the best and most receptive market for new writers. They paid fairly well, too.

I think I understood what a confession story was, the basic structure of its plot, and what made one story good and another unacceptable. During the year I spent working for a literary agent, the two confessions I pulled out of the slush pile both sold on their first submission, and the author of one of them came to be a leader in the field.

On several occasions, I bought or borrowed confession magazines and decided to read my way through them. I never made it. I could not read one of the damned things all the way through without skimming. I couldn’t concentrate on what I was reading. And I couldn’t shake the conviction that the entire magazine, from front to back, was nothing but mind-rotting garbage.

Nor, consequently, could I produce a confession story. The ideas my mind came up with were either numbingly trite or at odds with the requirements of the market. I never did turn any of these ideas into stories, never wrote a confession until one bizarre weekend when I wrote three of them to order for a publisher with a couple of holes to fill and a deadline fast approaching. Those stories were awful. I wrote them because I’d taken the assignment, and the publisher printed them because he had to, and that was the hardest money I ever made.

I know other writers with similar experience in other fields. The moral is simple enough. If you can’t stand to read a particular type of story, you’re wasting your time trying to write it.

3. IDENTIFYING WITH THE WRITER. As a lifelong compulsive reader, I had little trouble finding categories of stories I could read with enjoyment. What I learned then, and have confirmed on many occasions since, is that just because I can read a particular story doesn’t perforce mean I can write it.

For example, there was a time when I read a great deal of science fiction. I liked most S-F stories, and I liked the good ones a lot. Furthermore, I used to hang out with several established science-fiction writers. I found them a congenial lot, and I liked the way they grabbed hold of ideas and turned them into stories.

But I couldn’t write science fiction. No matter how much of the stuff I read, my mind did not produce workable S-F ideas. I could read those stories with a fan’s enjoyment, but I could not get the sort of handle on those stories that left me thinking, “I could have written that. I could have come up with that idea, and I could have developed it the way he did. I could have been the writer of that story.”

One of the things that makes a story work is that you identify with the characters. Well, one of the things that makes a story writable, if you will, is when you read it and identify not only with the characters but with the writer.

I remember the first time that happened. It was the summer after my freshman year at Antioch. I picked up a paperback anthology of short stories entitled The Jungle Kids. The author was Evan Hunter, who had recently made a name for himself with The Blackboard Jungle. I read the dozen or so stories in the book, all of them dealing with juvenile delinquents, virtually all of them originally published in Manhunt, and I experienced a shock of recognition. I identified, not so much with the characters in the stories, but with Evan Hunter himself.

I can still remember how excited I was when I got to the end of the book. Here was someone writing and publishing well-written stories that I could respect and enjoy—and I could see myself doing what he had done. I felt it was something I could do and I saw it as eminently worth doing.

Had I known then what I know now, I would have immediately gone to a back-magazine store and purchased every available copy of Manhunt. This never occurred to me. I did check one newstand, and when they proved to be out of the magazine I forgot all about it. I went on to write a couple of stories about juvenile delinquents, but they were lousy and I didn’t try submitting them anywhere.

Some months later, I wrote a story about a young criminal. It had nothing in common with the Hunter stories, and I had indeed forgotten about them when I wrote it. A couple of months after that, I read the listing for Manhunt in a copy of Writer’s Digest, remembered the magazine as having published Hunter’s stories, and sent them mine. It came back with a note from the editor criticizing the ending. At that point I finally took the trouble to locate a copy of Manhunt, read it from cover to cover, and rewrote my story with a new ending. It was not, however, a very good ending, and it came back by return mail.

I kept reading Manhunt, however, and a month later I saw how to make the story work, and rewrote it once again, and they bought it, and I decided crime fiction was my metier. I can’t say I’ve never regretted the decision, but I do seem to have stuck with it over the years. Now, as then, I’m sustained by the hope that, if I just keep at it long enough, sooner or later I’ll get it right.

That shock of recognition, that identification with the writer, is difficult to describe but impossible to ignore. A similar epiphany preceded the writing of my first novel.

At that point I’d been writing and publishing crime stories for a year and felt it was time to write a detective novel. I’d read hundreds of them, liked them very much, and had made a couple of attempts at writing one of my own. For one reason or another, however, I couldn’t get a handle on a novel.

During this time I had read perhaps a dozen lesbian novels. The sensitive novel of female homosexuality was a popular category in the fifties and I suspect I read the books more for information and titillation than anything else. I didn’t know any lesbians then, and all I knew about the subject was what I read in these dumb books. But I did find the books compulsively readable, and one day I finished one and realized that I could have written it. Or one quite like it. Possibly, by Georgia, one a shade better than what I’d read.

In the name of research, I promptly read every other lesbian novel I could lay my hands on. Then one morning the plot came to me, and I outlined it, and a few weeks later I sat down and wrote the thing start to finish in two weeks flat, finishing four days before my twentieth birthday. (This seemed highly significant at the time. I’ve no idea why.) It sold to Fawcett, the first publisher to see it, and I was a published novelist just like that.

Deciding what you’re going to write is a major step on the road to discovering yourself as a writer. Once you’ve found your particular field of endeavor, there are some more steps you can take that will make it a little simpler for you to get into that chosen field.

We’ll get to them in the next chapter.







CHAPTER 2

Studying the Market




IN THE preceding chapter we had a look at the process of determining what kind of story to write, what area of the market to aim at. Let’s assume now that you’ve zeroed in on a category of fiction that seems suited to you. You enjoy reading it; moreover, you can visualize yourself writing it. For one reason or another you’ve decided you want to become a writer of confessions, or science fiction, or gothic novels, or mystery stories.

Now what?

The next step, it might appear, is to sit down to the typewriter and get on with it—and it’s possible that you’re ready to go ahead and do just that. Perhaps, now that you’ve chosen a fiction category, your unconscious has obligingly coughed up enough fully developed story ideas to keep your typewriter humming for months. If so, more power to you—and why aren’t you busy writing instead of reading this book?

For many of us, however, there’s an interim step between deciding what sort of thing to write and setting out to write it. It consists of subjecting one’s chosen field to a detailed analysis. The analytical process is such that the writer winds up with both an ingrained gut-level understanding of what constitutes a successful story in the field and a mind trained to produce and develop the ideas for such successful stories.

I can’t think of a better name for this process than market analysis, yet something in me recoils at the term. It’s too clinical, for one thing, and it seems to imply that writing can be approached scientifically, that the problem of selling to Mind-Boggler Science-Fiction Stories lends itself to a case study a la Harvard Business School.

Besides, the process I’m talking about constitutes less a study of the markets than of the individual stories themselves. Our object is to learn what makes a story work, not what makes a particular editor buy it.

Okay—whatever you call it, I want to do it. What do I do first?

Good question.

What you do is you read.

Last chapter we established that the category of story you elect to write had better be one you enjoy reading. Now that you’ve picked a category, you’re going to have to do some really intensive reading.

In my own case, I pretty much backed into writing for the crime-fiction magazines. But once I had made that first sale to Manhunt, I proceeded to study that magazine and all the others in the field more intently than I ever studied anything before or since. I bought Manhunt and Hitchcock and Ellery Queen and Trapped and Guilty and a few other magazines whenever they appeared on the stands. In addition, I made regular visits to back-magazine shops, where I picked up every back issue of those publications that I could find. I carried lists in my wallet to avoid buying the same issue twice. And I carted them all home and arranged them in orderly fashion on my shelves, and then I read every last one of them from cover to cover.

I still remember quite a few of those stories that I read twenty years or so ago. Some of them were very good. Others were not very good at all. But by reading hundreds and hundreds of those stories over the months, the good and the bad and the indifferent, I learned what constituted a successful crime story in a way I could not have learned otherwise.

Understand, please, that I did not learn any formulae. I don’t know that such a thing exists. What I did learn, in a manner I cannot entirely explain, is a sense of the possible variations that could be worked upon the crime story, a sense of what worked and what didn’t.

Of course I didn’t just read and read and read for months on end. Throughout this period I occasionally came up with an idea and took the time to hammer out a story. Nor did this habit of reading voraciously in my chosen field come to a halt once I was regularly turning out and selling stories of my own. I still read a great deal of suspense fiction, short stories and novels. I do so because I enjoy much of what I read, but I also do so because I regard it as part of my work as a writer.

That’s it, then, this market-analysis business? You just read a lot?

Sometimes it’s enough. But there’s something else you can do that may increase the effectiveness of your reading.

It’s simple enough. You outline what you’ve read.

I don’t mean that you take apart a story as if it were an exercise in literary criticism. You can do so, of course, and you might or might not find the process rewarding. But this method of outlining has nothing to do with criticism, with how you feel about the story, with whether the story works or doesn’t work. Having read the story, you simply write down a summary of the plot, relating in a few sentences just what happens in the story.

For example:

Two brothers are on their way to commit a big-time robbery when they run low on gas in the middle of nowhere. The service-station operator keeps telling them their car needs additional work and they sense they’re being conned, yet they don’t want to take chances. They let the man make more repairs than they have cash to pay for, finally robbing the station at the end because there’s no other way out.

Or:

Narrator and his wife come home from vacation to find their house torn inside-out by burglars. Narrator goes off to work with his partner, complaining about what happened, the damage the burglars had done, the mess they made, etc. Turns out the two men are professional burglars on their way to knock off a warehouse themselves.

This method of outlining, of writing out plot summaries of what you have read, serves to pare away the writer’s facility with prose and dialogue and characterization and reduce each story to its basic plot. In this fashion you can see after the fact just what it was that you’ve read. I don’t know that there’s any specific value in studying these plot summaries after you’ve written them, as a paleontologist studies dinosaur bones, but I do think that the simple act of stripping the stories to the bones will give you an intuitive understanding of what holds them together that you could not readily obtain just by reading them.

Outlines are an even more effective tool in learning how longer fiction works. When you take an outline you have read and reduce it to a chapter-by-chapter summary of its plot, you are in effect reversing the process the author followed in writing the book in the first place. Although they’re often easier to write, novels are generally more difficult to grasp than short stories. So much more happens in them that it’s harder to see their structure. Stripped down to outline form, the novel is like a forest in winter; with their branches bare, the individual trees become visible where once the eyes saw only a mass of green leaves.

If you plan to prepare an outline for a novel of your own some day, there’s yet another advantage in outlining. Quite simply, you learn in this fashion what outlines look like. In order to feel comfortable in any form of writing, I have to know what it looks like on paper. Before I could write a screenplay, for example, it was not enough for me to go to the movies and see how films worked on the screen. I had to get a sense of how they worked on the page—because I was going to be writing a screenplay, not a film. When an outline, too, becomes something you can look at in typescript instead of merely sensing it as the invisible skeleton of a bound book, it becomes a good deal easier to outline your own as-yet unwritten novel.

Question—with all this reading and analyzing and outlining, all this mechanical crap, aren’t we stifling creativity? I have a feeling I’ll be trying to duplicate what’s been written rather than writing my own stories.

That’s not how it works. If anything, a bone-deep knowledge of your field helps you avoid unwittingly writing those stories that have been written already.

What every editor wants—and every reader, for that matter—can be summed up in four paradoxical words: the same only different. Your story must be the same as innumerable other stories so that it may provide a similar kind of satisfaction to the reader. Yet it must simultaneously differ sufficiently from all of those other stories so that the reader will not feel it’s something he’s read over and over in the past.

We achieve this same-only-different quality not by borrowing bits and pieces from a variety of other stories, not by synthesizing and amalgamating what we’ve read, but by so imbuing ourselves in our chosen field that the requirements of the field soak into our subconscious minds.

I don’t believe anyone knows enough about the mind to say just how story ideas are produced. It may not be necessary to know this, any more than you have to understand electricity to turn the light on. I do know that a basic understanding of how a particular kind of story works, acquired by the process described above, seems to make things a good deal easier for the mind.

I don’t know about you, but my mind needs all the help it can get.






CHAPTER 3

Decisions, Decisions




COUPLE OF months ago I was chatting with a fellow at some sort of symposium on suspense fiction. He was writing his first novel, or getting ready to write his first novel, or thinking about getting ready, or whatever, and he had a lot of questions. And, since he’d artfully positioned himself between me and the cheese and crackers, I had little choice but to answer him.

Did editors, he wanted to know, prefer novels in the first or third person? Did editors prefer books where a murder occurs right away? Did editors prefer books with an urban or a rural setting? Did editors prefer multiple viewpoint or single viewpoint? Did editors prefer—

“Look,” I said, “that’s now how I write. I don’t try to imagine just what sort of book some editor is going to fall in love with and then set out to produce it. For one thing, editors are individuals. They don’t share a single set of preferences. For another, what any editor prefers most is a book that turns him on, and that he has reason to believe people will buy, and his judgment ultimately hasn’t got too much to do with questions of first or third person, single or multiple viewpoint, or urban or rural setting.

“Anyway,” I went on, “I myself am pretty much of an intuitive writer. I try to write the sort of book I would want to read if I hadn’t happened to have written it myself. The more I write to please myself, the more likelihood there is that I’ll please other people in the process. But when I deliberately set out to please other readers, I usually turn out an inferior book. So I’d advise you to write the book your own way. Give it your best shot and then when you’ve finished worry about finding somebody who likes it enough to publish it.”

I wheeled about and made my way to the refreshment table at this point lest I find myself in the middle of Polonius’s little spiel to Laertes, advising the poor man neither to borrow nor to lend. I hadn’t actually said “To thine own self be true,” but that was certainly the thrust of my comments.

Afterward, through the medium of what one might call sober reflection, I wondered if I hadn’t overstated the case. I hadn’t said anything I didn’t believe, but perhaps I had glossed over the fact that writing for certain markets demands a familiarity with the requirements of those markets.

This is especially true for the neophyte writer who is aiming at one of the more accessible markets—gothics, let us say, or light romances, or confession stories. I devoted considerable space in Writing the Novel: From Plot to Print to a discussion of how to analyze the requirements of a particular fictional genre and how to write one’s own story within such a framework. Wasn’t I being inconsistent, saying this in print and then loftily advising this chap to go follow his own star?

Years ago, when I worked for a literary agent, I had dealings with a would-be writer who was possessed of enormous energy, a serviceable way with prose and dialogue, and the survival instincts of a lemming. All he ostensibly wanted was to see his work in print, yet all he did was sabotage himself at every turn. Advised that confessions constituted a particularly receptive market for newcomers, he produced several, but insisted upon writing them from a male viewpoint. At the time, a confession magazine might publish one male-viewpoint story an issue, if they happened to run across one they really liked. By writing his confessions from a male point of view, the man was deliberately making things harder for himself.

I had occasion to remember all of this just a few days ago when I began work on a new novel. The basic plot notion was one that had suggested itself to me some months ago—a girl’s mother dies, her father remarries, and the girl becomes convinced that her stepmother is trying to kill her. I hadn’t given the idea any conscious thought in months, but evidently my subconscious had been playing with it while I was at work on something else, and I found bits and pieces of the plot coming to me rapidly.

I also found myself with decisions to make. Did I want an urban or a rural setting? Would I write the book in the first or the third person? Single or multiple viewpoint?

I don’t always have to make decisions of this sort. Quite a few of the novels I’ve written over the years have recounted the continuing adventures of series characters, and in such a case a lot of these questions are predetermined. When I write a mystery about burglar Bernie Rhodenbarr, for example, I know I’m going to use the first person. I know, too, who the character is and how he operates, where he lives, who his friends are, and so on. A series involves turning out books that are “the same only different,” and while that requirement presents problems of its own, it does eliminate certain decisions.

A year ago I spent a week in Savannah, where I scouted locations with the intention of using the city in a novel sooner or later. When I first got the idea for The Stepmother, I felt it would fit quite neatly into that charming Georgia seaport.

Two factors changed my mind. First off, I recognized that there were already elements of plot and character in The Stepmother that were evocative of Ariel, a recent novel of mine. Ariel was set in an old house in Charleston, and while Charleston and Savannah are by no means indistinguishable one from the other, they do have points of similarity. This might not have kept me from setting the book in Savannah if I had been convinced it would work best there, but it did predispose me to look for another setting.

As I thought further about the book, a second reason for getting away from Savannah came to mind. I decided I wanted to make the girl a New Yorker out of her element. I saw her as a child who has grown up in Greenwich Village, not so much precocious as sophisticated. Suppose the family moved to the country? Someplace fairly isolated, say. Delaware County, Schoharie County, one of those forgotten areas of upstate New York a few hours from the city and hence out of commuting range.

With the choice of location, more of the plot immediately began to take form. Why would the family move from the Village out into the middle of nowhere? Maybe the father’s a writer who just made a lot of money and wants to play landed gentleman for a change. I began to get a sense of the house and grounds. I decided there would be an old overgrown cemetery on the property, and I saw a few ways this would fit into the plot.

At this point I wrote out a few hundred words of notes, talking to myself at the typewriter, and a couple of days later I started actually writing the book. I wrote half a dozen pages and stopped, because I had another decision to make.

First person or third person? I had automatically begun the book in the third person, writing the opening scene, in which the family first visits the country house, from Naomi’s point of view. (I had by this time selected a name for her).

But was that the best choice?

I stayed away from the typewriter for several days weighing the pros and cons. First-person narration comes very naturally to me, and I found the prospect seductive in this instance. I’m much better able to get inside the skin of my lead character when I write in the first person. It has always seemed to me the most natural voice for fiction, and I thought it might be particularly useful in The Stepmother for a couple of reasons.

For one, I had a very good sense of Naomi and felt she would be a terrific character. The more effectively and compellingly I could present her to the reader, the more gripping and engaging the book would be. For another, I felt it might be difficult to get inside Naomi as well in the third person.

Ariel was written in the third person, but there were two elements present which facilitated my getting inside the character and making her come alive. I used lengthy extracts from a diary she was keeping, which in effect constituted first-person sections within a third-person narrative. I also had quite a few scenes in which she conversed intimately with Erskine, a classmate of hers, and the relationship between the two kids was one of the more interesting elements of the book.

I didn’t want to have Naomi keep a diary, partly because I didn’t want to write Ariel all over again, partly because I did not envision her as a diarist. Nor did I expect her to develop a close relationship with a classmate at the new school in the country; on the contrary, I saw her as essentially isolated, contemptuous of her new schoolmates and rejected by them in turn.

So why not switch to first person? Well, that presented problems of another sort. For openers, I’d be limited to scenes in which Naomi was present. The reader couldn’t be privy to any information that she didn’t know. It seemed to me that the sort of suspense novel I was writing worked best if the reader occasionally knew things the lead character did not know.

It also seemed to me that the book would be more effective if the reader was never entirely certain whether the peril Naomi fancied herself to be in was real or imaginary. The use of first-person narration didn’t automatically rule out this ambivalence, but it made it more difficult to bring it off.

One other thing. Suspense would be further heightened, I felt, if the reader didn’t know everything that Naomi knew, and if he wasn’t aware of everything she did. Perhaps there might be a point where suspicion was raised about Naomi’s having been responsible for her own mother’s death, say. While it’s possible for a narrator to withhold certain information from the reader—I’ve done that sort of thing in detective stories, certainly—I didn’t think it would work well here.

So I decided to go with my original impulse and write the book in the third person. And, in the course of making the decision, I thought up bits of plot business that would enable Naomi to reveal herself to the reader through interaction with other characters. I decided there could be an old man who walks along that particular road every day, a rustic who’s a source of information on the area, and he and Naomi could develop some sort of friendship. I had already thought she might run off to New York and be brought back by a private detective, and I now saw how she could have further dealings with the detective. An occasional letter to her best friend in New York might serve a function similar to that of Ariel’s diary.

And, in considering and rejecting the first person, I became increasingly aware of the need for writing the book from multiple viewpoint, and got a sense of some of the scenes that would have to be written, and of some of the characters from whose points of view they would be shown.

One consideration, I must admit, was that novels of the sort I was writing are most commonly written in the third person. But I did not regard this fact as evidence of a requirement, or elect to go along with the majority out of a desire to make my publisher happy. Instead, I learned in the course of making my decision why third-person narration predominates, and found that it does so for very sound reasons.

I thought it might be interesting to share the factors involved in making this sort of literary decision, and to show how the decision-making process itself sparks the invention of plot and character elements. I still think Polonius was quite right, and that “To thine own self be true” ought to be every writer’s first principle, but any number of decisions nevertheless need to be made in order to be true to one’s own vision, whether they are arrived at intuitively or through the sort of processes I’ve described.

You’ll excuse me, won’t you? Now that I’ve made all these decisions, I’ve got to sit down and write the damned thing.
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